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 Chapter One
  
 
    “Now, what are you doing there, my wee lassie? Come back from the window before you are seen!” 
 
    Lily felt the plump hands of her nursemaid, Mairi. Before she knew it, the hands had her shoulders and were dragging her back from the window. Lily let out a cry of distress. 
 
    “Mairi, for the love of our Lord! Your hands are freezing.” Lily grimaced. 
 
    Mairi ignored her. “I dinnae care if me hands are made of ice blocks,” she scolded. “It’s nae seemly for the daughter of the laird to be poking her head out the window, goggling. You’re still in your chemise!” 
 
    Lily scowled. “I thought I heard horses. Is it them, come to take me away?” 
 
    Mairi was busy selecting a gown for Lily. “Ach, should you wear the blue, or the green? The blue is grander, to be sure, but the green looks most fetching on you. It matches those eyes of yours.” 
 
    Lily shook her head impatiently. “I dinnae care! It’s not important. Mairi, are they here? Am I really about to leave?” 
 
    Mairi stopped and turned to her young charge. “Aye. I dinnae want to panic you, but the men from the Laird of Loneshire arrived a short time past.” She took Lily’s face in her hands, and stared into her eyes. “It’s time, my wee bonnie lass. You must be prepared to meet them, and away.” 
 
    Lily felt tears burn behind her eyes. I must not weep, she told herself furiously. 
 
    At that moment, the door opened. Lady Catherine, Lily’s mother, swept into the room. 
 
     A tall woman with a dignified bearing, Lady Catherine was meticulously gowned, as always.  Lily had never seen her mother less than impeccably dressed and coiffed.  Instinctively, Lily ran a hand through her long, unkempt black curls. 
 
    Lady Catherine raised an eyebrow. “Lily! I told you to be dressed a half hour ago.  The Laird’s men are here. You must hurry. Mairi, I will help.” 
 
    Lily felt like a rag doll, as both women tugged and pulled at her.  After being corseted and gowned, she was spun around and seated. Mairi grabbed the hairbrush and started tugging at the mass of unruly curls, attempting to tame them. Her mother stood in front of her. Lily bristled. I can feel a lecture coming, she thought to herself darkly. 
 
    “Now, Lily. We have had many talks over the past month about this day, and what is expected of you in the coming months.” Lady Catherine started pacing the room. “The match is a good one. It took your father months of negotiation to broker a deal with the Laird of Loneshire for this marriage. We expect you to behave in the proper manner, befitting a lady of your station. Never forget who you are – Lady Lily McEwan, daughter of the Laird of Aberdeen, of Clan Douglas! Your credentials are impeccable.  Just make sure that your behavior matches them.” 
 
    Lily sighed dramatically. She had been hearing this her whole life.  She could never live up to the expectations of her exacting mother. 
 
    “I don’t like the Laird.” Lily thrust out her lip. Mairi shoved her quickly in the back, in warning. But it was too late. 
 
    Her mother spun around, eyes flashing. “Haud your wheesht! I don’t want to hear this talk again, Lily. Do you hear me? You are to be the wife of the Laird of Loneshire. You had better make peace with that fact, and quickly!” 
 
    “Why should I?” Lily’s lip sunk lower. “He was rude and arrogant to me when we met. He barely looked at me, and when he did, it was to order me around like I was a kitchen skivvy! And everyone knows what he did to his first wife…” Mairi nudged her again. 
 
    “I’ll gie you a skelpit lug, if I hear more of that talk!” Lady Catherine waved a threatening hand in front of Lily’s face. “How many times have I told you to not listen to kitchen rumors? The Laird’s first wife died in childbirth!” She came close to her daughter and grabbed her face. “Are you listening? No more talk of it!” 
 
    Lily wrenched her face from her mother’s grasp. “I’ll not talk of it. But don’t expect me to be happy!” 
 
    Lady Catherine slowly rose to her full height again. “That’s better. We’ll make a compliant wife of you yet.”  She turned and strode to the door. “I expect you in the main hall as soon as Mairi finishes your hair.” And she left. 
 
                                                                          *** 
 
    The main hall was bustling with activity when Lily finally entered.  
 
    A huge fire roared in the fireplace. A couple of men, unknown to Lily, stood around it, warming themselves.  There was an occasional roar of laughter, then spitting into the fire. The remnants of a meal were on the long table; two men were finishing their meal, gnawing at chicken legs. They slouched in their chairs, legs sprawled. Lily frowned. What an uncouth lot. And this was the clan she was marrying into? She shuddered in distaste. 
 
    “Ah, there she is! Lads – here is my lovely daughter, at long last!” 
 
    The Much Honored Henry McEwan, Laird of Aberdeen, strode toward Lily, arms outstretched. Lily wasn’t fooled.  The show of affection was just that – a show.  Lord Aberdeen was a cold man, except when it suited him.  Except when it was strategic to play the part of the doting father, as it was now. 
 
    Lily endured his embrace.  She had to play her part in this, she thought with a sinking heart. Oh, how she longed to go back to yesterday! When she was merely the Laird’s unwed daughter, walking around the castle, going into the Aberdeen market with Mairi. 
 
     It was one of her favorite places.  While Mairi shopped, or traded for hair ribbons and other trinkets for her, Lily would wonder off.  If there was a play on, she would stop and watch, laughing or crying with everyone else at the story.  She listened to the popular Scottish ballads being sung, and would be carried away by the romance and tragedy. 
 
    She loved Aberdeen.  The smell of fish fresh caught from the rivers. The dyers at work; their vats swirling with garish colors as the wool was dipped into them.  The leather workers perfecting their craft.  Friars wondered the streets, imploring everyone who passed to save their souls. It was such a hustle and bustle of activity, and one that she never tired of watching. 
 
    The Laird’s castle was away from the main town, built around the same time as New Aberdeen was established on the River Dee.  Lily could look down into the river and the surrounding countryside if she climbed the castle’s towers. It used to be one of her favorite things to do when she was little.  She would escape to a tower, dreaming and looking at the river.  Until the panicked cries of Mairi would puncture her bliss and send her scurrying back. 
 
    And now she had to leave.  To marry a scoundrel.  Oh, he was a laird; there was no doubt about that.  And very rich to boot.  She would have finer gowns and more servants than she did here. 
 
    But she remembered his cold eyes on the night she had sat at this very table to meet him. He barely glanced at her; and when he did, he was shrewdly assessing, like a buyer might a stud horse. And Lily had noticed how he surreptitiously grabbed the serving maids under their skirts as they bent over him to pour more wine in his goblet. Squeezing them, until they bit their lips. 
 
    Oh, Lily had seen it all! 
 
    And then there was the talk. Of how he had killed his first wife because she bore him a daughter and not the son he wanted. Officially, the wife had died in childbirth. But no one had seen her body after the newborn was whisked away.  She just disappeared, with Richard McLaren, the Laird of Loneshire, claiming she had to be buried in a far-off cemetery in accordance with his dear departed wife’s wishes. 
 
    No body, no ceremony, no burial.  Fishy.  And she was all set to become his second wife! 
 
    “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady.” 
 
    Oh, bother! She had been so busy wallowing in her misery that she didn’t know what was happening.  Her father had just introduced her to someone.  But she couldn’t recall who…? 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts, me lady?” The voice was dry.  She looked up at the man who uttered them, nonplussed.  He arched an eyebrow at her. 
 
    Lily drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t much.  She was a petite girl. “Aye, pleased to make your acquaintance.” She stopped.  What was his name? 
 
    “I am Douglas McLaren, the brother of the Laird,” the man continued. “My men and I will be escorting you to Colloness Castle, in preparation for your wedding.” 
 
    Lily barely glanced at him.  A tall man, with shoulder length jet black hair, wearing the Stewart tartan. Her gaoler. Taking her to her soon-to-be-husband. Dragging her, more like! 
 
    She tossed her head imperiously, consciously trying to mimic her mother. “Aye, well, I hope you and your men show a bit more manners to me while travelling than you’ve shown here.”  She gestured at one of his men who was belching while grabbing a serving maid. 
 
    Douglas McLaren didn’t smile. “You need to be ready to go, now.” He turned away from her. Lily felt an upsurge of anger.  He was as arrogant as his brother, obviously! 
 
    Before she knew it, Lily was mounted on an unfamiliar horse. Everyone was gathered in the courtyard to bid her farewell. Her mother and father were looking smug, like the cat that just ate the cream. Probably counting in their heads all the gold they were getting from this union, thought Lily darkly. Her brother Neil was there, bored as usual. 
 
    “Neil and I will arrive in a month or so, to make sure you are settled and oversee the wedding preparations,” her father said to her. 
 
    Lily looked around.  “Where is Mairi’s horse? Isn’t she saddled yet?” 
 
    Lord Aberdeen’s face grew colder still. “Mairi? Oh, you must be mistaken, my dear, Mairi was never coming with you. You will have new servants at Colloness Castle.” 
 
    Lily was shocked. “What are you talking about? Mairi must come with me!” She looked around desperately. Mairi was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “How could you do this to me?” 
 
    A cold smile spread across Lord Aberdeen’s face. 
 
    “Me? Oh, no, my dear, this was not my doing.  This is under orders from the Laird of Loneshire himself.  He expressly forbade you to bring any reminders of your former life.  How did he put it? He would like you to start from scratch.” 
 
    The horses started, and Lily found herself among them, leaving the castle that had been her only home. As they cantered off, she looked back desperately.  She could just see Mairi’s face in her bedroom window, tears streaming.  Don’t look back again, she told herself.  Don’t let them see you cry. Don’t give them the satisfaction. 
 
     Because that is surely why he has done it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two
  
 
    Lily slumped against the back of the chair.  She felt like she was bruised from head to toe. Thank the Lord the first part of their journey was over. 
 
    They had ridden south for a while after leaving Aberdeen, before veering to the west.  The lowlands of Scotland started to recede. Suddenly, sparse crags and hills started appearing.   
 
    “Are we getting towards the Highlands?” Lily had shouted over the noise of the horses’ hooves.  No one had bothered answering her. 
 
    It was just on dusk before they started slowing down.  She could see an isolated inn ahead of them, perched on the edge of a loch.  None of the men offered help when she dismounted.  She had slid off the horse painfully, bladder full and dying of thirst.  They had been riding without break for over five hours. 
 
    The inn was full of patrons, all in their cups, singing of bonnie Scotland loudly. A buxom serving girl was weaving in amongst the crowd, refilling ale mugs at random. Lily felt a pounding headache begin to throb behind her eyes.  She had been abandoned at this table while the men were relieving themselves behind the shed, or drinking themselves stupid at the bar.  There was no sign of Douglas, her intended’s brother. 
 
    Where the hell was he? Lily craned her neck to find him.  Eventually she saw him in a far-off corner, squashed against a woman. 
 
    Lily felt the anger rising in her again. How could she be treated so shoddily?  She was the daughter of a laird! To be made to ride for hours without break, and then to be dumped at a table while the men she travelled with ignored her! 
 
    Well, she would show them, so she would.  
 
    Hobbling to her feet, Lily pushed through the crowd. Ignoring the leers of men and trying very hard not to get pitchers of ale poured over her, she finally made it to the corner where Douglas and the woman were ensconced. Why, she might as well be sitting on his lap, thought Lily sourly. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    They both looked up at her. The woman’s eyes slowly raked over her, taking in every detail, from the crumpled nature of her green gown, to the disheveled state of her black curls. 
 
    “Aye, and what can we do for you, lassie?” 
 
    Lily started at being talked to so disrespectfully. Didn’t this woman know who she was? I will ignore her completely. She turned to Douglas. 
 
    “Mr. McLaren,” she spat. “Will you kindly order me some food and drink! I have been travelling all day, and to be treated like this…” 
 
    “Treated like what?” Douglas’s voice was smooth.  But he didn’t smile. 
 
    “Treated like nothing, dumped on a chair, while you…. while you….” 
 
    “While I what?”  Oh, the man was impossible! 
 
    The woman had been looking at her the whole exchange, and suddenly leaned over Douglas, whispering something in his ear.  Her bosom looked like it was about to spill from her blouse as she did so.  Lily couldn’t hear what she said, but it tickled Douglas’s fancy.  He laughed loudly. 
 
    “What are you saying?” Lily could have kicked herself for asking, but she had had enough! “Are you both laughing at me?” 
 
    “Keep your drawers on, lassie,” drawled the woman.  She snaked a finger down the side of Douglas’s face as she spoke. Douglas seemed spellbound.   
 
    “Mr. McLaren, this is not acceptable….” 
 
    Douglas slowly turned to look at her, tearing his gaze away from the woman’s bosom.  
 
    “Keep the heid,” he said now. “Calm yourself. Go and sit back down where I left you. I’ll order some pottage and a tankard of ale for you.” He turned back to the woman. 
 
    And that was that! She had been dismissed! Face burning, Lily turned to battle through the crowd again.  She was half way to her table when she looked back at them.  They only had eyes for each other.  She had been forgotten entirely. 
 
     She felt a dark coil of ugly emotion spring up inside of her.   She wasn’t jealous…. was she? 
 
                                                                  *** 
 
     They set off at daybreak. 
 
    Lily could barely keep her eyes open and her feet in the stirrups.  She had had a bad night’s sleep, tossing and turning on the short hard bed.  Her thoughts had turned over and over, chasing each other.  Her fear and loathing of the laird…. her anger at having to leave behind Mairi…the arrogance of his brother Douglas, flirting with that damn woman right in front of her nose…. 
 
    Shaking her head, Lily tried to empty her mind.  The sunrise was casting fingers of orange and pink over the barren landscape. The air was chilly.  She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders. As much as she disliked this journey, she was fearful of its end.  A part of her just wanted to keep riding until the earth gave way to the ocean. 
 
    They rode for a few hours, before finding a clearing to partake of some lunch.  
 
    Hamish got down first. He was a tallish man with a full ginger beard. He turned to Lily. 
 
    “Do you need a hand to get down, lassie?” 
 
    Nodding gratefully, Lily took his hand and slid off her horse.  At least someone was starting to notice her, she thought.  Unlike Douglas. 
 
    The men were walking around, stretching their legs.  Some walked away to relieve themselves.  Lily looked down at the ground.  She needed to go herself. But where…? 
 
    She spotted some tall trees a bit away from the men.  Resolutely, she set off.  
 
    She got as far behind the trees as possible.  The last thing she wanted was one of the men spying on her as she did her business. 
 
    It was hard keeping her balance as she squatted. With one hand trying to hold up her skirts, and one pressed against a tree to stop herself toppling over, she finally let go. It was ungainly, and her shoes were getting wet.  She tried to spread her legs further apart to stop it, when she suddenly lost her balance.  She was lying on her side, skirts akimbo. 
 
    “You look like you’re in a bunch of strife there. Need a hand?” 
 
    She looked up from the ground to see Douglas looming over her. Of all the times! Face burning, Lily shook her head, trying to gather some dignity. 
 
    “I’m perfectly fine, thank you! Would you please turn around and leave!” 
 
    Douglas chuckled. “Ah, come now, lass. I really think you need a hand.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand and wrenched her to her feet.  I must look a mess, thought Lily.  She smoothed down her skirts and picked at something in her hair.  A twig, of course. 
 
    “I am fine, I say! Let me go!” 
 
    “If you insist.” 
 
    He suddenly let go of her hand, and she lost her balance again, falling over some brush and against him. 
 
    His chest felt like rock beneath her hands; tight and hard. She looked up at him.  His eyes were the color of flint – grey, with a speckle of green through them.  There was a long silver scar zigzagging down the left side of his face. How did he get that? She wondered idly. His long black hair fell against her forehead, tickling it slightly.  She felt a flush spread over her, a warmth springing up from a source unknown. 
 
    She pushed him, hard. 
 
    Taken by surprise, Douglas lost his balance, flailing his arms wildly to break his fall. He landed with a thud. 
 
    “So know you know how it feels!” 
 
    And with a toss of her black curls, Lily left him on the ground and walked back to the other men.  She was hungry. What was for lunch? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three
  
 
    Douglas watched her as they rode that afternoon. 
 
    She rode well, but you could tell that she wasn’t used to long journeys. Each time she dismounted, she seemed stiffer. But she didn’t complain – well, at least she hadn’t since that first night at the Inn, when she’d gotten into a huff when he was with the barmaid. 
 
    He couldn’t quite work her out. 
 
    He knew he liked to watch her.  Her long, black curls bounced down her back as she rode.  Since that first day, she had left her hair down. But then he supposed, she had no lady’s maid to help her with her hair. 
 
    A flash of anger tore through him.  His brother. The scoundrel.  Insisting that she not bring anyone from home with her. Jesus, he could be a cruel bastard. 
 
    But that was a given.  His brother Richard, the Laird of Loneshire, was a bastard through and through. He had known that since they were boys, when Richard had stolen things then blamed him. He had also been on the receiving end of his fists.  Richard was always angry, and looked to the weakest person to take it out on.  When he was young, that had been Douglas.  In the last few years, it had been his late wife Elspeth, God rest her soul. 
 
    Elspeth.  A timid woman, she had met her match in Richard.  He had controlled her completely. Douglas didn’t know what had happened to Elspeth in the days after she gave birth to his niece, Isobel.  But he had heard the rumors, the same as everyone.  And he knew his brother – too well. It wouldn’t surprise him, not at all.  He looked again at Lily, riding toward her bridegroom.  A fission of unease went through him. How could he deliver her to that bastard? 
 
    It wasn’t just Elspeth, either.  Douglas knew about the whores that Richard kept. He could barely keep away from them. Poor Lily.  She was in for a rough time of it. And she would make such a lovely wife… 
 
    Not my concern. My job is to deliver her to him, nothing more, nothing less. 
 
    Resolutely, Douglas spurred his horse to overtake her. The less he looked at that winsome figure bouncing on the horses back, the better. 
 
                                                                          *** 
 
    She had thought travel would be exciting, but it was all the same. Monotonous.  And it hurt. 
 
    Douglas was ahead of her. He had not looked at her, or acknowledged her in any way since she had pushed him over this morning.  She didn’t know what had come over her. He was only trying to help.  Then she remembered how she had felt when she had fallen against him – the warmth that had spread through her like honey. 
 
    It was just embarrassment, she told herself fiercely. He had found her in a compromising position, after all. 
 
    She nudged her horse alongside his. 
 
    “How much further are we to travel today?” she asked, as soon as she was level with him. 
 
    He glanced at her. “Feeling a bit sore, are you?” He looked at the sky. “Not much further.  There is rain coming soon.” He pointed to a patch of clouds to the west. “We’ll try to get to Stirling. I know a good inn near there.” 
 
    They fell silent. 
 
    “What’s he like?” Lily didn’t even know she spoke until the words had left her mouth.  
 
    Douglas turned to her slightly in his saddle. “Richard, you mean?” 
 
    “Aye…. Richard.” It was like she was testing his name on her tongue.  He had simply been the Laird of Loneshire to her, up until now. 
 
    Douglas looked at her. “Aye, well, he is a very grand laird,” he answered carefully. “You won’t want for anything. As many pretty gowns as you desire. He owns all the lands for miles around Colloness Castle.  You shall be a very fine mistress of the castle, ye ken.” 
 
    “Aye, but what is he like as a person?” she pressed. 
 
    “Ah, well….” What could he tell her? That she was going to marry a bastard, who may or may not have killed his first wife? Who chased after anything in a skirt? “He likes things his way. He likes things in order.” Would that do? 
 
    Lily grimaced. “You are not painting a very pretty picture, Mr. McLaren.” 
 
    “Douglas.” He looked at her. “My name is Douglas.” 
 
    She swallowed. “And mine is Lily.” She felt herself flushing again, and looked down. “I suppose we can dispense with formalities…we are to be brother and sister, after all.” 
 
    The look he gave her this time seemed to go on forever. 
 
    “Aye,” he said eventually. “Brother and sister. And what a pretty sister you make.” 
 
    He spurred on his horse and rode off.  She stared after him. 
 
    Douglas McLaren.  She did not know what to make of him, at all. 
 
                                                                           *** 
 
    They rode into Stirling, and spent the night at a better inn than the previous. 
 
    He wasn’t flirting with barmaids tonight.  This time, he took a seat opposite her and shared the meal of mutton and bread. 
 
    “Are you looking forward to marriage?” he asked, and then could have kicked himself. She obviously wasn’t. Anytime she or anyone else mentioned the laird, a fearful look came into her eyes. 
 
    She considered. “Well, I am looking forward to being mistress of my own home,” she answered. “Living with my family was…hard, in some ways. We aren’t very close; in case you hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    “Aye, your father is a cold fish, that’s for sure. I didn’t get to speak to your mam. A bit standoffish, I’d say?” 
 
    Lily smiled. “Aye, you could say.  And then there’s my brother….” She trailed off. 
 
    “Neil, isn’t it?” he pressed. “He didn’t make himself known, when I was there.” 
 
    “Neil keeps to himself.” The less said about Neil, the better. “He doesn’t like to associate with riff raff, as he calls most people. “ 
 
    “Thinks he’s a bit good himself, does he Neil?”
“Aye.” 
 
    “And here was me thinking I was alright, being the brother of a laird, and all.” He laughed dryly. 
 
    She changed the subject. “What about your family?  Are you close to…. Richard?” 
 
    Douglas laughed outright. “Close to Richard? I don’t think anyone could be close to Richard!” he stopped when he saw the look on Lily’s face. “I’m sorry. That was unkind of me.” 
 
    Lily swallowed painfully. “Tis alright, I have to know what to expect. What of his child?” 
 
    This time Douglas smiled – a genuine smile which seemed to light up his features.  He is the most handsome man, thought Lily suddenly.  Stop it. He is about to become your brother- in- law! 
 
    “Isobel is two years old, and the bonniest lass you’ve ever laid eyes on. You will love her as soon as you see her!” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” How loving he seemed towards his niece! “I am looking forward to it.” She stood up. His eyes lit up in surprise. 
 
    “I am tired, Douglas, it was a long day’s travel. I think I will climb the stairs and retire for the night.” 
 
    He couldn’t hide his disappointment. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She turned away. 
 
    “Lily.” She turned back to him. “You should know…we ride into Colloness Castle late afternoon tomorrow, weather permitting.” 
 
    She stared at him. “Aye. Well. It was bound to happen, sooner or later.” She walked away. 
 
    He watched her leave. Watched everything about her very closely. Oh, Lily, he thought. What am I doing? 
 
                                                                                  *** 
 
    They were both subdued the next morning as they readied for the final day’s ride. 
 
    Heading west again, they rode out of Stirling and through the Highlands. It was a vast and bereft land, thought Lily. But beautiful.  Crags and bogs abounded, and they galloped past lochs and glens, skirting the Grampian Mountains. Their destination was an isle off the west coast. It was where Colloness Castle – and her bridegroom – awaited. 
 
    Lily felt sadder, the closer that they got.  She watched Douglas riding ahead of her. What a beautiful man he was. She couldn’t help but watch his legs just below his kilt, where they guided the horse. Long, lithe and muscular. His long, raven black hair flew in the wind. Watching him, she was overwhelmed with a feeling that she couldn’t name.  All she knew was that she wanted him around her, all the time.  The thought that they would have to separate soon filled her with dread. 
 
    Douglas was spurring his horse on, as if galloping could clear his head of the cobweb of thoughts clouding it.  He didn’t want to hand her over. It was as simple as that. He had been watching her all morning – her shapely body beneath the dress, the way the wind swept her black curls around her face as she rode.  He kept picturing her green eyes, laughing. How could he do it? Hand her over- not just to any other man, but to his brother.  Richard, the bastard. Especially as he knew how she would be treated. 
 
    Eventually, they got to the coastline, where the ferry was awaiting them. 
 
    He helped her off the horse, and for a moment she looked up at him. 
 
    The ferry ride was short. In the darkening light, Lily could make out the silhouette of the castle in the distance. It stood forlorn and somehow sinister against the bruised color of the sky, surrounded by water. 
 
    Her new home.   
 
    Lily should have been beside herself with joy.  She was about to make one of the most advantageous marriages in all of Scotland.  She was marrying a great laird.  She would be lady of all this – the castle, the isle, and all the lands hereabout. She would be dripping in jewels, and wear the finest dresses. 
 
    She turned to Douglas. He had been staring at her, from the other end of the ferry. 
 
    Why then, was she so full of dread? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four
  
 
    “Ach now, my lady! Your bath is drawn. Time to rise and shine.” 
 
    The voice slowly penetrated Lily’s consciousness. No, she thought. Rolling over, she punched her pillow. Maybe if I ignore the voice, it will go away. 
 
    “Now, now, my lady. No time to tarry. The laird wants you downstairs soon, ye ken.” 
 
    Lily slowly sat up. She had thought the voice was of her beloved nursemaid, Mairi. But of course, it wasn’t. Mairi had been left behind in Aberdeen. Every day that she awoke in this God forsaken place, she forgot.  The voice was of her new maid, Aila.  
 
    She was near one month at Colloness Castle, and she still couldn’t get used to the changes. 
 
    After they had arrived at the Castle, Douglas had taken her straight to the laird. Or tried to. The damned blaggard had kept her waiting for three hours, while she struggled to stay awake after her long journey.  Eventually he had condescended to come down the stairs and greet her. 
 
    He had swept into the room briskly. 
 
    “McGregor! Pour me a dram.” 
 
    His man had done so.  Richard had stood looking at her over his whiskey glass.  She hadn’t known whether to speak or not.  The silence had stretched on. 
 
    “You are a little thing,” he said eventually. Did she hear a note of contempt in his voice? 
 
    She bristled. “Aye,” she spat back. “What of it?” 
 
    Richard laughed slowly. “Ach, the little cat spits.” He put down his glass. “All to the better.  I like a woman with a bit of fire in her belly.” He raised his eyes to a portrait of a woman hanging on a wall near the fire. “Elspeth never had any.  A mouse. Easily caught and crushed.”  
 
    Lily raised her eyes to the portrait. It showed a fair woman with hooded pale blue eyes, dressed in the Highland fashion and wearing the Stewart tartan. The woman looked sad. 
 
    “A fine way to speak of your dear departed wife!” Lily raised her chin as she spoke. She was trembling slightly, but she’d be damned if she’d let him see how he frightened her. 
 
    Richard walked slowly toward her. She backed up in her seat. 
 
    “I speak as I see it. Elspeth was a weak woman. All she could talk of was her headaches and her vapors. Five years married to the wretch, and no sign of breeding until the last.” 
 
    He turned to her now, and his small dark eyes seemed to pierce her soul. It was like the devil himself had turned his gaze on her! 
 
    “But it won’t be like that with you, will it, my bonnie? I have a feeling you will be a breeder, despite your small frame.” His eyes raked over her. “And a spirit! What fun!” He laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. 
 
    “You talk badly of your good wife, yet she gave you a child.”  
 
    “A child?” He turned to her, puzzled. “Oh, you mean the girl in the nursery? Five years she waited ….and when she finally did it, it was a girl!” He turned and spat into the fire. “A laird needs a tribe of fine sons! Daughters are useless!” His eyes glittered dangerously. 
 
    “So, my dear.  Prepare to do your work in my bed.  I will have my sons, by God!” 
 
    Lily recoiled in distress.  Dear God, I am to be married to this bastard? A man who will treat me like a brood mare.  A man who won’t even acknowledge his own child. A man who speaks of his late wife like she was a piece of manure to be scraped from his boot. God help me! 
 
    He had turned and walked out of the room that day. And thank the Lord, she had barely seen him since. He travelled a lot, apparently, overseeing his lands. But she still felt uncomfortable here. 
 
    The castle was soulless. Dim and drab, the laird barely kept it lit, so she couldn’t see much even in the daytime.  The servants were all subdued, like they had been cowered into submission.  She didn’t hear the roars of laughter and ribaldry like she had at Aberdeen. Instead, they went about their work with heads bowed. 
 
    And there was an air of neglect to it.  Paintings and tapestries were dusty. The rooms themselves, though richly furnished, looked forlorn.  Her own mother would have been appalled.  Lady Catherine, for all her faults, was a proud housekeeper. It seemed that the late Elspeth, former lady of this Castle, had not had either the desire or the wherewithal to put a woman’s touch on it. 
 
    “Come now! Into the bath with you!” Aila’s voice punctured her musings. 
 
    Sighing, Lily slowly got out of the bed.  Enough rumination. It did her no good.  This was her life now, and she’d better get used to it. But what did the laird want with her today? A shiver went through Lily as she lowered herself into the warm bath. 
 
                                                                   *** 
 
    It was worse than she thought it would be. 
 
    She had dressed, breakfasted, and entered the main hall.  The laird was indeed there. And so was her father, Henry, the Laird of Aberdeen, and her brother, Neil McEwan. And there was someone else, sitting in the far seat. 
 
    Douglas. 
 
    Her heart dropped to the floor.  She hadn’t seen him in over a week, not since their last meeting at the stables.  Don’t think of that now, she told herself fiercely.  But the combination of the four men, all looking at her expectantly, caused her legs to shake. 
 
    “Ah, our Lily! How lovely you are looking, lassie.  Positively blooming.” Her father came over and planted a dry kiss on her forehead. 
 
    “Father. Neil.” She acknowledged both with a nod of her head. “I trust you had a safe journey?” 
 
    Her father yawned. “Damned long time in the saddle. I fear I have a blister on my bum!” He laughed humorlessly. “But necessary.  Time to get to business, and set the terms and conditions of your wedding, Lily!” 
 
    Her brother, Neil, was assessing her quietly. “You look different.” 
 
    “She looks like a lassie in love, as she should! Her wedding day approaches.” Her father smiled magnanimously. 
 
    Neil raised an eyebrow, and pointedly looked from Lily to Richard, who was watching them all with a self-satisfied smirk on his face. Lily felt her face flushing. 
 
    “Indeed.  A lassie in love. Good to see, sister, how you have taken to your intended.” Neil didn’t look convinced. His cold brown eyes were calculating, as always. 
 
    Lily tried to ignore him. Neil knew her feelings about this marriage. What was the point he was trying to make? Did he know something? 
 
    A cold shiver ran through her. She was sure they hadn’t been seen, but Neil was looking at her so suspiciously. 
 
    Richard broke the stalemate. “Good to see you are all enjoying your family reunion, but may I remind everyone that I am a busy man? McEwan, let’s get to work.” 
 
    Her father and Neil jumped to his command. They all settled at the long table to work out her dowry and wedding day.  With a heavy heart, Lily sat to join them. 
 
    But not before she locked eyes with Douglas. He stared at her with such longing and sadness in his eyes, that Lily felt her own prickle in response. 
 
    For it was Douglas, not her intended husband, that had brought the flush of love to Lily’s visage that Neil had noticed. 
 
    God help me, she thought. I love Douglas. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five
  
 
    They had tried to fight it. 
 
    After he had delivered her to the laird, Lily had not seen Douglas for a few days. She was disappointed, but then resolved. It was better this way.  She had been growing very fond of him, and was it appropriate when he was her husband-to-be’s brother? She tried to stop her thoughts turning toward him. Tried to stop remembering the feel of him, when she had fallen against him in the woods. 
 
    She had been supping alone in the great dining hall one night. She felt alone, and bereft.  She would have preferred to have sat with the servants at the table in the kitchen and eat, but Aila wouldn’t hear of it. 
 
    “Dine with the servants? Not on your life, my lady! The laird would tan my hide, if he heard of it.” 
 
    And so, she was forced to sit at one end of this long, lonely table. She didn’t know where the laird was. He hadn’t dined with her yet. He might be away, or maybe he was having his supper on a tray in his room. Who knew? Who cared? She was grateful not to have his foul company.  
 
    But she was lonely, nonetheless.  It was a far cry from the social dining hall at Aberdeen, where her family and various visitors supped and drank the night away, telling stories and listening to pipers. 
 
    And then, suddenly, Douglas was there.  A vision in his kilt. He had just washed his long raven hair, and it glinted slightly in the candlelight. 
 
    Lily dropped her fork. “I didn’t expect to see you!” 
 
    Douglas smiled slightly. “You are all alone. Has that blaggard of a brother of mine deserted you already?” He shook his head angrily. “May I join you, Lily?” 
 
    “Aye.” She didn’t think she could utter anything more. Her venison stuck in her throat at the sight of him. 
 
    They had dined together. It had seemed natural, and right. He had entertained her with stories of his travels, in Scotland and England. He had made her laugh.  
 
    She had been laughing at his tale of the day when he had thrown the smithy in the horse’s trough for being drunk on the job, when he suddenly reached out and caressed her face. His fingers were long and smooth. Lily felt like he had trailed fire down her face. 
 
    She couldn’t breathe. His eyes bore into hers. 
 
    “Will you meet me at the stables tonight? There’s something I must say to you.” He looked over his shoulder. “I cannot do it here.” 
 
    Wordlessly, she nodded her head. 
 
                                                                      *** 
 
    Douglas was crouched at the edge of the stables. Every whinny from the horses made him start. 
 
    It was a dark, moonless night.  He could see the fog of his breath every time he exhaled. What had come over him, to suggest she meet him here, at night, unchaperoned? You know what came over you, he told himself. Lust. 
 
    The truth was, he had not been able to stop thinking of Lily since he had delivered her to his brother. Delivered her like a lamb to the slaughter house, he thought bitterly. 
 
    She had entered his dreams, so that he woke each morning hard and breathless. Visions of her long black curls wrapped around him, her pale skin burning with his kisses… 
 
    He saw a small figure at the entrance.  He strained to see in the dark. 
 
    “Lily? Is that you?” 
 
    “Aye”. 
 
    He led her further into the stables. It was warmer, but he was also wary of anybody seeing them. 
 
    She took off the scarf that she had wrapped around her head, so that her hair shone like fire in the muted light. 
 
    “Well, Douglas? What was so important that you couldn’t talk to me of it at the table?” 
 
    “I just want to know…how he is treating you.” He had balled his fists as he spoke of his brother. 
 
    Lily shrugged. “I haven’t seen him much, ye ken. But he has talked of his poor departed wife as though he hated her. And he doesn’t seem to care much for his child, either!” She shuddered. “He is a cruel man; I feel it in my bones.” 
 
    Douglas shrugged helplessly.  What was there to say? It was all true.  And she was about to marry him, sleep in his bed, touch him with those hands, kiss him with that mouth… 
 
    He couldn’t bare it.  Roughly, he grabbed her, pulling her closer to him. 
 
    They kissed. Her lips felt like coming home. He pulled her closer, deepening it. 
 
    Her mouth opened underneath his. Excitement gripped him tighter. He felt for her breast underneath her shawl, and found it.  She moaned softly as he gently kneaded it. His other hand grabbed her behind, pulling up her dress as he did. 
 
    Lily broke away, breathing ragged. “We mustn’t. Oh, Lord, what have we done?” 
 
    Douglas was breathing heavily, too. “Lily, I know that we shouldn’t but I cannot help it. All I dream of is you.” He reached out to her again. 
 
    Lily shook her head. “No, Douglas! Tis dangerous. I am about to wed your brother…” 
 
    “That bastard!” 
 
    “Aye, that bastard.  Who also happens to be laird of this land. I am myself a laird’s daughter. This cannot happen!” 
 
    They stood looking at each other. 
 
    “You mustn’t talk to me again, not like this.  If we are together, we must act like we are brother and sister! For the love of God, Douglas, you must see the sense in what I’m saying.” 
 
    Slowly, Douglas nodded. “Aye. Of course.” 
 
    She wrapped the scarf around her head again. “I have to go now.” 
 
    And she had fled into the night. 
 
                                                                  *** 
 
    They had tried to keep away from each other. But it was like asking the moon to exist in the night sky without the stars. 
 
    They had met two more times in the stables.  Both times, they had kissed until they were breathless. The second time, Douglas had asked her to lie in the hay with him. 
 
    “I cannot.” She shook her head. “You know I cannot. They will have someone come into the room on the wedding night, after….to see if I bled…” She looked down, her face burning. 
 
    Douglas had managed to forget that she was going to be sleeping with his brother. That she was going to wed him. That she was intended for another man. 
 
    He swore under his breath. 
 
    “I cannot let you do this!” He set his jaw.  
 
    “I must. You know that! I am not simply a serving girl promising to marry a smithy and breaking her word!” She looked down. “It is about money, and power. No one cares about how I feel, or what I want.” She burst into tears. 
 
    He held her in his arms. “Hush, hush. You mustn’t weep. I cannot bare it. I love you.” 
 
    She looked at him in astonishment. “You love me?” 
 
    He felt a lump in his throat. “Aye. I love you with all my heart and soul, lass.” 
 
    She felt like the sun had just burst through a dark cloud. “I love you, too!” 
 
    She loved him. He loved her. And she was about to marry his brother. How had she gotten herself into this mess? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six
  
 
    “May I be excused?” Lily could barely look at her father as he signed away her life.  
 
    Her father glanced up at her. “Of course, my dear. You are only here under formality, anyway. The men can take care of it!”  Her father, brother and her intended all guffawed. 
 
    Of course.  The men always took care of everything. With an indrawn breath, Lily got up from the table and walked to the door. 
 
    She shouldn’t have done it. But she couldn’t resist. 
 
    She looked back at Douglas. He was staring at her longingly. Their eyes met. 
 
    And then she became aware of another set of eyes upon her. Her brother, Neil’s. He looked back and forth between Lily and Douglas.  Realization dawned in his eyes. 
 
    She fled.  
 
    How could she have been so stupid? She berated herself as she ran up the stairs to her chamber. Neil was like a snake, waiting and watching its prey until it was time to strike. He had always been like this with her – watching her, waiting for her to slip up, and then offering her misdeeds to their parents on a platter. It gave him joy. 
 
    Calm down, she told herself. He knows nothing. He knows nothing! 
 
    Dread covered her like a dark cloak on a misty day. 
 
                                                                              *** 
 
    The fresh air was doing her good. 
 
    Unable to be cooped up in the castle for a second longer, Lily had decided to go for a walk. It was a dark, drizzly day. Aila had been concerned. 
 
    “A walk? By yourself?” She peered out one of the windows. “Well, you’ll need your cloak, and better shoes than what you have on! But not far, mind. The weather can turn very quickly in these parts. Stick to the main path, and come back if the rain starts up.” 
 
    Lily had eventually managed to escape the maid with promises of returning soon. She didn’t care about the rain. It was refreshing. It seemed to clear her mind. 
 
    She had reached the edge of the isle. It wasn’t big, so it hadn’t taken her long. She stared into the waters surrounding her. They seemed to turn from silver to blue as quick as she could look. In the distance, a mountain loomed on the mainland, its peak covered in snow.  A pair of golden eagles hovered far up in the sky, gliding and swooping. 
 
    It was beautiful here. She had never been to the Highlands before. But she missed the hustle and bustle of Aberdeen. The isle was beautiful, but it was remote. It seemed to hover on the edge of the very earth itself. 
 
    She looked back at the Castle.  Tall and foreboding.  What secrets did it hide? She had heard them sometimes, those secrets, whispering through the stone walls. Wanting to be told. 
 
    “You look cold.” 
 
    She spun around. It was Douglas. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” She looked around them, twisting her head from left to right. “Anyone could see us together.” 
 
    “If anyone is looking, they will see a man talking to his future sister-in-law,” he answered. “Nothing more.” He looked at the ground. “I saw you leave. As soon as that meeting was done, I made my excuses and left.” 
 
    Lily resumed her contemplation of the water. “You must leave me alone, Douglas. No good can come of this!” 
 
    “I can no more leave you alone, Lily McEwan, than a dying man can turn away from water,” he stated simply. “I cannot. You are in my soul, now.” 
 
    “Don’t say things like that!” 
 
    “I must!” He approached her, grabbing her. “Sweet Lily.” He brushed the black curls which were whipping around her face in the wind. “My own true love.” 
 
    They kissed. At that moment, the rain which had been threatening suddenly poured down. 
 
    Holding hands, they ran through the deluge. 
 
    “Follow me,” he shouted. “I know a place.” 
 
    He led her to a hut which was not far away. They ran into it, drenched to the bone. 
 
    “We will wait it out here,” he said to her. She looked concerned. “Don’t worry. No one will find us here. It is an old shepherd’s hut, when they used to keep sheep on the isle. I have been coming here since I was a boy.” 
 
    She was shivering. 
 
    “Here, let me take off your cloak,” he said. “You are drenched, poor lassie.” 
 
    She let him take off her cloak, and didn’t stop him when he took off her gown, as well. She was left in her chemise, which was clinging to her body. 
 
    He looked at her. “Holy Mary Mother of God, but you are beautiful.” 
 
    She flushed. 
 
    “Take off my clothes,” he ordered. With shaking hands, she obeyed him. 
 
    He was as wet as her. His kilt was saturated, and heavy. Eventually he was naked before her. 
 
    She thought she had never seen anything more lovely in her life. 
 
    He came to her. “Let us lie down together, my love,” he said. “It will keep us warm, until our clothes are a bit drier. There is an old blanket over here.” 
 
    They laid down. His eyes were burning into her body. They cuddled for a while, until her shaking subsided. Then she became conscious of his hardness, pressing against her leg. 
 
    She stiffened. “Douglas, I cannot…” 
 
    He sighed. “I know,” he answered painfully. “It’s enough for now just having you here in my arms. I won’t ask anything more of you, though I want you so badly it hurts.” 
 
    She felt safe, and warm. They fell asleep in each other’s arms. 
 
    “Well, well, what do we have here?” A voice caused them to wake in alarm. 
 
    It was her brother. It was Neil! 
 
    “Hello, little sister,” he drawled. “I was wondering where you had both skittered off to. Lily, you have some explaining to do.”   
 
    He turned to Douglas. “And you, Sir, are about to die.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven
  
 
    Neil lunged at Douglas, pulling him to his feet. 
 
    Lily screamed. “No, Neil, no! Don’t hurt him!” 
 
    Neil was shaking in fury. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t drag his naked arse out of here and smash his head to a pulp!”  
 
    Lily started to cry. “Neil, please, I am begging you…” 
 
    He turned to her. “You! You’re nothing but a whore. Spreading your legs for this blaggard. I’ve a mind to drag you to a nunnery!” 
 
    Douglas grabbed him. “You will not lay a hand on her head, or by God…” 
 
    “Or you will what?” Neil spat. “Get your clothes on, both of you.” He walked outside. 
 
    When they emerged from the hut, Neil was sitting on a rock.  He seemed to have calmed down. His face was closed. 
 
    “I will tell you both what will happen here,” he stated. “You will both never be alone again. Everything stays the same.  Lily will marry the laird as planned.” He spat at their feet. “Ye ken?” 
 
    Lily felt slow tears trickling down her face. “Aye.”  
 
    Douglas looked at her. “Lily, you don’t have to do this…” 
 
    She squared her shoulders. “And if I don’t, what happens to us?” 
 
    Neil laughed mirthlessly. “You don’t want to know.” He turned to Douglas. “Do ye ken? You will not lay another hand on my sister!” 
 
    Douglas looked at him with loathing. “I ken.” 
 
    Neil took a breath. “Good. And now I will escort my sister back to the Castle. Neither one of you breathes a word of what happened here today.” 
 
    He looked back at Douglas as they started to walk off. 
 
    “You will have her blood on your hands, if you do.” 
 
                                                                          *** 
 
    Lily lay in bed that night unable to sleep. It seemed she couldn’t stop the tears from falling. 
 
    The most wonderful day of her life.  And one of her worst.  To be so close to Douglas, to lay in his arms and feel him next to her in such an intimate way….and then for it all to turn to ashes around her. 
 
    She had been numb when Neil had led her back to the castle. 
 
    “Ach, aye! You look like a drowned rat, lassie.” Aila had descended upon them, taking off her drenched cloak. “I’ll run you another bath. Shona! Cora! Start heating the water!” 
 
    Lily let herself be led up the stairs to her chamber by the old woman. She didn’t look back at her brother. 
 
    She had endured a dinner with them all that night. A wedding date had been set. She was to be married to the laird very soon.   
 
    Douglas was not at the dinner. 
 
    Every time the door opened, she turned in expectation. And was always disappointed, as another servant entered with another dish to set upon the table.  She knew Neil was watching her, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    Where was he? 
 
    Finally, it ended.  She was just about to make her excuses and retreat to her chamber, when Richard came up to her. 
 
    “So.” He took her hand. His was as cold as ice. “Our wedding date has been set. I look forward to the wedding night.” He lifted her hand to his lips. “Be prepared to conceive my child, my lovely.” 
 
    Lily snatched her hand out of his, and fled the room.  She knew that her father and Neil were looking at her, but she was past caring. 
 
    And now, here she lay in bed, crying.  Douglas was gone.  She must marry a man she despised. Was there a more wretched soul than her in the world? 
 
    Suddenly, she sat upright in the bed. Of course. It was what she should have done, all along. It was so obvious it blinded her. 
 
    She climbed out of bed, dressing quickly. 
 
    There was no other way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight
  
 
    “Scour the grounds again! Do not come back until she is found!” 
 
    The grounds men bolted.  They didn’t have to be told twice. None of them wanted to be on the receiving end of a kick from their laird.  They had witnessed his temper before, and it wasn’t pretty. 
 
    Richard, the Laird of Loneshire, ran a distracted hand through his hair. He glared at the two men opposite him. 
 
    Henry, the Laird of Aberdeen, paled. Neil shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. 
 
    “Tell me again,” said Richard, through gritted teeth, “how this has come to pass.” 
 
    Henry started babbling. “She is but a stupid girl! They get flights of fancy in their heads at that age, I am sure you know…?” 
 
    Richard walked up to him slowly.  He stopped within an inch of Henry’s face. 
 
    “No, I don’t know,” he said. “Why don’t you explain it to me? How a girl of supposed good breeding, awaiting her wedding day to a laird, suddenly disappears without a trace?” 
 
    Henry swallowed painfully. “I cannot.” He hung his head. 
 
    Richard let out a slow breath. “I’ll tell you both this. If she isn’t found, I shall call off the wedding.  And the clans will battle!” 
 
    Glancing contemptuously at his father, Neil answered. “That won’t be necessary. We will find her.” 
 
    Richard looked from one to the other slowly. “There’s a story here, I can smell it. I will find out, believe me.  And if I find that either one of you has been a party to this, or knew anything about it…!” He clenched his fists. 
 
    Neil looked him in the eye. “We both did not know,” he lied. 
 
    Richard barked derisively. “Fools. The lot of you. I should have known better than align my clan with any of Clan Douglas!” 
 
    Henry paled again. “Now, my laird, there is no need for talk like that…” 
 
    Neil cut off his father. “Lord Loneshire, we will find her. It is a mere glitch; the lassie has pre-wedding nerves, nothing more. The wedding will go ahead, as planned.” 
 
    Richard raised his eyebrows. “Aye, well, make sure that it does. I will not be made a fool of by a lassie, ye ken?” 
 
    Both men nodded. 
 
    Richard got up to leave the room. “I have other matters to attend to. I need not remind you both that this stays in this room. I have my sources. I will know if either of you speak of it to anyone outside this castle.”  And he was gone. 
 
    Henry walked to the drinks cabinet, and shakily poured himself a whiskey. “I need a dram.” 
 
    Neil shook his head impatiently. “There’s no time for that! We must find her, or the whole deal is off. You heard him.” 
 
    “Aye. I heard him. I told you to keep an eye on her.  What went wrong?” 
 
    Neil’s face darkened. “The laird’s brother is what went wrong. I found them together yesterday, naked in a hut.” He snorted. “Your daughter is a fool and a whore, Laird Aberdeen.” 
 
    “Mother of God!” Henry turned on his heel toward his son. “Why didn’t you tell me before now?” 
 
    “I thought I had contained it. I put the wind up both.  They seemed to accept it.” 
 
    Henry smashed his fist onto the table. “This is a nightmare!” he hissed. “I thought she was nervous, that was all.  This takes it to a whole other level.” He started pacing. “If the laird finds out, we are done – whether we find her or not. We have to contain it.” 
 
    Neil looked at him. “What should we do?” 
 
    Henry looked thoughtful. “Find her, obviously,” he answered. “That is the number one thing. But if we find her or not, we must take care of the other issue. Permanently.” 
 
    Neil nodded. “Get rid of the brother?” 
 
    “Aye. He may blab.” 
 
    Neil stood up. “What are we waiting for, then?” 
 
                                                                       *** 
 
    Lily held her breath as she accidentally brushed against a keg of whiskey, causing it to wobble dangerously. She reached to steady it, breaking its fall. Relief flooded through her. 
 
    She had been here two days, and the tension was driving her crazy.  
 
    When Lily had got up that night to dress, she didn’t have much of a plan in her head.  She only knew she had to get out of the castle, leave the place entirely. She would find Douglas somewhere, or get a message to him somehow, and they would elope.   
 
    Aila had intercepted her as she left her chamber.  The maid was in her night attire, holding a candle in one hand and a plate in the other.  She looked sheepish when she saw Lily. 
 
    “Ach aye, my lady, I was just bringing this plate to old Jock. He missed supper and hasn’t eaten today….” Her voice trailed away, as she saw that Lily was fully dressed. “My lady?” 
 
    Lily was done for.  Either she tossed the whole idea away, or tried to get Aila to help her. 
 
    She looked up and down the hallway. There was no sound except for the soft hiss of snores coming from the chambers. The torches on the walls had been doused hours ago.  They were in darkness, save for the illumination of Aila’s candle. 
 
    She approached the maid. “Aila. You have to help me.” 
 
     “My lady? Do you need your chamber pot emptied?” 
 
    Lily took a deep breath. “I need your help to leave the castle. I am running away.” 
 
    Aila was horrified. “No, my lady, say you aren’t! The laird will skin you alive.” 
 
    Lily started to weep, softly. “I have to leave Aila. I can’t marry that monster! You know what he did to his first wife.” 
 
    Aila paled. “Aye, well, he treated her badly, I know that much.  I don’t know what happened to her after the bairn was born.” 
 
    “I can’t go through with it, Aila.  I will leave whether I have your help or not.” She turned to walk away from her. 
 
    “Stop, my lady!”  
 
    Aila took a deep breath. “I will help you, God forgive me. But if the laird ever finds out, he will have my guts for garters, make no mistake.” 
 
    And that was how Lily ended up in the cellar. 
 
    She hadn’t agreed, when Aila had suggested it.  She wanted to leave the castle, now, and get as far away from them all as possible.  
 
     But, as Aila softly talked to her, she began to see the sense in it. There was nothing to be done tonight. Aila would hide her in the cellar; and she would make plans for a boat to come to the isle, to take her to the mainland.  From there, she knew people Lily could lie low with. 
 
    “They won’t think to look here, my lady. They will be scouring the grounds and the rest of the isle, and when they don’t find you, they will go to the mainland.  Once they are gone, we will get you out of here and to the boat.” 
 
    Aila brought her food and drink, but not much. “I don’t want to arouse the suspicions of the kitchen, ye ken? Don’t move around much.  You can hear if someone is rattling around from upstairs. Sit still, and be patient.” 
 
    Two days ago.  Two days of slowly going out of her mind. Every time she heard movement above the cellar, she tensed. Every time the door handle turned, she hid behind a keg in the corner. Trembling in fear.

What would they do to her, if they found her? 
 
    The door knob was slowly turning now.  Lily hid behind the barrel. 
 
    “It’s only me, my lady.” Aila’s voice was a low whisper. 
 
    Lily emerged, blinking. Aila approached her, being careful to tread softly. 
 
    “My lady.” Aila looked at her somberly. “I have good news for you, and bad.  The good is that the boat is coming tonight. The men have left the isle looking for you, so you should be safe. The laird and your father and brother are all on the mainland.” She hesitated, looking down. 
 
    Lily prompted her. “And? What is the bad news?” 
 
    “Because you haven’t been found, the Laird is going to battle against your clan.  Clan Stewart and Clan Douglas will battle, my lady. Blood will be spilt.” 
 
    Lily felt her head spinning. What had she done? But it was too late now. 
 
    “And the Laird’s brother, Douglas? Where is he?” She tried to keep her voice even. 
 
    Aila looked at her knowingly. “The laird’s brother left the isle days ago. No one has seen him. The laird is looking for him as well, to prepare him for the battle to come.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine
  
 
    Lily was crouched in the brush, waiting for the boat. Something was wrong. 
 
    She had been told that the boat would be waiting for her. But she had been there for hours, and there was no sign of it. 
 
    Aila had opened the cellar door just past midnight. Gesturing for Lily to follow, the maid had led her through a labyrinth of corridors at the base of the Castle. “Very few people know of this way through the Castle,” Aila had whispered. “It is a secret escape, built in case the English lay siege.” The corridors were narrow, and very dark. Cobwebs brushed against her. The light from Aila’s candle barely illuminated the way. But they had got through, and Aila had left her to traverse the rest of the journey to the shoreline alone. 
 
    It would be daylight soon. With a sinking heart, she realized that there would be no boat. Aila’s cousin had lost his nerve, obviously. She had to decide, and quickly. People would be getting up soon.  She could go back to the castle, hide in the cellar again, and arrange another meeting time. 
 
    Or she could swim. 
 
    She felt a fission of fear run through her at the thought. The waters were deep, and it was still dark. She feared not just the waters themselves, but what was in them.  
 
     Legends of water horses addled her mind.  And she thought of the tale that Mairi had told her when she was little, of the Kelpy who lived in water.  He would turn into a man by night, and lure people to the water’s edge to drown them. You could tell the man was not quite right if you saw river pebbles threaded through his hair. 
 
    She shivered. 
 
    But if she didn’t go now, there was no guarantee she would get another chance.  And she was a strong swimmer. Alistair, the head groom at Aberdeen, had taught her to swim in the River Dee, which ran alongside the castle, after she had almost drowned after falling in one day when she was a child. 
 
    She could make it. 
 
    Resolved, she stood up quickly. If she took her dress off, it would aid her. But then she would be running around in her chemise on the other side, and that would not be good. She would stand out like a sore thumb. She would just have to risk it. 
 
    She approached the water’s edge. It was darker than she thought, and very cold. She gasped as she slipped into it. 
 
    Darkness was all around her. 
 
    She swam. The dress made it more difficult, but it was alright. She could see a dim light in the distance – maybe from a cottage on the other side.  She tried to keep that in her sights. 
 
    Once, she thought she felt something brush against her leg. Thoughts of water horses and the Kelpy again filled her mind with fear. Her breathing quickened. She slowed.  She couldn’t see anymore.  How far was she from the shore? 
 
    Her pace was slowing. Every time she lifted her arms, a sharp pain pressed into her side. Surely I must be close, she thought desperately. But the light in the distance seemed to be receding, not getting closer. 
 
    Hail Mary, she prayed. Full of grace. The Lord is with thee… 
 
    She recited the prayer over and over in her head. One Hail Mary for every movement. She tried to picture the beads on her rosary.     
 
    But everything was getting foggy. A thin veil of mist lay over the water. It was colder than ice. Her teeth started chattering. 
 
    Not long now, she implored herself. Don’t give up. 
 
    Every stroke was agony. Her head dipped further into the water. She took great gulps of water. It was pushing her down, slowly, slowly…. 
 
    What must it be like, she thought dreamily, to become one with the water. To fall to the bottom and become a part of its murky depths. The struggle would be over; all the pain and suffering of this world gone. 
 
    Douglas, she thought. My love. Where are you? Come to me, my love. 
 
    Her arms fell like autumn branches splintering from a tree. 
 
                                                                             *** 
 
    “She cannot be far, I tell you! Search every fox hole if you have to!” Lord Aberdeen was getting frantic. 
 
    The search party had been riding since dawn. It had stopped at six farm houses so far, but no one had any information about a runaway girl. 
 
    It was starting to rain now. The horse’s hooves, unused to the Highland terrain, were slipping on the rocks as they moved through rivers and across glens. He and his men did not know this territory, either. It was like looking for a needle in a haystack. They had just come to another farmhouse on the edge of a river, and Neil was speaking to the farmer. 
 
     Four days, Henry thought through gritted teeth. No one had seen his errant daughter. Lord Loneshire was conducting his own search, but it looked grim.  Events were progressing beyond his control. The two clans would battle. He had already sent a rider back to Aberdeen to gather his forces. 
 
     Lord Loneshire’s pride was at stake. Word had got out, as it always did. People were talking openly about the laird’s betrothed, and how she had run away. Every one of his careful plans was being laid to waste. 
 
    Damn the stupid girl! He should have beaten her into submission long ago.  Too much spirit. He cursed his own laziness. 
 
    Neil drew his horse alongside his father. 
 
    “We know where he is.” 
 
    Henry turned. “The brother? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Aye. The farmer knows him. Wouldn’t talk at first, until I crossed his palm with silver. Then he sang like a bird. Said he saw him in woods to the east yesterday, camping out. By himself.” 
 
    Henry brightened. “At last! But we must not spook him. Take Munro with you. Don’t approach him, but follow him. He will probably lead us to Lily if we are canny. We will stay here, and Munro can come back and send us word of what’s happening.” 
                                                
                                                         ***

Douglas doused the fire, and packed up his belongings. It was time to move on. 
 
    He didn’t know where he was going, not yet.  He had just desired time to think things through.  
 
    He kept replaying the moment when Neil had found them in each other’s arms. I should have killed him, he thought grimly. And then I should have taken her away from that place. We could have made it. We would at least have had each other… 
 
    But the world didn’t work like that, Douglas knew.  They would have been hunted like hares by his brother – and her family, as well. They wouldn’t have stood a chance.  
 
    It is best this way, he thought fiercely. I must leave her alone. 
 
    It was like he had just made the decision to amputate his own leg. It hurt more than life itself. 
 
    He mounted his horse. It was time to go back to civilization.  
 
    He found an inn in the next town he happened on. After getting his horse seen to, he entered the dim space. A whiskey would be good, and maybe some haggis. He had been sleeping rough for days, and had eaten little. 
 
    The bar was near empty. Two men in the Stewart tartan were sitting at a table in a corner.  He approached the bar, and sat on a stool. It felt like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. He couldn’t wait for the first sweet taste of the whiskey. 
 
    “What’ll you have?” 
 
    The barman was a little fellow, with fierce red eyebrows. 
 
    “A dram, ye ken.” 
 
    The fellow poured it. 
 
    “Slainte.” Douglas raised the glass to the barman then knocked it back. The barman’s eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Thirsty? Another?” 
 
    Douglas nodded.  
 
    “Are you here to join the fighting?” 
 
    Douglas looked at him. The second whiskey had gone down as smoothly as the first. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    The barman stared at him. “Where have you been, hiding under a rock? The whole village can talk of nothing else.  There is to be a battle, between the Douglas clan and the Stewarts. They’re mobilizing men as we speak. The laird’s betrothed has run away.” He dropped his voice. “Didn’t want to marry him! Not that I blame the lassie…. we all know what happened to his first wife.” 
 
    Douglas felt like he had just been punched in the stomach. “The lassie…. she ran away?” 
 
    “Aye. No one knows where she is, though they’ve had search parties everywhere. Disappeared. Seems she’s fallen off the face of the earth.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten
  
 
    Henry swept his gaze over the encampment of men.   
 
    A hundred Clan Douglas men had set up camp on this hill. A hundred more were marching from the east to join their forces. God willing, they would put up a good fight. Strategically, he had decided the hill was the best place for attack. The plan was to draw the Stewart forces into the valley below, and his men would ambush them.   
 
    It was a waiting game now.  
 
    A wait for the battle to commence. And a wait for news regarding the laird’s brother. It had been a day since he had sent Neil to find him.  
 
    He spotted a rider in the distance. Was it Munro? 
 
    It was. Henry waited for the horse to get closer. Munro saw him first and cantered up to him. 
 
    Henry waited impatiently for the man to dismount, then couldn’t bear it any longer. “Well, man? What news?” 
 
    “Your son has found the laird’s brother, and is tailing him.  He has gone to join the Stewart forces.” 
 
    “He hasn’t had contact with my daughter?” 
 
    “No, it didn’t look like it.” 
 
    “Damn!” Henry kicked a rock. He stood still, thinking. Then he turned to the man. 
 
    “Ride back to my son.  Tell him to keep watching.  If there is no contact by tonight, you both must hightail it back here. The battle will happen tomorrow; I can feel it in my bones.” 
 
    “You don’t want us to ride back and leave the laird’s brother?” 
 
    “No!” Henry shook his head. “They might still make contact. I must find her. Rest your horse and have something to eat.  Then head back.” 
 
    Munro turned in the direction of where breakfast was cooking, leaving Henry alone. 
 
    It was risky, Henry thought.  He needed his son by his side during the battle. But he equally needed to flush out his daughter. If he could find her, he might still be able to salvage something with the Laird of Loneshire.  
 
    Henry was not a godly man. But he prayed as earnestly as he ever had, in that moment. 
 
                                                                    *** 
 
    Neil had been following Douglas all day. So far, nothing. 
 
    He was perched now behind a rock, watching the Stewarts gather for the battle. Douglas had joined them. 
 
    His instinct told him to wait.  If Lily had disappeared, she was either in contact with the laird’s brother, or would try to make contact.  But time was not on his side.  The clans were gathering, and the battle was nigh.  His fighting juices were starting to flow.  He needed to get back to his clan soon. 
 
    He watched as Richard, the Laird of Loneshire, talked to his brother. It seemed normal. The Laird did not know about his brother’s relationship with his betrothed, Neil thought. If Lily contacted Douglas, he might be able to grab her. 
 
    The wedding might still go ahead. 
 
    Decision made, Neil opened his knapsack and pulled out a piece of black pudding. The watch continued. 
 
                                                                          *** 
 
    Lily awoke slowly. Where on earth was she? And what had happened? 
 
    She looked around. She was in a bed. It was a one room farmhouse. She attempted to sit up, but her head swam. 
 
    A woman entered the room. “Ach, you’re awake at last! I was getting worried. You’ve slept for a whole day and night.” 
 
    Lily looked at her. A farmer’s wife, judging by her clothes. “Where am I?” her voice sounded croaky. 
 
    “Well may you ask,” the woman replied. “My name is Morag Lennox. My good husband is a farmer here.” She paused, and then looked at Lily pointedly. “And you are?” 
 
    Lily hesitated. What should she tell this woman? 
 
    The woman smiled. “Don’t bother yourself, lass. I know who you are. The whole countryside is buzzing with talk of you. You are the Lady Lily, betrothed to the Laird himself.” The woman’s eyes twinkled. 
 
    Lily’s heart stopped. “Have you told the laird that you have me?” her voice trembled as she spoke. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Please don’t! You don’t understand. I have jewels, I can pay you…” 
 
    The woman waved a hand. “You have nothing, lass. I found you washed up on the shore, half drowned. I thought you were dead, but I pummeled your back and you started coughing and belching up water. I changed you when I got you back here. There were no jewels.” 
 
    Lily’s heart sank further. She had hidden her jewels in her undergarments. They must have become dislodged during her desperate swim from the isle. Now she had nothing to barter with. She was as poor as the woman who stood in front of her. 
 
    What was she going to do? 
 
    “You’re in a sorry state, lass. You should go back to the castle. But you must wait until the battle is over, for Duncan, my husband, has gone to fight. All the men from the Stewart clan are ready. The Laird himself is there, and so is his brother –” 
 
    Lily sat up so quickly her head spun. “His brother, Douglas?” 
 
    “Aye.” The woman raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh please, you must bring me to the camp,” Lily panted. “I must talk to Douglas! You could talk to him, and we could meet….”  
 
    The woman shook her head. “No, lass. If the laird finds out, he will kill us, or force us off our lands.” 
 
     She lowered her voice. “I should have told him that you are here.  God knows, if Duncan was here, he would have returned you by now. It’s only because of the way that the Laird treated his first wife, the Lady Elspeth, that I haven’t.  She was a kindly woman; always giving. There was a famine here, two years past, and we had very little food. Lady Elspeth made sure we were all fed. God rest that poor woman’s soul.” She crossed herself. 
 
    Lily’s spirits sank. And then she saw her hand.  
 
    “Morag.” She spoke calmly. “You must take me to the camp. For if you do, you will be able to leave here and buy a hundred farms, if you like.” 
 
    She held out her hand. The emerald in the ring seemed to sparkle, defiantly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven
  
 
    Lily stood blinking in the darkness, trying to adjust her eyes to the dim night. She only had a small lantern. 
 
    She was beside the kirk in the woodlands, as agreed. It was an old kirk, almost a ruin. Moss and ivy covered its tumbling stone walls. It made Lily nervous; she could see the old tablet tombstones, jutting from the ground like loose teeth. An owl hooted from far away.  She remembered the legend of the Red Cap, a devil who hid in old churches. She crossed herself quickly. 
 
    Where was Douglas?  
 
    It had taken half a day of travel to get to the Stewart encampment. 
 
    Lily had sat in the front of the wagon with her head down. If anyone passed her, she wrapped her shawl around her head, burying her face into it. 
 
    She had convinced Morag in the end to bring her here. She had dressed in one of Morag’s dresses and shawls, and looked like any other farmer’s woman. The farmer’s wife had gone to the camp and was endeavoring to speak to the Laird’s brother on her behalf. 
 
    Morag returned. “I spoke to him.” 
 
    “What did he say? How is he?” 
 
    “Hush, my lady, people will look.” She got back onto the wagon, and then turned to Lily. 
 
    “He is well. He was overjoyed to hear you are safe and well. He will meet you in the woodlands tonight, while the men are eating supper and distracted. I am to bring you to a spot near the kirk. Don’t worry, I know the area well.” 
 
    Later that night, Morag had led her to the designated spot, giving her the lantern.  
 
     Lily had pressed the emerald ring into her hand before they separated, tears springing into her eyes. “I cannot thank you enough, Morag.” 
 
    Morag sniffed. “Aye, my lady.” She looked down at the ring in her hand. “It is I who cannot thank you enough! You have freed my family from poverty. God bless you!” 
 
    She had squeezed Lily’s hand, and scurried away into the darkness. 
 
    A wind whipped up in the trees surrounding her. The owl hooted again.  And then, she heard a rustle in the brush. It was him! It was her love! 
 
    He came toward her as if in a dream. They fell into each other’s arms. They kissed, passionately. 
 
    “Oh, my love.” Douglas was kissing the top of her head, frantically. “I cannot believe I have you safe in my arms! I was going out of my mind with worry about you.” 
 
    She looked up at him, tears in her eyes. “I am safe, and well. Oh, Douglas, I thought that I would never see you again!” 
 
    “Hush, hush,” he implored her, stroking her face. “I am here. We are together.” 
 
    They cradled each other in silence, re-affirming their connection. 
 
    “What on earth possessed you?” He was looking down at her. His eyes sparked. “To run away! Anything could have happened to you!” He clutched her closer as he spoke. 
 
    “I couldn’t stay there!” she exclaimed. “Not after what happened in the hut. I couldn’t bear it!” Her tears started flowing again. “Where will we head tonight?” 
 
    Douglas frowned. “I will take you to a safe place for tonight. But I am going back to the camp. Tomorrow, the clans battle, and I won’t miss it!” 
 
    Lily stepped back from him. “For the love of God, Douglas, we should flee tonight, while they are distracted!” 
 
    Douglas gripped her face. “Look at me, Lily. No, look at me! I will not scurry away like a mouse. If we are going to be together, it will be after I have battled for you, as a man and as a Highlander! I couldn’t live with myself, taking the cowardly way out.” 
 
    She burst into tears again. 
 
    He wiped her tears gently, with his thumb. “We will be together. I promise you! I love you more than life itself, Lily McEwan.” 
 
    “I love you so much, Douglas,” she whispered back. 
 
    “What a touching scene!” 
 
    They both jumped back as if scolded. Where did the voice come from? 
 
    Neil walked out of the shadows of the kirk. Another man walked behind him. Who was it? Then Lily recognized her father’s right hand man, Angus Munro. Both men had their swords drawn. 
 
    Douglas drew his sword quickly, roughly shoving Lily behind him as he did so. 
 
    Neil laughed. “Drop the sword, McLaren. You are surrounded.” 
 
    Douglas smiled coldly. “I don’t think so, McEwan. You won’t take her from me a second time!” He lunged at Neil with his sword. 
 
    “She is not yours to take,” Neil hissed, as he defended the attack. “Prepare to die!” 
 
    As the two men fought, Lily tried to keep close behind Douglas. Her heart was in her mouth, watching her beloved.  
 
    Suddenly, she felt a cold blade against her throat! 
 
    Munro! She had been so distracted by the fight, she had forgotten all about the other man.  “I’ve got you now, lassie,” he crowed. “Do not move an inch.” He grabbed her roughly, while keeping the dagger against her throat. He dragged her back to the kirk. 
 
    “I have her!” he shouted. Douglas swung his head toward them. Neil took advantage, knocking the other man’s sword out of his hand then lunging with his own so that the tip of it was against Douglas’s chest. 
 
    “Well done, Munro!” he called. “Well, McLaren, it is all over.” 
 
    Douglas stood still. “You would not kill your own sister!” 
 
    Neil laughed. “Wouldn’t I? You’re not able to bargain now, are you?” 
 
    Douglas swallowed, hard. “Don’t hurt her.” 
 
    “Oh, please, Neil, I beg you! I will come with you,” Lily beseeched. “I will marry the laird! Only, please, do not kill him.” She started sobbing. 
 
    Neil picked up Douglas’s sword and threw it into the woods. “Think of it as a stay of execution, McLaren. It will be more satisfying to rip you open on the battlefield tomorrow.” 
 
    Lily screamed. “You cannot battle now! You have me!” 
 
     “It is too late, sister of mine,” he drawled. “You have started a chain of events. But don’t keen. I will kill your beloved on the battlefield, and we will keep you safe and sound. If all goes well, we will be offering you to the laird as soon as the blood starts to dry on the field.” 
 
    He turned to Munro. “Tie her up. Then we will do the same to him.” 
 
    After Lily was bound, Neil held the sword against Douglas while Munro tied his hands behind his back. 
 
     “Don’t worry, McLaren. You should have that knot undone within the hour. Enough time for us to be long gone.” He paused, smiling. “And another hour to find your sword! You didn’t think I was going to make it easy on you, did you?” He laughed. “‘Til tomorrow, McLaren.” 
 
    Douglas looked at him with hatred. “I shall look forward to it.” 
 
    Neil mounted his horse, putting Lily in front of him. He took the reins. 
 
    “You both didn’t think that you ever stood a chance?” He looked from Douglas to Lily with contempt. Lily wept quietly.  
 
    Douglas watched them as they sped away into the darkness. He looked like a man whose heart had been ripped from his chest and lay bleeding on the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve
  
 
    “Stay still, my lady! Stop fidgeting!” 
 
    Lily looked out the window of the tower at Colloness Castle, staring at the water intently. She hadn’t realized that her legs had been twitching. 
 
    “I cannot plait your hair properly if you are moving,” Aila scolded. “The guests are already arriving at the chapel. You will not be ready, my lady!” 
 
    Lily stared blankly out the window. She didn’t appear to have heard her. Aila exchanged knowing glances with the other servant, Shona, who was there to help Lily get ready for her wedding day. 
 
    Lily could see people arriving on horseback. If she squinted her eyes tightly, she could almost see the ferry docking, with more guests disembarking. Her heart lurched whenever she saw a tall, dark haired man in the Stewart tartan. Was it him? But it never was.  
 
    She knew the wedding had to go ahead. There was no way out, this time. Yet still, she couldn’t help thinking he would suddenly ride in on his horse, grab her, and spirit her away from here. 
 
    She had not seen him since her brother had taken her that night before the battle. 
 
    They had ridden long into the night, not stopping for rest. Her brother’s arms around her on the horse had felt like the shackles of hell.  Eventually, they had made it to the Douglas clan encampment, where she had been taken to a tent and placed under armed guard. 
 
    “You won’t escape again, sister. Don’t even try,” her brother had said, before he left her. 
 
    The battle had gone ahead the next day. The Stewart clan had won, simply because they knew the terrain better. It had been a bloody day, with many men lost. Lily tried not to think about how many men had lost their lives because of her. And all for nothing, anyway.  
 
    When Neil had returned from battle, he was near death, bleeding profusely from an abdominal wound.  Lily had tried to ask about Douglas.  But no one would answer her. She had no idea whether he lived, or had died, that day. 
 
    She had been taken back to the castle and had been locked into the tower where she now was. The only people she saw were Aila and Shona, bringing her food on trays and emptying her chamber pot. She was a prisoner. They ducked their heads and looked frightened when she asked them of Douglas. They would not answer her. 
 
    She hadn’t even known that the wedding day had been brought forward until the maids had come into her room with a wedding gown. 
 
    “No,” breathed Lily, as soon as she had seen it. She backed away. 
 
    “Now, now, my lady, we must get you ready,” Aila soothed. “It is happening today.” She looked at Lily with pity in her eyes. 
 
    Lily had been as still as a doll as the two women stripped her, bathed her, and started dressing her. The gown was a silk tunic with elaborate braiding, befitting a lady of her rank. She wore a mantle over the outfit. 
 
    And now they were finishing off her hair, making an elaborate twist of Celtic knots and braids out of her black curls. A circlet of white gold and diamonds was placed on top. 
 
    “It is a Stewart heirloom,” said Shona, as she secured it. “See the pelican sitting on her nest at the front? That is the Stewart emblem.” 
 
    “Did she wear it?” It was the first thing Lily had said since they had come into the room. 
 
    Shona looked confused for a moment. “Oh, you mean the lady Elspeth?” She bit her lip. “Aye, that she did.” 
 
      Lily felt the circlet burning into her head, like a brand. 
 
    “Stand up, my lady,” Aila ordered. “We are finished.” 
 
    “Must I?”  
 
    The two maids exchanged glances again. 
 
    “My lady,” Aila whispered fiercely. “You must! The wedding is going ahead today. I know how you feel, but you have no choice. Life is never easy for us women – we must do what our fathers command. Think of the bairns you will have, when you are a married woman. They make life worth living. And there is the lady Isobel, needing a mother, poor wee soul.” 
 
    Lily nodded, but she kept staring out the window, searching. 
 
    “Is that the last ferry?” she asked. 
 
    “Aye,” answered Shona. 
 
    Her heart sank, and she knew.  
 
    He could not save her. 
 
                                                                    *** 
 
    The ceremony had gone smoothly enough. 
 
    They had exchanged vows and rings in the Castle chapel, overlooking the water. 
 
    Richard had gone to kiss her afterwards, as was the custom, but she turned her head away at the last moment. There were gasps of shock from the congregation. She could feel the eyes of her mother, Lady Catherine, boring into her skull. 
 
    Richard’s hands had tightened on her shoulders. “You will pay for that, in the bedchamber after,” he whispered in her ear. He smiled as he spoke. She felt a chill race through her bones. 
 
    Afterwards, as the wedding party feasted in the great hall, Lily managed to slip out of the hall for some fresh air.  She was gazing out to the waters, when she heard someone approaching her from behind. Damnation! Would they not leave her alone for one second? 
 
    She turned. It was him. It was Douglas! 
 
    He looked pale, and was thinner than she remembered. He was also grubby. His kilt was ripped. 
 
    “Oh, my love,” he whispered. He went to hug her, but she stepped back. 
 
    “You are too late, Douglas,” she hissed. “The deed is done! I am married to your brother.” 
 
    His eyes filled with tears. “I know.” He hung his head. “Your family laid a trap so that I couldn’t get here in time. I tried so hard, Lily!  I have been laid low from the injuries I got on the battlefield, courtesy of your brother; otherwise I would have been here to take you long ago. Did I kill the bastard?” His eyes filled with hatred. 
 
    “He lives. It took him a long time to recover, though,” Lily answered. 
 
    “Damn! I swear, I will kill him one day, for what he did to us.” He stopped. The hatred seemed to drain from him, suddenly. 
 
    “I had to barter for a boat, to sail across.” He looked at her with such yearning she had to blink back tears. 
 
    “I was hoping to get here in time. But it is too late.” He swallowed, painfully. “I shall sail tomorrow, for France.” 
 
    “You can’t leave me!” 
 
    “I must, my love. You are a married woman now. And I cannot watch you be another man’s wife. It would kill me!  But I promise you – I will find a way. I will return, and I will solve this. You will be my wife, someday. I swear it.” 
 
    “How?” Lily’s throat ached with unshed tears. 
 
    He ran a hand through his black hair. “I don’t know yet,” he said urgently. “But our day will come! Promise me, that you will remember that. I will be back for you, Lily, my one and only love.” 
 
    “I promise,” she breathed. 
 
    “Are you giving my new wife good wishes, brother?” The voice of Lily’s new husband, Richard, made them both jump. He was standing in the doorway, surveying them. 
 
    Douglas paled. “Aye, brother,” he replied. “And good wishes for you, too, on your wedding day.” 
 
    Richard smiled slowly. “Aye, I am a lucky man.” He turned to Lily. “Shouldn’t you go back inside, my dear? You will catch a chill.  And I shall not take kindly to a sickly woman in my marriage bed!” 
 
    Douglas’s face darkened. Lily looked at him, sadly. 
 
     Then she turned and slowly walked away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen
  
 
    Douglas spurred his horse on. 
 
    Ah, Scotland! He had missed his homeland.  The smell of pine trees intermingled with heather. The snow-capped mountains, encircled with mist. He saw a herd of red deer running in the distance, and once he thought he spotted a wildcat lurking through the woods. 
 
    He stopped by a stream and drank thirstily.  He could see salmon darting through the waters and thought of catching one and setting up camp on the riverbank for the night. But then he dismissed the thought. There was daylight left, and he could ride further. Every hour in the saddle was an hour closer to her. 
 
    He thought about the past year, away from his homeland and Lily.  
 
    He had ridden the day after the wedding as if Black Donald, the devil himself, was on his tail. He had to get as far away as possible from Colloness. The thought of Lily in his brother’s arms was tearing him apart. He knew he could do no more now to be with her, but that didn’t stop it hurting like hell. Every time he closed his eyes, the image of them together was tattooed on his eyelids. 
 
    He had ridden to Edinburgh, found a boat and had sailed to France. He had started trading in silks with merchants on the docks in Normandy. It turned out he had a flair for business, and had done quite well.  He had squirrelled away his gold – hopefully, securing the future for Lily and himself. 
 
    It had been a solitary life. He had stayed at a tavern. He would have a dram or two of whiskey on an evening, and retire early. He wasn’t interested in socializing or keeping company with the ladies of the night who frequented the place, like the other men did. He could only think of Lily.  It was her image which kept him alive on the cold nights in his narrow bed. 
 
    He prayed to God that his brother had curbed the worst side of his nature, and that Lily hadn’t suffered greatly. 
 
    Not long now! If he just kept riding, he might make the last ferry crossing to Colloness. With renewed vigor, he kicked his heels into the horse and rode furiously over the plains. 
 
                                                                        *** 
 
    Douglas walked into the hall. It seemed deserted. Strange. 
 
    He made his way to the kitchens, as he always did after he had been away.  He spotted the cook, Joan, stirring a simmering cauldron of soup. Aila and Shona were each kneading bread on the bench, pounding into the dough like their lives depended on it. 
 
    “What does a man have to do to get some hot victuals around here?” 
 
    The women dropped what they were doing, and spun around. 
 
    “Oh the saints preserve us! Our laddie has come home!” Aila hugged him, covering him in flour. 
 
    Douglas laughed and coughed at the same time. “It is wonderful to see you, too, Aila.” 
 
    “Sit down, lad, and we’ll get you some sustenance. A long journey?” Joan was grabbing some cold meat, pickles and bread as she spoke. “Shona, get a pitcher of ale for the lad.” 
 
    “Will I be a laddie forever to you lovely lasses?” Douglas was grinning. 
 
    The women twittered.  
 
    After having his fill, Douglas turned to Aila, who had sat down next to him to top and tail some green beans. She had left the bread kneading to Shona. 
 
    “What is the news, Aila?” He looked at the old woman carefully. 
 
    Aila’s face fell. “Ach, none of it is good, laddie. You must have known what would happen when you left us, a year since.” 
 
    Douglas felt his heart hit the floor.  
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    The three women exchanged pained looks, but none of them spoke. 
 
    “Someone say something!” In his frustration, Douglas hit the table with his fist. 
 
    “Aye, well, it might be better if we clean you up and you go for a rest,” Aila eventually replied. 
 
    “What has happened?” 
 
    “None of that now, laddie. You look dog tired. Knowing you, I bet you rode all day and all night without a break. We will clean you up and then you can have a good long sleep, get your strength back.” 
 
    Douglas felt the tiredness suddenly hit him like a plank. He knew they were right. Better to rest before he saw her. 
 
    “She will be here after you’ve had your rest.” Aila walked over to him. “God knows, she never leaves the Castle, anymore.” 
 
                                                           *** 
 
    Douglas awoke to find sunshine streaming through his chamber window. 
 
    He sat up, disoriented. How long had he been sleeping for?  
 
    Then he remembered where he was and impatiently pulled back the blankets. Colloness Castle! And she was here! He was so close. In his eagerness to get to her, he started pulling his mud splattered clothes back on. 
 
    Aila walked into the room. “Laddie! Slow down! Those clothes need to go into the wash. I’ve brought you fresh ones.” She laid a fresh kilt and shirt on the bed. 
 
    It seemed to take forever to dress, even with Aila’s help.   
 
    “How do I look?” Douglas adjusted his shirt. 
 
    “Very handsome, laddie,” Aila replied. “If you are ready, I’ll take you to her now. The laird is away, as always.” 
 
    They walked along the hallway. As they neared the top of the staircase, Douglas heard female voices coming from a chamber.  Loud whispers, and giggles. 
 
    “Is that where she is?” He frowned. 
 
    Aila colored slightly. “No, that isn’t her chamber. It’s further along, to the left. Come now.” 
 
    Douglas reached a hand to stop the old woman. “Aila, what’s going on? Who is in that chamber?” 
 
    Aila sighed, loudly. “I cannot explain it all now. The mistress awaits you.” 
 
    They continued walking, eventually arriving at Lily’s chamber. Aila knocked on the door. 
 
    “Enter,” they heard a voice respond. It was her voice! He was almost with her! 
 
    In his eagerness, Douglas pushed open the door, bounding into the room. “Lily! It is me!” 
 
    He looked around in confusion. The room seemed empty. 
 
    A figure walked toward him from out of the shadows of a corner. “Aila, you can leave us now.” 
 
    The smile of joy froze on Douglas’s face.
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen
  
 
    “How are you, Douglas?” 
 
     Her voice sounded the same, at least. But it was flat. It held no note of joy, or excitement, or even surprise at his arrival. 
 
    His eyes raked over her. She was so thin; he could see her shoulder blades protruding beneath the tunic that she wore. She had no covering on her head, so he could see that her long, black curls had lost their luster. Her hair hung limp and ragged around her face. But the worst was her eyes. When they turned to him, the fire in them that had always made his heart leap for joy was extinguished. They were lifeless. 
 
    She waved a bony hand toward a seat. “Please, sit down.” 
 
    He did what she asked, in confusion. Mother of God, what had happened to her? 
 
    She sat down opposite him, but avoided his eyes. “How long since you arrived?” 
 
    Douglas reached out and took her hands across the table. She flinched, but didn’t remove them. 
 
    “Lily, for the love of God! What has happened to you?” 
 
    Lily shrugged slightly. “Oh, Douglas, I am an old married woman now! You can’t expect me to keep my youthful looks forever.” She spoke in a brittle voice. 
 
    Douglas squeezed her fingers, leaning across the table to stare into her face. 
 
    “Look at me,” he commanded. She turned her eyes left and right, but eventually let them rest on his face. 
 
    “I don’t care what you look like! I will love you when we are both old and grey and as bent as twigs! I love you, Lily. I love you, body and soul… forever.” 
 
    Lily squirmed slightly at his words, and her gaze slid away. “You might. But it makes no difference to my life as it is.” She smiled sadly. 
 
    “What has he done to you?” His voice rose. 
 
    She smiled again. “He has only been himself, Douglas. It is his nature to destroy.” She sighed. “You shouldn’t have come back. There is nothing for us, anymore.” 
 
    “What?” he grabbed her hands tightly. “You can’t say that! What of our promises!” 
 
    “Promises?” she repeated, bitterly. “The ravings of children! So much has happened since you left…” Her voice petered away. Tears glimmered in her eyes. 
 
    “Lily, listen to me! We can be together. I have been trading silk in France. I have made quite a bit of gold from it…. we can run away together, start a new life in a new country…” 
 
    She snorted. “Douglas, listen to yourself. I tried to run away, once, remember? And look where it got me. Men died, on the battlefield, because of it. He never stops reminding me of that, do you know? And he treats me like a slave.” She laughed bitterly. “Amongst other things.” She stopped laughing, abruptly. 
 
    “Lily, please…” 
 
    “No.” She stood up. “You don’t understand. I hate it, but this is my life now.” She took a deep breath. “Please leave.” 
 
    Lily stood up, staring down at him. Tears glistened in his eyes. 
 
    “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    She walked towards the door. He watched her as she moved. There was something in her stance, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on… 
 
    She turned back to him suddenly, and there it was. 
 
    He wondered how he had missed it. Maybe something to do with the loose tunic she was wearing. 
 
    “Mother of God,” he breathed. “Lily, you are with child!” 
 
    She turned to him. “Aye, that I am, Douglas McLaren. A babe, to be born in the summer.” She stared at him. “So now you know, you must make haste to leave here.” 
 
    Douglas was at her side in two strides. “I do not care, Lily. I will love you and the bairn. You must come with me! For the safety of your child, as well as yourself.” 
 
    He put his arms around her. Lily stiffened, and then she slumped against him. 
 
    “Is it possible?” He couldn’t bear to hear the awakened hope in her voice. 
 
    “Aye,” he answered. His arms tightened around her. “It is possible. I love you.” 
 
    They both jumped, as the door to the chamber opened. 
 
    “If it isn’t my long-lost brother,” drawled the Laird of Loneshire. “What were you saying, about loving my wife?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen
  
 
    Lily started shaking. Douglas tightened his arms around her. 
 
    “Aye,” he said to his brother. “I love her! I always have.” 
 
    Richard’s eyes glittered dangerously. “I should have known. You’ve always coveted what is mine, haven’t you, little brother? But my wife is not a child’s play thing. Take your hands off her, this instant.” 
 
    “I won’t,” growled Douglas.  
 
    “By God, you won’t!” Richard lunged at them, roughly grabbing Lily and flinging her against the wall. She hit it with a thud, before slumping slowly to the ground. 
 
    “You bastard!” 
 
    Douglas punched his brother in the face.  The laird teetered for a moment, before falling in a heap on the floor.  He was knocked cold. 
 
    “Lily.” Douglas rushed to where she lay on the floor. “Speak to me!” 
 
    She raised dazed eyes to him. “Douglas.” Her eyes lowered, then widened with horror. 
 
    His gaze followed hers. He could just see the pool of bright red blood spreading below her. 
 
    Without thought, he picked her up, bringing her softly to the bed. “Lay down, my love. Everything will be all right.” 
 
    At that moment, Aila walked into the chamber. 
 
    “I heard a lot of banging,” she said, then stopped as her eyes took in the scene.  The laird, knocked out cold on the floor. Lily, on the bed with Douglas bending over her.  A trail of blood. 
 
    She let out a screech. “What has happened? What have you done?” 
 
    “Be quiet, Aila! I need your help. She is bleeding, quite badly.” 
 
    Aila rushed to the bed.  
 
    “My lady! Can you speak?” Aila’s eyes were raking over Lily, shrewdly assessing. 
 
    “Aye.” But her voice was thready. 
 
    Aila looked down at the blood seeping onto the bedding.  
 
    “We have to stop that bleeding,” she said urgently, “or she will lose the bairn!” 
 
    Lily spasmed, bucking on the bed. She had beads of sweat dripping down her face. 
 
    “Aila!” She grabbed the maid’s hands. “Save my child!” 
 
    Aila rubbed her hands. “I will do my best, my lady.” 
 
    Lily turned to Douglas. “Don’t leave me!” 
 
    “Never,” he growled. 
 
                                                                       *** 
 
    Aila and Shona set to work. They changed Lily, trying to stem the bleeding. They sent for the local midwife. 
 
    “Mistress Kerr will know what to do,” Aila said, nervously. She wiped Lily’s brow. “What on earth happened here?” 
 
    Douglas’s face darkened. “The laird is what happened here. He came into the room and threw her against the wall. I knocked him out.” 
 
    Aila bit her lip. “I forgot all about him on the floor! I will call McGregor.” 
 
    McGregor, Richard’s butler, arrived. The Laird was coming to, groaning and clutching his head. McGregor aided him to stand, and brought him back to his chamber. Douglas watched them go with hatred in his heart.  
 
    At that moment, Mistress Kerr, the local midwife, entered the room. She was a wiry woman with pure white hair beneath her wimple. She carried a basket, which contained various herbs. 
 
    She looked at them all, clustered around the bed. 
 
    “What is he doing here?” she spoke to the women. “He needs to leave, right now.” 
 
    “Not on your life,” Douglas scowled. 
 
    “No men allowed,” the woman replied, sternly. “This is women’s business! Make haste.” 
 
    Aila looked at Douglas. “You had better do what she says, laddie. She is our best hope, of saving the lady’s child.” 
 
    Douglas looked bereft. “If she dies…” He hung his head, unable to continue. 
 
    “She won’t die,” Mistress Kerr replied crisply. She was already prodding and poking Lily’s stomach. “Not if I can help it! The bairn, on the other hand…” She frowned. 
 
    He picked up one of Lily’s hands and kissed it. She roused slightly. 
 
    “Lily, I must leave the room,” he said. She shook her head violently. “No, Lily, please don’t distress yourself. I will be close. I promise I won’t leave the Castle!” 
 
    Lily slumped back into the pillows. “You always make promises, Douglas.” 
 
    She turned her face away, staring blankly at the wall. 
 
                                                                    *** 
 
    He retreated to the kitchen, sitting on a chair in the corner. Joan, the cook, tried to tempt him to eat, but he had no appetite. All he could think about was Lily. 
 
    He assailed Aila when she entered the kitchen, carrying a bundle of bloodied sheets. “What is happening? How is she?” 
 
    Aila sighed, pursing her lips. “It doesn’t look good; I have to admit. She has lost a lot of blood, and Mistress Kerr can’t stem the bleeding.” She looked around the kitchen, distracted. “The laird has stirred. I had to stop him from entering the room. All he was concerned about was whether his ‘son’ was going to live! He couldn’t give two tosses for our lady, and what he has done to her.” Aila’s bottom lip started to tremble. 
 
    “Now he’s started on the whiskey. Drinking himself into oblivion.” She sounded scornful. 
 
    “Aila, what has gone on here? What has he been doing to Lily?” 
 
    Aila sighed again. “She fought back, to start with.  Defied him. Then he started using the whip. And I have seen bruises on her, occasionally.” She wiped away a tear. 
 
    “But there’s more. You know how you asked what the noise was in the chamber, when we passed it? He keeps his women in there. You know, the ones from the village.” 
 
    “That bastard!” Douglas had never felt such hatred in his life. 
 
    “Aye. Taunts my lady with his harlots! He parades them; he does, in front of her.” Aila looked down. “She stopped defying him, though, when she realized she was with child. Said she didn’t want him to harm her bairn. She had been spending time in the nursery with the lady Isobel, playing with her, even though he forbade it. But she stopped doing that. She has been in her chamber, mostly, staring out the window at the water. It breaks my heart, so it does.” 
 
    Douglas clenched his fists. He looked at the ceiling. “I have always held that he was still my brother, regardless of the evil he has done. But I cannot take any more! I am going to beat him to a pulp.” He stood up. Aila grabbed his sleeve, pulling him back into the seat. 
 
    “You will do no such thing! Things are bad enough here. The last thing my lady needs is you on a rampage.” 
 
    Shona walked into the kitchen, looking harassed. 
 
    “His lairdship wants a bath,” she stated crisply. “We have to get hot water up there, now.” 
 
    “Mary, Jesus and Joseph! While his wife is battling to save his child, he desires a bath?” Aila’s voice was scalding. “As if we don’t have enough to do! Ach well, at least it will keep him out of the way. Shona, grab a pail and we will get to it.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen
  
 
    Lily was dreaming. She tossed her head from side to side. 
 
    Fever had gripped her. She awoke at one point to see a figure standing over her. A lady, in a long flowing gown. The lady bent toward her, and she could see the blue, hooded eyes of her husband’s first wife. 
 
    “Hush, all will be well,” the Lady Elspeth soothed.  The figure put a hand on Lily’s forehead. It felt as cold as ice… 
 
    She opened her eyes.  The figure was gone. 
 
    She was lying in her bed. A woman she didn’t recognize sat beside her, stitching. A stone lay upon her stomach. She reached for it. 
 
    “An amulet, my lady,” the woman said. “Pass it to me. It is too late, now. The wee bairn passed into this world without drawing breath.” 
 
    “My baby is dead?” Lily felt tears, hot and salty, running down her cheeks. 
 
    “I am afraid so, my lady,” the woman replied. “The babe was too small. I gave you a herb tonic to stop the birth spasms, but it was too late.” She paused. “It was a wee lassie.” 
 
    Lily turned her face away from the woman, and wept bitterly. She had never felt so bereft in her life. 
 
    A soft knock sounded at the door. The woman put down her needlework and walked to open it. 
 
    “May I come in?” It was Douglas. The woman nodded. 
 
    Lily had forgotten that he had returned. The painful events of the day suddenly crashed into her mind. Douglas, returning after a year. Wanting to take her away, saying that he still loved her. Richard, finding them together. She remembered being flung against the wall, but not much after that. 
 
    And now, she had lost her babe. 
 
    Douglas was beside her now, his face creased in concern. He looked awful. His eyes were puffy and his hair unkempt. 
 
    “Douglas,” she croaked. “I lost my baby.” She started to cry anew. 
 
    “I know, my love.” He took her hands in his. “I am so sorry. If I could turn back the hands of time and make it not happen, I would.” 
 
    She hung her head. Hot, salty tears dripped onto their entwined hands. 
 
    “My lady.” It was the woman. “I am going to the kitchen to eat. I will be back to check on you soon.” And she departed. 
 
    “The local midwife,” Douglas said, in response to Lily’s questioning gaze. “Mistress Kerr is her name. She delivered me, apparently. But she could not save my mother…” his voice trailed off. 
 
    “I didn’t know that your mother died in childbirth, having you,” Lily said. 
 
    “Aye. I never knew her. The only parent I had was my father. A cold man, who barely acknowledged me until I was twelve years old.  Aila brought me up. She has been here since before I was born.” 
 
    “Aila is a treasure,” Lily agreed. Her bottom lip started trembling. “But I miss my own nurse. I want Mairi.”  
 
    “I will send a rider tonight, to fetch her from Aberdeen for you,” Douglas said. 
 
    “No!” Her voice was louder than she intended. “You mustn’t! If she comes, he will punish me…” 
 
    “He will never lay another hand on you!” He tightened his grip on her hands. 
 
    “Oh, Douglas!” She fell against him. He encircled her in his arms. “I waited, and waited, for you! Every night I prayed that you would return. I would look out my window, and watch for you…the last month, since I felt the babe quicken, I have stood at that window every night. Watching every ferry that alighted. But you never came.” 
 
    He felt tears prick his eyes. “I wanted to,” he said slowly. “Sometimes I wanted to so badly I could barely restrain myself from packing up in the night and riding to you. But I knew our only hope was for me to build wealth, so that when I returned, we would have options.” 
 
    He hung his head. “If I had known how terribly you would be treated, I would have just grabbed you and ran, straight after the wedding! He has gotten worse.  He didn’t treat Elspeth nearly so badly when they were first wed. I thought we had time on our side.” 
 
    He caressed her face. “I am so sorry, my love. The man is a beast. From this moment forward, he is no brother of mine.” His face darkened. “To have hurt you so. To have killed your child!” 
 
    Lily started weeping again. “It was a wee girl, did you know?” 
 
    Douglas shook his head. “I didn’t know. She would have been beautiful, had she had a chance. Just like her mother!” He grabbed her face between his hands. She looked at him, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “Lily, I meant what I said. If the babe had been born safe and well, she would have come with us. I didn’t care that she was not mine!” 
 
    “Thank you, Douglas,” she said softly.  
 
    They gazed into each other’s eyes. He slowly bent toward her, and they kissed. It was slow and gentle. 
 
    “I should let you rest,” he whispered. She clung to him, burying her face in his chest. 
 
    The door burst open, and Aila ran into the room. She was panting. 
 
    Douglas jumped to his feet. “Aila! What is it?” 
 
    Aila leaned against the wall, puffing. “Oh my! I cannot believe it! It is the laird.” 
 
    “What of my brother?” 
 
    “The saints preserve us! He is dead!” 
 
                                                                            *** 
 
    The whole castle was in an uproar. 
 
    McGregor and two more of the laird’s men were in his chamber now. When Douglas entered the kitchen, the servants were all huddled at the table. 
 
    They looked shell shocked. Shona and Cora, his nieces’ nurse, were holding hands. Joan, the cook, was reciting the Lord’s prayer under her breath, her fingers clicking on her rosary beads. Aila was pacing the room. Mistress Kerr, the midwife, seemed bewildered. All the rest were talking loudly over each other. It sounded like a flock of starlings. 
 
    “For the love of God, what happened?” Douglas spoke to the whole room. It fell silent. 
 
    Finally, Shona spoke. 
 
    “I knocked on the laird’s door to bring another pail of hot water for his bath. There wasn’t an answer, so I put down my pail – it was heavy, mind – and knocked again. I waited for a little while. I didn’t want to burst in on him without his say so; ye ken he has a temper, and especially after what had happened in my lady’s chamber earlier!” Shona stopped, and took a deep gulp of breath. 
 
    “But there was no sound. I put my ear against the door, but couldn’t hear a thing. I thought about going downstairs to ask Aila what to do…” 
 
    “For the love of God, lassie, will you get on with it!” This was from Aila herself. 
 
    Shona looked offended. “I am! Where was I? Aye, not a peep from his chamber. Eventually, I screwed up my courage and opened the door.” She paused, dramatically. “It looked like he’d left the bath, at first. But then I went towards it, to look in. The hairs on my neck were standing up by this time. I could barely drag my feet to go towards it. 
 
    And there he was. The Laird. Underneath the water, with a look of surprise on his face, ye ken? Like he’d been caught unaware, like death had crept up on him. His eyes were open, staring up at me through the water! And he was grey – as grey as the castle walls! Well, I screamed and dropped the pail of water. Then everyone came running.” 
 
    Douglas could not believe what he had just heard. His brother was dead. Drowned in his own bath. 
 
    “It’s not surprising,” Aila said darkly. “He’d drunk the whole bottle of whiskey when I last checked on him. He was falling asleep then. I told him he should get out, but he laughed in my face.” 
 
    Douglas slowly sank into a spare seat at the table. “Richard is really dead?” 
 
    “Aye, laddie.” Aila looked him square in the eye. “You are the new Laird of Loneshire now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen
  
 
    The sun was beating down on his head as Douglas dismounted his horse, giving the bridle to his groom. He looked up at Colloness Castle and smiled, taking the entry stairs two at a time. Where was she? 
 
    He called her name as he went from room to room. Eventually, he found her in the kitchen garden, bending to pick some lavender from the herb garden. His niece Isobel was next to her, holding the sprigs she had just picked. 
 
    “Ach, there you all are! My two favorite lassies!” He bent down and picked up Isobel, twirling her in the air. The girl laughed; her long hair flying around her. 
 
    “Douglas, put her down! She just ate.” But Lily was smiling as she spoke. 
 
    They walked into the kitchen together. At that moment, Cora came in to take Isobel. “Time for your afternoon nap, Missie. No, don’t screw up your face!” She left the room with the crying toddler in tow. 
 
    Douglas and Lily laughed as they sat down at the kitchen table. 
 
    “She’s got spirit, that one,” Douglas said. They looked at each other, both unable to contain the grins which spread over their faces. 
 
    “So, how did it go in town?” Lily took a sip of the water she had poured for herself. 
 
    “Very well. I have the death certificate.” He reached into the satchel at his feet. “The magistrate signed it this morning. Official cause of death: drowning. The inquiry is over.” He looked at her, his eyes sparkling. “We are free to marry, Lily!” 
 
    Lily let out a squeal of delight. “I cannot believe it! After all we have been through.” 
 
    “The magistrate also gave me my seal as the new Laird of Loneshire. I went to the solicitors, too, to hand over what was needed.” Lily squeezed his hand. 
 
    She couldn’t believe the speed of events since that dramatic night, when she had miscarried her first child and lost her first husband. 
 
    When Aila had come in and told them that Richard was dead, she had thought it was a trick. But it had turned out to be true. The laird had indeed drowned in his bath, while in his cups. It had taken her a long time to recover from the miscarriage, both physically and emotionally. When she had eventually felt the strength to get up, Douglas had proposed to her. They just had to wait until the inquiry into Richard’s death was over. 
 
    There were more surprises. It turned out that Richard had been gambling heavily in the weeks leading up to his death. He had gambled away the deeds to Colloness Castle itself. It had taken a long time of negotiation for Douglas to buy them back. The gold he had been saving while in France had all but gone to get the castle back. 
 
    But it was done. His birthright was his, once again. And they were free, to start over. 
 
                                                                                *** 
 
    The day dawned bright and crisp. It was their wedding day. 
 
    How different it was from her first, thought Lily. Then, she had been mad with grief and denial. Aila and Shona had dragged her to the altar. She remembered the faces of all the guests staring at her as through a darkened tunnel. The sight of her bridegroom standing at the altar was like a vision of Beelzebub himself. 
 
    Now, her heart was filled to bursting with happiness. She had to stop herself from skipping down the aisle to her beloved. 
 
    And there he was, waiting for her. Douglas. The new Laird of Loneshire. She caught her breath at how handsome he was – resplendent in his formal kilt, his dark hair sleeked back. He turned to her at that moment, and he gasped. 
 
    She felt beautiful. She had gained back the weight she had lost while married to Richard. Her black curls, plaited and knotted in formal style, shone again. Her green eyes sparkled. She had chosen her wedding gown with care, and knew that it became her. She could see by the look of appreciation on Douglas’s face that he thought so, too. 
 
    The chapel was near empty – another contrast to her first wedding day. Then, it had been teeming with fine guests. Today, the only people were themselves, the priest, the two witnesses, and the lady Isobel. 
 
    They exchanged their vows as if in a dream. Lily felt as if it was only the two of them on the earth in that moment. His ring on her finger pulsed against her skin, bright gold. 
 
    That night, they turned to each other in passion, but also in relief. 
 
    Lily had never dreamed it could be so wonderful. He was passionate, but gentle. She was scared initially after all that she had been through, but he guided her with skill and love. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered. She was surprised to find tears coursing down her cheeks. 
 
    He kissed them away. “My love, it is I who should thank you! Thank you for waiting for me. For enduring all that you have. I promised you we would be together, in the end. And now we are – forever.” 
 
    “Forever,” she repeated. They turned to each other again. 
 
    The next day, they walked to the edge of the isle, where the water lapped against the rocks. She had brought flowers picked from the garden – lavender and primrose.  They prayed, and then tossed them into the water. 
 
     In her heart, she christened her daughter, Mairi, after her beloved nursemaid. 
 
    She remembered her dangerous swim across this very water, when she had almost drowned. How desperate she had been then. How happy she was now. 
 
    She looked at the man standing next to her. 
 
    “It has come full circle,” she whispered. He held her in his arms, stroking her soft hair. 
 
    They walked back to their castle, hand in hand. Everything was finally right with their worlds. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One
  
 
    Aberdeenshire, Scotland, 1353 
 
    “My Lord. We should stop to rest the horses soon. I’m sure your good lady wife would appreciate a rest, as well.” 
 
    Buchanan Innes, the Laird of Aberdeenshire, atop his favorite stead, looked back at his man Knox who had uttered the words. 
 
    Buchanan sighed heavily. Knox was right, of course. They had been travelling for five hours already. He had ridden his small regiment hard, but he had forgotten that his wife and his infant son were travelling with them. He looked back at Edana on her horse. She was pale, with dark rings of fatigue underneath her eyes. A wave of tenderness washed over him. Behind her, on a brown mare, the nursemaid held his two-year-old son, Dougal. The boy was asleep, wrapped in a plaid blanket in her arms. 
 
    “Aye, Knox.  There is a brook further down this valley where we will stop,” Buchanan answered eventually. “But not for long. We only have a few more hours of daylight.” 
 
    Buchanan scanned the countryside automatically. It came naturally to him, now. As Laird, he was always on the alert. There had been minimal clan clashes in recent times, though, which was why he felt confident travelling with such a small retainer of men. 
 
    They reached the brook, and slid off their horses.  Buchanan walked to his wife, helping her dismount.  She looked up at him lovingly. 
 
    “I must say, it is good to finally be out of the saddle,” Edana said. She rubbed her back ruefully. 
 
    Buchanan laughed. “You are growing soft in your old age, dearest,” he smiled. “Remember our rides around Loch Muick, before we were wed?” 
 
    Edana smiled. “I do remember,” she said, gazing up at her husband and Laird. “How we rode like the wind! Just the two of us, outsmarting the men to be on our own.” 
 
    Buchanan’s eyes grew warm as he looked at her, remembering. “We would stop in the woods, and...” 
 
    Edana put a hand up to stop him. “No more, Laird! We are an old married couple now, and shouldn’t think back on the folly of our youth.” But she smiled as she spoke. 
 
    The nursemaid, Fenella, approached with their sleeping son. Edana gently took him in her arms, gazing down on the sleeping face adoringly. Buchanan felt a lump form in his throat as he looked at them both. 
 
    Could a man be more blessed than he? he wondered as he led his horse to the brook to drink. Wed for five years now, to the lassie he had loved since he was just a lad.  He had known Edana since they were children; they had played together whenever their families had met. He knew how lucky he was – most lairds never met their betrothed before the ceremony, and didn’t like them much after. But she had always been his beloved. 
 
    The only blot on their happiness had been the lack of a child.  
 
    For the first two years of their marriage, they had hoped. But there was nothing. Edana grew sad and withdrawn. She went on pilgrimages to shrines of Our Lady, begging the mother of God to bless her with a child. Buchanan knew she had done other things, too, not sanctioned by the church. She had consulted midwives and healers, and once they had made love under a Rowan tree after she was told this would bless them with a child. 
 
    It had worked. Nine months later, Dougal, his son and heir, had come howling into the world. A child who could not be more loved and wanted. Secretly, they nicknamed him Rowan boy, remembering that wonderful night under the tree when he had been conceived. 
 
    He glanced around, assessing. The horses were all drinking. Most of the men had wondered off, relieving themselves behind trees or drinking thirstily. Dougal had woken up and wriggled out of Edana’s arms, raring to go. Buchanan saw her instruct the nursemaid to take him for a walk, which Fenella did, leading the little black haired lad further upstream. 
 
    Knox approached him. “Time to get moving, laird,” he said, glancing around him. “Shouldn’t stay too long. I know there hasn’t been much trouble recently, but we should be vigilant. Those Sutherlands have been making a bit of noise.” 
 
    Buchanan yawned. “A little longer, Knox,” he said. “The little laddie needs to stretch his legs.” 
 
    Knox frowned. “We shouldn’t have brought him. He should have stayed with his nursemaid at Dunnottar.” 
 
    Buchanan looked at the man. “We thought of it. But Edana couldn’t bear to be separated from him, ye ken? There is the banquet at Drum Castle tomorrow, but we will be staying for another week at least with the Irvine’s.” 
 
    Knox spat on the ground. “I don’t like it. It slows us down.” 
 
    Buchanan studied his right-hand man. A tough warrior, Knox had led many battles on behalf of the Innes. Buchanan didn’t know what he would do without him. They had been fighting battles side by side since both were in their teens.  Buchanan trusted his judgment implicitly. 
 
    “If you think it best, we will pack up now,” he replied. 
 
     A shadow fell over the brook. He looked up. A mass of clouds was moving across the sun. He turned to look at his wife, who was standing by the brook now, bending down to scoop water into her hands and drink. He could see the long knot of black hair coursing down her back. 
 
    It happened quickly, and yet Buchanan felt like time began to warp, slowing each second down immeasurably. 
 
    Edana straightened slowly, raising her hand to her neck, almost caressing the arrow that had swiftly punctured it. 
 
    Buchanan started running toward her. Oh God, what had happened to his love? 
 
    It seemed to take him forever to reach her. She staggered, still holding the arrow. He could see bright red blood spurting from between her fingers.  
 
    In his peripheral vision, he could see his men moving, drawing their slings and arrows. He heard the voice of Knox, screaming. “Ambush!” 
 
    He was almost to her. If he stretched out his fingers, he would be able to touch her. She looked at him then, confusion in her dark eyes. 
 
    But it was too late. He felt the knife enter sharply, in between his shoulder blades, cold and merciless. He staggered and fell, arms reaching still toward his wife. 
 
    Behind him, Knox let out a primal roar, brandishing his sword in the air above his head. He had not seen the assassin with the knife pounce on his laird until it was too late. 
 
    Blood swam before Knox’s eyes. With the might of ten men, he lunged. He had killed five by the time he got to his laird, writhing on the ground. Knox lay his head on Buchanan’s chest, listening. He heaved a sigh of relief. Still breathing. 
 
     Then he saw the lady, on her side with an arrow hanging out of her neck. Her eyes were still blinking. 
 
    He had to decide. He couldn’t carry both. He turned to his laird. 
 
     Knox heaved him up onto his shoulders, staggering into the woods. He made it just as more men ran into the clearing, hollering war cries. Knox dropped the wounded man behind some bushes, where he crouched down, panting heavily. The cries of his men as they were slaughtered would stay with him to his dying day. 
 
                                                                   *** 
 
    Buchanan’s breathing was getting more labored. He was ashen. 
 
    Knox turned him over, assessing the wound. It was clean, but deep, right between the shoulder blades. Blood was pouring out. 
 
    He ripped his kilt roughly until he had enough fabric for a bandage. Buchanan’s head was lolling as Knox worked.  He had secured the wound, but for how long? Even now he could see blood seeping through it. 
 
    “Edana…” Buchanan’s voice was a whisper, saying his wife’s name over and over. 
 
    “Dead.” Knox knew he was being harsh, but he couldn’t go back for his laird’s wife. Not if he wanted to save his laird. 
 
    Buchanan’s face crumpled. “No…no….” A single tear trickled down his cheek. 
 
    Knox felt a lump in his throat. He roughly pressed his shirt against the wound. 
 
    “Dougal?” Buchanan whispered. “Where is my son?” 
 
    Knox had completely forgotten the boy. He didn’t know what to say to Buchanan. He seemed to recall they had walked upstream, probably first in the path of the marauders when they had come through. 
 
    Who the hell were they? Knox squinted his eyes, trying to remember the tartan. Of course. Sutherlands. 
 
    “Knox….” Buchanan’s voice was fading. “Look after my son…. keep my son safe…” 
 
    Knox looked at his laird. It was too late – he could see the man’s life force draining out of him. The boy was probably dead, as well. But then, Buchanan would never know that. 
 
    “I promise, laird,” Knox said roughly. “You have my word, on my sword. I will keep your son safe.” 
 
    Buchanan’s eyes were tilting backwards. With a sharp intake of breath, he turned his head suddenly. He uttered his wife’s name a last time, before the last hiss of breath left him. 
 
    Knox lowered the dead man onto the ground. He bowed his head. If he was a godly man, now would be the time for prayers. But he was not. All he could do was lower his laird’s eyelids. 
 
    Everything was still. The screaming had ceased. 
 
    The light was darkening when Knox eventually made his way back to the clearing. He shuddered at the carnage before him. Dead Clan Kerr men everywhere.  
 
    He turned and walked to where the woman’s body lay. 
 
    Knox was a hardened warrior, but he swore softly under his breath when he saw what they had done to her. 
 
    The lady of Aberdeenshire was dead, as he knew she would be. But the Sutherland blaggards had not let her die from the arrow wound to her neck. 
 
    Her gown had been torn from her, so her body lay naked, half submerged in the brook. He could see blood oozing from several knife wounds on her torso. They had attacked her in a frenzy. 
 
    Knox knelt, cradling Edana’s head. The knot of her ink black hair fell over his arms. Her black eyes were open, frozen in horror. He gently closed the lids. He could see that her jewels had been ripped from her body. 
 
    So, that was the motivation? Robbery? 
 
    He cursed, and stood up. There was nothing more to be done for her, this lovely lady, his laird’s eternal beloved. 
 
    His feet dragged as he walked upstream, searching for the bodies of the boy and his nursemaid. His heart was as heavy as it had ever been. 
 
    Except he couldn’t find them. Puzzled, he was starting to wade into the brook to see if they had been pushed into the water when he heard the snap of a twig behind him. 
 
    It could be a deer. But a sixth sense led him to investigate. 
 
    He couldn’t believe it. Crouched in the hollow of a dead tree, he could see the nursemaid, cradling the little boy.  
 
    Alive. Very much alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    Dunnottar Castle, Aberdeenshire.  Twenty years later. 
 
    The air was filled with the scent of roasted venison as the harassed servants brought ever more dishes into the great hall. The long banquet table groaned under the weight of the food. 
 
    The men were high in their cups, toasting each other with abandon. Claret flowed freely, although the local heather ale was also in abundance.  
 
    “You’d think they hadn’t eaten in a month,” whispered one of the servants to another as they plonked yet another dish in front of the famished men. 
 
    It was true. The savagery of the men as they attacked the meal was something to behold. Hounds that sat at their feet gnawed on the bones that were thrown over shoulders. 
 
    “To the Laird!” yelled one man, lurching to his feet unsteadily; ale cup raised to the top of the table.  
 
    “To the Laird!” they all echoed, raising mugs and swilling. 
 
    Dougal, the new Laird of Aberdeenshire, raised his cup in acknowledgment. He raised the cup higher as he turned to the man at his right hand side. 
 
    Knox accepted the compliment with a raise of his own cup. 
 
    “How long was the hunt?” the older man asked the younger, gesturing to the deer, resplendent on a long platter in the middle of the table. 
 
    Dougal smiled. “She eluded us for a while, but we got her in the end. Probably a few hours.” He paused. “She was worth the wait.” 
 
    “Aye,” the older man agreed. “Nothing better than roasted venison on a platter.” He let out a belch, and wriggled uncomfortably. “I must take off my scabbard soon, though. It’s getting a bit tight!” 
 
    Dougal laughed, looking at this guardian fondly. 
 
    He was a well contented man, all things considered. 
 
     The banquet was in celebration of the fact that he had just been declared the new Laird of Aberdeenshire, taking over from Knox, who had held the trustee of the lairdship for him since he was two years old. 
 
    The older man had served him faithfully, and well. Dougal could have assumed the title before, but he didn’t want the responsibility until now. Besides, he was a fighting man. Knox had trained him thoroughly in all aspects of combat. They had battled side by side for years now. But the most satisfying battle of all had been against the Sutherlands, one year ago. 
 
    Dougal felt his fists tighten as he remembered the satisfaction of finally avenging his murdered parents. 
 
    “This is for your parents, God rest their souls,” Knox had said, before they ambushed. Dougal had never seen him fight so viciously. Knox had been like a brother to his father. He had been there the day his parents had been killed. 
 
    So had Dougal.  Not that he could remember.  Apparently, his old nursemaid had hidden with him in a hollow tree stump, and they had survived the slaughter. Good old Fenella, thought Dougal. He still thought fondly of his nursemaid, dead nigh on fifteen years now. 
 
    As soon as she had passed, Knox had claimed him. “You are no longer a laddie,” he had told the bewildered seven-year-old. “The time for the nursery is behind you. We will make a great warrior of you, boy.” 
 
    And he had.  He had taken the boy into the Highlands, sleeping rough, training him. Dougal had killed his first man when he was twelve years old. 
 
    He was a warrior, and proud of it. He prided himself that he held little sentimentality in his heart.  
 
    He drained his ale, looking around for the serving girl to refill him. 
 
    He spotted her in the corner. She was there with another servant. Both lasses were looking at him, whispering to each other.  When they saw their laird’s eyes on them, they colored. 
 
    Dougal grinned.  He was used to the effect he had on women. They swooned over the tall, black haired man with the chiselled face and piercing brown eyes. He barely had to glance at one before her skirts were around her shoulders. It had been that way since he was a teenager. 
 
    He gestured to the serving girl with a crook of his finger. 
 
    She bounded toward him, ale jug in hand. He watched her bosom bouncing as she walked. 
 
    She tipped the jug toward his cup. Dougal smiled, reefing it away at the last minute. Ale slopped onto the table. 
 
    The girl bit her lip. “I am so sorry, laird,” she breathed. 
 
    Dougal looked at her, eyes narrowed. “What was your name again, lass?” 
 
    “Grizel, if you please, laird.” 
 
    “Well Grizel, I don’t like it very much when I have ale tipped over. You should make it up to me.” He looked at the girl. Her bottom lip pouted. 
 
    “In my chamber. An hour’s time,” he drawled. 
 
    Grizel’s eyes widened. Then she curtseyed quickly, walking back to the other girl to whisper in her ear again. 
 
    Dougal watched them over the brim of his cup. Maybe he should get the two of them to entertain him in his chamber? 
 
    He was interrupted in his reverie by Knox, grabbing him on the arm. 
 
    “You shouldn’t dally too much with the serving wenches,” the older man said. “You are getting older, my lad.  Time you started thinking of marriage.” 
 
    Marriage? Dougal raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He was too young, to get married! 
 
     Too many women, too little time. He grinned.  Besides, although he enjoyed having conquests for a night – not to mention visiting certain local establishments - he had never met anyone that he wanted to marry. Oh, the names of potential brides had been tossed at him for years by Knox, but he had always managed to wiggle out of it. 
 
    He frowned.  He wasn’t being entirely honest with himself. 
 
    There was one girl. 
 
    He clearly remembered when he had seen her. It had been at the Earl of Buchan’s wedding.  Two years ago. 
 
    A girl dressed in white had stood at the entrance, on the arm of an elderly man. She had long flowing golden hair. When she had started walking, he had seen her face, and it made him catch his breath. 
 
    She had large amber eyes, accentuated by long black lashes. Her lips were the color of rubies. 
 
    “Who is she?” he had asked his best friend and fellow warrior, Kinney, who was standing next to him. 
 
    Kinney had laughed. “You are looking at the ‘Jewel of the Highlands’,” he had answered. “Heather Leith, the Maid of Caithness, of Clan Gunn. She is well known as the most beautiful woman in the Highlands, if not all of Scotland.” 
 
    “I must have her,” Dougal had breathed, spellbound. 
 
    Kinney had laughed again. “Get in line, Dougal,” he replied. “You and most of the men in Scotland! She rejects marriage proposals daily.  And anyway, she is already betrothed, to the Glenorchy clan.” 
 
    Dougal had tried to get close to her, but she was well protected. The only time she had looked at him, her eyes had slid away immediately. 
 
    A haughty maid, thought Dougal darkly. He wasn’t used to indifference from women.  But that didn’t stop him lusting after her, well after she had left the wedding. 
 
    He had thought about her often, since then. He had thought of asking for her hand, when Knox pressed him about marriage.  But he knew it was hopeless.  She was promised to Malcolm, successor to the Lairdship of Glenorchy. 
 
    But recently, the vision of her in her white gown, golden tresses flowing and amber eyes flashing, had been tormenting him anew. So much so, he was actively seeking blonde women for his one night conquests. Like Grizel, the buxom maid. 
 
    He couldn’t wait to get Grizel in the chamber, grab her golden hair, reef her head backwards, have her beg for his touch… 
 
    It would have to do.  For now. 
 
    Then he remembered. The Jewel of the Highlands had turned eighteen very recently, he had heard. 
 
    He would have to act quickly, for her marriage day would not be far away. 
 
    Sitting back, Dougal drained his cup.  A plan was hatching in his head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    Ave Maria, gratia plena, Dominus tecum… 
 
    The soothing Latin of the Hail Mary washed over Heather as she rested her praying hands against the front of the pew. 
 
    The little chapel at Caithness Castle had always been her sanctuary. As she mouthed the words to the prayer, she looked at the coffin at the altar. She could just see the patrician nose of her aunt jutting from the top of it from where she sat. 
 
    Poor Aunt Iona. The illness had taken her quickly. Up until a week ago, she had been walking around, going about her business as usual, despite her advanced age. And now, she was dead. The last of the Leith line, except for herself, of course. Her father’s sister; gone like all of them. 
 
    Benedicta tu in mulieribus, et benedictus fructus ventris tui, Iesus… 
 
    There were only a few people in the Chapel, going through the rosary before her aunt’s interment in the Leith vault. Everyone else was busy with Beltane, the festival welcoming the coming of May and summer. The church didn’t sanction it, as it was pagan.  Heather was pious; she listened to the teachings. It wasn’t as if she could partake in the traditional celebrations, anyway.  She had never been allowed. 
 
    She watched the wraths of incense wafting over the coffin. It seemed sometimes that this is all she did – watch the people around her succumb to illness and die.  
 
    It had started with her mother, not that she could remember her. The Lady Margaret had died from complications after delivering her into the world. It had broken her father’s heart, so legend had it.  
 
    Heather often wondered what her life would have been like if her mother had lived. 
 
     For starters, she probably would have had some brothers and sisters, instead of being the only child that she was.  And secondly, she doubted very much that her father, Archibald Leith, Laird of Caithness, of the Clan Gunn, would have been so protective of her if she had had siblings to share his attention. 
 
    Poor papa. He had loved her, sometimes too much.  When she was little, he would stroke her hair and say how much she looked like her dead mother, with her golden hair and pale skin. Something had broken in him when the Lady Margaret had died. And so, he took the little girl who looked so much like her mother and hid her away from the world. 
 
    Heather had never gone anywhere, as a child. Grand occasions and common festivities alike were deemed unsuitable for her. Her father seemed to think that any contact with the outside world might steal his precious daughter away from him.  
 
    Sancta Maria, Mater Dei, ora pro nobis peccatoribus, nunc, et in hora mortis nostrae. Amen. 
 
    The Rosary was over. Heather crossed herself, then stood and waited for everyone to leave the chapel. She wanted to look at her aunt one last time. 
 
    Standing over the coffin, Heather looked down at the inert figure. Aunt Iona looked so much like her brother, Archibald, Heather’s father.  And she remembered clearly, like it was yesterday, standing right here, staring down at her dead father… 
 
    She had been twelve years old. 
 
    She knew something was wrong, even though no one would tell her anything.  But her father had not called for her or come to see her in her wing of the castle for over two weeks. Unusual, when the Laird of Caithness doted on his only daughter so much that he rarely went two days without seeing her. 
 
    She found out later that he had been sick for months, but as was his nature, he never complained and was usually up and about. It was only in those last two weeks that Archibald Leith could no longer pretend that he wasn’t fatally ill. 
 
    She never saw him alive again. They came and told her of his passing one day, then took her into this chapel, where his coffin lay, just as her aunt’s did now. She remembered walking up the aisle to it like in a dream she once had, where she needed to hurry – urgently! – but her legs wouldn’t obey. 
 
    Finally, she got there.  And stared down into the coffin. It was her father, but it wasn’t. The illness had stripped his face of flesh in those final weeks so that it was stretched tight and gaunt against his bones.  
 
    His face was a skull. 
 
    She staggered backwards, screaming… 
 
    “Madam?” 
 
    She turned at the voice, trying to dislodge the memory that clung to her like a cobweb. A portly man with thinning hair stood next to her.  Father Duffy. 
 
    “Madam, do not be full of sorrow.  She is gone to sing with the angels, sitting alongside your dear father, God rest his soul.” The priest crossed himself. 
 
    Heather smiled wanly. “I do know that, dear Father,” she replied. “They are all together. My parents, Aunt Iona…everyone.” She swallowed, painfully. “But I sometimes feel so alone.” 
 
    Father Duffy looked at her. “You are never alone, Madam,” he assured her. “God is with you wherever you go.  Never forget that.” 
 
    Heather nodded. “Of course, Father. My consolation in this life is His love.” She turned, and squeezed the old man’s arm. “As are you. You have taught me well.” 
 
    Father Duffy smiled slightly. “You have been a wonderful student,” he replied. “So studious and pious! If you had been born a boy, I think you would have joined the monks, translating all the holy texts.” 
 
    “If I was born a boy, I would be laird by now,” Heather replied quickly. “And there would be no burden on my clan!” She blinked back tears. 
 
    “Speaking of which, I have been sent to bring you to the main hall,” Father said. “Your guardian has great news to impart.” 
 
    He steered Heather away from the coffin. 
 
    The vision of her father’s skull slowly started to melt away, like an icicle when the sun hit it. 
 
    Outside, she could hear revelry starting for the May celebrations.  
 
    It felt very far away, and a world removed from her life. 
 
                                                                         *** 
 
    The door closed behind Heather. She managed to walk normally for a while, before she collapsed against a wall.  Her legs could barely support her. 
 
    It was shock, of course.  
 
    She had just left the meeting with her guardian, Brodie, who had been entrusted with all administrative tasks of the lairdship since her father had died. 
 
    She had entered the hall walking beside Father Duffy. Brodie had been leaning against the fireplace, but turned when she entered. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, my dear.” He approached her. “A rider just arrived, from the Clan Glenorchy. They have finally agreed to our terms. You shall be married by winter!” 
 
    Heather paled. “So soon?” 
 
    Brodie looked at her. “The sooner the better, you know that! We have been negotiating with Glenorchy for years now. The sooner you are wed, the sooner you shall start breeding.  We need a laird for Caithness.” 
 
    Heather hung her head. “Aye, I know.” She swallowed. “It is all I have heard since my father passed!” 
 
    Father Duffy spoke. “It is great in the eyes of the Lord when a woman does her duty, Madam.” 
 
    Heather nodded, but inside she was conflicted. 
 
    She knew she had to do her duty, provide her clan with a laird. But she thought of the only time she had met Malcolm, the successor to the lairdship of Glenorchy - her betrothed.  
 
    He had been reclining on a chaise lounge, covered by a plaid blanket. Coughing delicately into a lace handkerchief, he had the complexion of candle wax. She had never laid eyes on a more delicate, sickly man.  And this was to be her husband? 
 
    She rested her head on the stone in the wall, trying to cool her suddenly hot brow. There was no other way.  She would have to marry an invalid, if she was ever to provide the heir Clan Gunn so desperately needed. She tried to imagine lying next to Malcolm, as she had been told men and women needed to do to conceive a babe.  It was impossible.  She couldn’t imagine it – the thought of touching his waxy skin repulsed her. She shuddered. 
 
    She shouldn’t be thinking of such things. It was against the church’s teachings. 
 
    A shout came from outside. Heather turned to a window, looking out. Girls were giggling, gathering up yellow flowers and fashioning garlands out of them. She knew the flowers would be strewn over every door way and window.  Beltane was beginning. 
 
    Suddenly, she had a yearning to see it.  She knew the church had decreed it a pagan festival.  She knew she would never be allowed to go – she was strictly watched. 
 
    But oh, wouldn’t it be a wonderful thing, to be free, on the day celebrating summer’s arrival? Before she became Malcolm’s wife? Her life seemed to stretch before her, the same humdrum day playing out over and over again. Why couldn’t she have some fun? 
 
    Resolved, she made her way to her chamber. 
 
                                                           *** 
 
    It had taken some work, but she was free. 
 
    She had waited until her maid, Agnes, had retired for the night.  She had managed to find a plain gown so that she could pass for a serving girl. She borrowed one of Agnes’s shawls to cover her head so that she wouldn’t be recognized. 
 
    She liked covering her hair, anyway.  It always drew so much attention.  People would go into raptures over her beauty, and especially her golden hair. It had always made her feel uncomfortable. She hated people staring at her. 
 
    She shuddered as she remembered the awful wedding she was forced to attend, two years ago. 
 
    They had dressed her up like a princess, all in white, and then paraded her in front of everyone.  She could still remember every eye in the place drawn to her.  She had wanted to shrivel into the ground in shame.  Didn’t the church teach that a woman should be humble and plain? 
 
    She had heard what they called her – the Jewel of the Highlands. It made her blush, even thinking of it.  Why had she been cursed with beauty, when she would have been happiest taking the veil, spending her life in seclusion chanting hymns in a nunnery? Or better yet - a monk, working every day transcribing sacred texts? 
 
    If only she hadn’t been born a laird’s daughter. If only she had been born a boy. 
 
    The shawl was in place now. She ran down the back stairs and into the court yard. No one saw her. 
 
    There were people everywhere. Men and women were dancing, drinking ale and feasting. She could see on the hillside, in the distance, the bonfire starting. People were throwing logs onto it, building it up.  She had been told that they ran through it, then gathered the cattle and herded them around it. The fire was supposed to have protective powers, and symbolized the return of life with summer starting. 
 
    She had heard other things, too.  That young men and women roamed the hillside, going “a maying.” That young lovers spent the night in the forest together. Heather blushed, uncomfortable at the thought.  Why would men and women want to do that? Wasn’t the union of a man and a woman only to conceive a child? 
 
    The flames were burning higher, leaping into the air like dancers at a Highland gig. Heather felt herself mesmerized by the sight. It was drawing her nearer, nearer… 
 
    Suddenly, the cries of merriment turned to screams of alarm. People were running - but away from the fire, not toward it. What was happening? 
 
    And then, Heather saw. From further up on the hill, war cries were being carried by the wind. Men were running down the hill, swords drawn. They wore an unfamiliar tartan. 
 
    Heather turned, crashing into panicked people. She had to get back to her chamber, before anyone knew she was missing.  Before she was killed in this rampage. 
 
    Caithness Castle was being invaded. 
 
    But by who? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four
  
 
    Knox surveyed the carnage from atop his horse. 
 
    It had gone well. The castle walls had been poorly guarded, as they had predicted. With the celebrations for Beltane in full swing, Caithness Castle had been lax. It was the perfect time to strike. 
 
    He watched as his men secured the perimeter. There had been minimal bloodshed. The people of Caithness were dazed and drunk. He was a man of honor in fighting – if he battled against warriors, he would kill as well as the rest. But he always resisted slaughtering common folk, if he could help it. The men’s orders were to secure, but not massacre. 
 
    He cantered into the courtyard. The good folk of Caithness had been herded together, and were whimpering in shock and distress. 
 
    “Good people of Caithness,” he shouted above the din. “If you are obedient, you will not be hurt. Tell me - where is the Maid of Caithness?” 
 
    The people were silent. Knox shook his head. 
 
    “I want to be fair,” he continued. “But I must warn you. I shall drag a man at a time to the dungeon here and strap him to the rack. I ask again - where is the Maid of Caithness?” 
 
    “I am she.” A woman emerged from the group, walking toward him.  
 
    “You?” Knox glanced down at her. “You are dressed like a serving wench!” 
 
    “Don’t touch her!” A man yelled from the crowd, struggling to get to the front. “By all that is holy, you shall be struck down if you dare lay a hand on the Maid!” 
 
    Knox turned to look at the stout man. A priest. He shrugged contemptuously. He had little time for the servants of God. 
 
    “Take her,” he ordered. 
 
     Two Clan Kerr men rushed in, grabbing Heather. 
 
    In the struggle, the shawl covering her head fell, revealing her bright golden hair. 
 
    “Aye,” said Knox. “It is the Jewel of the Highlands, indeed! Well, Madam, prepare yourself for a long ride.” 
 
                                                                     *** 
 
    Heather felt herself slipping backwards on the horse as sleep threatened to overwhelm her. She dug her fingernails into her arms. She must stay alert. 
 
    The men had taken her swiftly, riding out of Caithness and heading south.  After a day of riding, the flat plains of her home had given way to vast mountains. They had skirted lochs, where fields bloomed with wild primroses and hawthorn. It was beautiful; she had rarely left Caithness, and the scenery made her catch her breath in wonder. If only the journey were under different circumstances. 
 
    She still didn’t know who they were, or why they had taken her. No one spoke to her. They had tied her, then the leader had bundled her in front of him on his horse. They had been riding like the wind for two days now. 
 
    “Keep faith, Madam!” Father Duffy had called, when they were departing. “The Lord will protect you!” 
 
    She was trying to keep a brave face.  She didn’t want them to know how frightened she was.  
 
    They skirted a large town, then headed further south, before turning toward the coast. 
 
    She saw the castle looming in the distance. It was perched on the very edge of a cliff, standing sentinel over the ocean. They rode through the gates, before bringing the horses to a halt. 
 
    “Well, Madam.” The voice of the man on the horse pierced her thoughts. “Welcome to Dunnottar Castle. Your new home.” 
 
                                                                                    *** 
 
    He dragged her straight to the main hall. 
 
    Her wrists were so sore. The rope they had used to tie them together had rubbed, leaving red welts in her skin. She could feel her hair knotted around her face, tangled from the wind as they rode. The gown that she wore – the simple dress, which she had donned on the night of Beltane – had mud all over it, kicked up from the horses’ hooves as they had ridden through marshlands. 
 
    She was thirsty, and hungry.  And bone tired.  
 
    She was angry. Who were these people? How dare they treat her so shoddily? Invade her castle, scare her people half to death, and then drag her half way across the countryside? 
 
    The man pulled her further. She started writhing in distress. 
 
    “Hush, Madam,” the man whispered. 
 
    A tall man walked into the hall.  He was dressed finely, in full kilt. He came up to her. She was struck by how handsome he was. His fine dark hair rested on his shoulders; his face was chiselled, with dark eyes. She could see the marks of a warrior on him, but there was gentleness – for the moment, anyway – in his eyes. 
 
    She was writhing again in the man’s arms, overcome with fear.  
 
    “Knox,” the tall man said. “Let her go.” 
 
    The man did so, stepping back.  The tall man approached her slowly, coming very close to her face. He slowly reached out to wipe away the tears that were falling down her cheeks. He was studying her intently. 
 
    “The Jewel of the Highlands,” he whispered softly. “You are as ravishing as I remember! Even if you are a little worse for wear from your journey.” He looked down at the mud stained dress. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself,” he continued. “I am Dougal, the Laird of Aberdeenshire.” 
 
    Heather’s amber eyes flashed. “What is the meaning of this affront, my laird?” she demanded. “You have dragged me from my home, without my consent, or the consent of those who guard me! I demand that you take me back to Caithness Castle, immediately.” 
 
    Dougal smiled. “You are tired, Madam. And hungry, no doubt. You also need to bathe.” He looked down at her dress again. “I think we can find you a better gown, ye ken!” 
 
    He turned and walked away. Heather could hear him ordering food and drink, and a bath to be drawn. In his chamber. 
 
    Heather blanched. What was he intending to do with her? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    Heather fell back in the bath, letting the steam from the hot water overwhelm her. 
 
    She still couldn’t believe the speed of events. Only two days ago, she had been safe – if bored – in her Castle home, preparing herself for her upcoming nuptials. Now, she was in an unknown castle, in a part of the country she was completely unfamiliar with. An unknown man was claiming to be her new master! 
 
    As the water lapped around her, Heather contemplated her situation. Whichever way she looked at it, she felt that she had somehow manifested it.  It had only happened after she had decided to rebel, escape her life a bit by observing and perhaps joining in the Beltane celebrations. The Lord was punishing her for wanting to celebrate a pagan festival.  She couldn’t help but feel that had she spent the night on her knees in the chapel praying to Our Lady for the repose of the soul of Aunt Iona, none of this would have happened. 
 
    The door opened, and a servant appeared, carrying another pail of hot water. 
 
    “Do you want me to wash your hair?” the girl asked. 
 
    Heather nodded.  Why not? It would bide her more time, even though she was so tired she felt her eyelids drooping dangerously.  But she was more scared of what might happen once she left the bath. 
 
    The girl poured more water over her hair, lathering it with a bar of handmade soap scented with rose. 
 
    “You have the most beautiful hair,” the girl remarked, as she massaged Heather’s head. 
 
    Heather closed her eyes, letting herself drift. “The church says that a woman’s hair is sinful,” she murmured.  
 
    The girl stifled a laugh. “Do you believe that?” 
 
    Heather opened her eyes. Was the girl laughing at her? 
 
    “I believe that a woman should be modest and chaste, as Our Lord instructed.” 
 
    The girl continued massaging. “Well, I say if you’ve got it, flaunt it,” she said. “You are such a beauty! Why should you be ashamed of that?” 
 
    Heather frowned. She had never heard such views before.  She had always been counselled in modesty. Father Duffy had spent hours instructing her. She had been taught that every woman was Eve, the temptress, but she must resist that and try to emulate the purity of Mary. 
 
    “A woman’s purity is her greatest gift,” she said. “What is your name, girl?” 
 
    “I am Grizel, Madam,” the girl replied. 
 
    “Tell me, Grizel, where am I? Why have I been taken against my will?” 
 
    Grizel’s hands stilled. “You are at Dunnottar Castle,” she replied. “I thought you knew.” She paused. “As to why you are here, I cannot say for sure. But I can guess. The Laird is aflame with desire for you, and wants you as his own.” 
 
    Heather’s eyes flew open. “What does he intend to do with me?” she whispered. 
 
    Grizel looked at her. “Do you not know anything of what goes on between a man and a woman?” 
 
    Heather was saved a reply, for at that moment, the door opened. 
 
    The Laird himself stood there. 
 
    “Leave us,” he commanded. 
 
    The girl stood quickly, curtseying, before she scurried from the room. 
 
    Heather felt like dying of shame. The water barely covered her nakedness. She instinctively brought her arms over her body, curling inwards. 
 
    Dougal’s eyebrows raised. “You don’t need to cover yourself,” he said. “Let me look.” 
 
    He walked to the edge of the bath, peering down at her.  His dark eyes burned. 
 
    “My laird, please let me dress,” she whispered. “I must not appear so before any man.” 
 
    Dougal laughed softly. “Ah, but I am not any man,” he hissed. “I am your master, now.  And you must do as I bid. Take your arms away, and stand up.” 
 
    What could she do? Reluctantly, she stood up. 
 
    Dougal gasped. His face contorted with lust. 
 
    “Step out of the bath,” he whispered.  
 
    She stepped out, dripping water. Her hair fell down her back, a dead weight while damp. 
 
    “You are the Jewel of the Highlands, indeed,” he breathed. 
 
    He reached out, roughly pulling her into his arms. 
 
     His hands felt cold against her bare skin. Then he tilted her head back, gazing down on her face. “I claim those lips as mine,” he whispered, before lowering his head and kissing her. 
 
    Heather had never dreamed of such a thing! He forced her mouth open, deepening the kiss. She felt something stirring within her.  Fire was starting to course through her veins. 
 
    He took a breast in his hands, kneading it roughly. She gasped. 
 
    “Lay down on the bed, Madam,” he ordered. 
 
    She walked to the bed, conscious that his eyes were watching her the whole way. She turned. He was upon her, pushing her back onto the mattress. 
 
    Then he straightened. He slowly undressed, unbuckling his scabbard. His kilt fell to the floor, as did his shirt. 
 
    She didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t resist. 
 
    She had never seen a naked man before. 
 
     What was happening to him? His manhood stood proud and erect. Her eyes widened in shock. 
 
    Then he was upon her.  Mother of God, she prayed.  Why had no one ever told her? 
 
                                                                     *** 
 
    Heather opened her eyes slowly, stretching as she did so. 
 
    Where was she?  
 
    Slowly, the events of the day and night slid into her mind. Riding across the plains and hills of Scotland, abducted by unknown men.  Arriving at Dunnottar Castle.  Meeting the Laird – the man who had commanded his men to take her. Then…then… 
 
    Heather blushed furiously. What on earth had he done to her? She had never had any inclination that such things happened, between a man and a woman. She remembered desire throbbing through her, as he touched and caressed her. Then there was the pain of when he took her. Pain and pleasure intermingled. 
 
    She sat up, her hair streaming behind her. It was still damp – he hadn’t even let her dry it before he had brought her to his bed. She couldn’t remember when he had left the chamber.  She was so exhausted; she must have succumbed to sleep straight away.  As soon as it ended. 
 
    Shame washed over her. What had passed between them, even she knew was only supposed to happen when you were legally wed. She was damned.  She must get up, immediately, and go to the chapel. Hopefully, a series of prayers on her rosary would calm her mind and still her nerves. 
 
    She got up. At that moment, Grizel, the servant who had bathed her the night before, came into the room.  She was carrying a bright blue gown over her arm. 
 
    “Lord, what are you doing, madam? Stay still, and I will come and dress you.” 
 
    Grizel laid the dress on the bed. Heather looked at it. There was little decoration on it, but there was no mistaking the quality of the garment. 
 
    “Where did this come from?” she asked, caressing it. “It is a fine gown.” She frowned. “But it is rather old, is it not? I remember my Aunt Iona wearing this style when I was a lass.” 
 
    “Aye,” said Grizel. “It is a gown from the chest of the laird’s late mother, the Lady Edana.” 
 
    Heather pondered. “Why would he want me to wear a gown of his late mother’s?” 
 
    Grizel shrugged. “Tis the only fine gowns for you to wear, now. We have no other fine ladies living in the castle. The dressmaker from Aberdeen is coming to fit you for new ones’ tomorrow, ye ken.” 
 
    Heather felt tears prickling behind her eyes.  The gravity of her situation struck her anew. If he was planning to make her a wardrobe of new gowns, then he intended for her to stay here. 
 
    For a long, long time, by the look of it. 
 
    She thought of her castle, and her people. The only home that she had ever known. Clan Gunn had no laird, and no hope for one with her absent. 
 
    She had been lulled by the laird. Laid waste by the power of his touch. Even now, she could feel his hands upon her, twisting her to a pool of longing at his feet… 
 
    But it had to stop. She must return to Castle Caithness – even if it meant she died in the attempt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    Dougal stood at the fireplace, looking up at the portrait which hung above it. 
 
    It was a fine painting of Buchanan Innes, his father. Dougal studied it, as he had done a thousand times before.  His father looked stern, but wise. Dougal had often wondered what it would have been like if he had lived. To have had a father to guide him. Oh, Knox had done a good job with him; there was no doubt of that.  He had raised him to be a strong warrior.  
 
    He glanced at the portrait on the other side of the wall. His mother, the Lady Edana. She had been a beauty; there was no doubt of that.  The painter had captured her pearly skin, and her fine black eyes. Her hair had been a lustrous black, just like his own.  He frowned. Sometimes, he thought he had a memory of being held in loving arms, with a knot of black hair falling over his face. It would fill him with warmth… 
 
    Dougal shook the memory away. It was fanciful, and it did no good.  He was who he was – a warrior. Knox had made sure of that.  He had no time for sentiment. It made a man weak. 
 
    Then his thoughts drifted to the night before, when he had taken the Jewel of the Highlands and made her his own. 
 
    It had been worth it. Her beauty was overwhelming; he had been sick with desire for her. He felt proud that he had taken her maidenhead, although it had been the first time he had done so. He was used to women who knew their way around a bed. But then, he could teach her, couldn’t he? 
 
     Knox had been reluctant to kidnap her, but once he had seen how determined Dougal was, he had acceded.  
 
    “I remember what it was like to be a young man, afire for a lassie,” he had said. “But I will lead the men. I don’t want you coming. We will tell the men we are going to rustle some cattle from Clan Gunn, nothing more.  If word gets out what our intentions are, they will move her away.  She is protected like a princess.” 
 
    And Knox had succeeded, as Dougal knew he would. 
 
    The Maid of Caithness.  The Jewel of the Highlands.  She was his, forever.  Like a trinket in a jewelry box, he would take her out and play with her, but guard her well when he wasn’t. 
 
    Knox entered the room. “McGregor is here to see you, laird,” he said. 
 
    A man walked into the room, twisting his hat in his hands.  His eyes darted from side to side. 
 
    “Well, man, what was so urgent that you had to see me straight away?” 
 
    McGregor drew a deep breath. “Laird, I must request some more time to pay the rent this month. My youngest has been sickly, and couldn’t help me with the harvest. I didn’t get as much as I usually do.” 
 
    Dougal looked at him. “What concern is that of mine? You know the terms. Have the rent by the end of the day, as agreed, or I will turn your family out within the month.” 
 
    McGregor blanched. “Lord, I beg of you, just a little more time!” 
 
    But Dougal had turned away.  
 
    McGregor looked at Knox beseechingly. Knox shook his head at the man. 
 
    Knox must be seen to agree with his laird. But inside, he was disappointed.  
 
    He looked at the portrait of Buchanan Innes, who had been like a brother to him. He had promised the man when he was dying that he would protect his son. 
 
    He had brought up the lad to be a warrior, but had he prepared him for being a laird? Where was his sense of fairness, and where was his compassion for his people? Buchanan would never have turned one of his people off their land for being a bit late with the rent.  
 
    And then there was the matter of the Maid of Caithness. He didn’t think Buchanan would have condoned that, either.  It troubled him. He knew that Dougal’s desire for the lass must be slaked, but he could see no good coming of it. No good at all. 
 
    Dougal had the strength of a warrior, but did he have the heart of a laird? 
 
                                                                               *** 
 
    Heather kneeled in the dusty pew, staring up at the lone statue of Our Lady. 
 
    She was appalled at the state of the chapel. At Caithness, the chapel was lovingly tended, with fresh flowers daily. Candles illuminated it always. The statues were dusted and maintained. Father Duffy made sure of that. 
 
    But here, it was neglected. Grizel told her it was rarely used.  The laird and his men were not pious.  
 
    She stared at Mary. Although magnificent, the statue was old and chipped. She could see layers of dust in the folds of the gown and veil. 
 
    It made her angry. 
 
    Who were these godless people? She thought of Dougal, the laird, who had taken her last night with such determination. 
 
    She had enjoyed it, she couldn’t deny it. Dougal was a handsome man, and his touch set her aflame. He obviously had known what he was doing, for he had been quite gentle with her when the time had come. 
 
     Grizel had assured her it was normal to bleed a little after the first time with a man.  Heather had thought she had suddenly got her courses at the wrong time. There was so much she didn’t know about lying with a man.  
 
    But who was he? He had barely talked to her. She knew nothing of him. When she had pressed Grizel for information, the servant had set her lips. They had all obviously been told to tell her nothing. 
 
    He scared her, as much as he enflamed her. 
 
    Grizel had been reluctant to even bring her to the chapel. “He won’t like it,” she had said. But Heather had cried, and the servant had taken pity on her. 
 
    That didn’t mean she had been allowed to wander on her own. Oh, no. Two guards were stationed outside the chapel, watching her. It was quite distracting, when she was trying to have a private moment of contemplation and prayer. 
 
    She was obviously a prisoner, and they were treating her as such.  
 
    But she had taken note of the layout of the castle as they led her to the chapel.  The more she knew, the better she could plan for her escape. 
 
     She mustn’t be distracted from her purpose. She had to leave this godless place and return to her rightful home. She had to do her duty. 
 
                                                                        *** 
 
     Heather was quiet as Grizel brushed her long, golden hair that night. 
 
     Would he come again? A part of her longed for him, kept jumping at every sound outside the chamber door. Another part longed for him to leave her be so she could plot her escape in peace. 
 
    The door knob turned. Grizel stopped brushing. 
 
    He was there.  
 
    The servant turned and left without a word. 
 
    He came up to her slowly, putting his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “Get into bed,” he commanded, curtly. 
 
    She looked at him. His eyes were cold; she couldn’t see a skerrick of the gentleness that had been in them the night before. 
 
    He pulled her nightgown off as soon as she was on the bed. The night air shriveled her skin, making her gasp. 
 
    His hands were rough, urgently caressing her. Then without a word, he turned her over, grasping her hair in his hands so tightly that her head involuntarily tilted back. 
 
    He didn’t wait. He took her with a frenzy, grasping her hair the whole time. 
 
    He shuddered, then suddenly let go of her hair. She fell to the bed. 
 
    She felt him move off the bed.  She turned her head to watch him. He was dressing! 
 
    “Where are you going?” Heather was puzzled. He had not said one word to her during the whole exchange. 
 
    “That, Madam, is none of your concern.” He finished dressing, looked at her, and then left the chamber. 
 
    Heather sat up, bewildered. She didn’t understand anything. 
 
    The night before, he had been passionate, but tender. Tonight, he seemed angry as he had roughly satisfied his needs. 
 
    Who was the Laird of Aberdeenshire? And why did he seem to be two men, behaving differently as it pleased him? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
    Heather stood at the window to the chamber, looking out at the courtyard. She could see the plains beyond the castle, and could glimpse the sea crashing against the rocks. 
 
    Dunnottar Castle.  She had been here a month.  A strange and foreboding place, perched so far on the edge of the earth that it seemed like it might fall into the ocean entirely. The people who lived here were strange, too. They didn’t observe the Church’s teachings, or the rituals. And none were so strange as the Laird himself. 
 
    Dougal. Heather rolled his name over in her mind. Not that she had ever called him by it. Even though they were as intimate as two people could be in the bed, he was a stranger to her beyond it. Sometimes he was gentle with her; other times he was angry, and rough. She desired him regardless – she would die again in his arms every night that he ravished her.  But she still couldn’t figure out how it was supposed to work. 
 
    There he was. She watched him in the courtyard. His groom brought his horse to him. He mounted it, and then rode out the gates as if the devil himself was on his tail. She knew she wouldn’t see him for two days, at least.  
 
     This was his pattern – attentive to her in the chamber when he was in residence, then he would leave the castle for days. She didn’t know where he was, or what he was doing.  Only that when he returned, he would have a gift for her: gowns, flowers, sometimes jewels. 
 
    She watched him go. Then she turned to Grizel, who was sitting, hemming a gown. 
 
    “Grizel,” she said, carefully. “Where does my laird go, when he disappears for days like he does?” 
 
    Grizel looked at her. “Well, he battles a lot,” she said. “Other than that, I do not know.” The servant bit her lip, and then lowered her head. 
 
    Heather knew that Grizel was lying.  But why? 
 
      
 
                                                                         *** 
 
    Dougal watched the woman parade in front of him.  
 
    Her long, red hair spilled down her back. She swung her hips as she walked, tossing her hair. The corset she wore pushed up her breasts so much that he could see the nipples bursting to escape. 
 
    “My laird, this is Flora,” an older woman said, who was standing to the side. “She is very good. Can wrap a man up in her flaming red hair!” 
 
    The woman named Flora did a little curtsey in front of Dougal, giggling at him. 
 
    Dougal assessed her. She was pretty, in a common sort of way. But when she smiled, he could see that her teeth were blackening. He shook his head. “Next one, Mistress Finley.” 
 
    The older woman sighed. This was the fifth girl she had brought for the laird, and he was unmoved by all of them. This was taking more time than she liked. 
 
    Then she remembered – the Maid he had abducted, who resided at the castle. The Jewel of the Highlands, she was called. Mistress Finley had a new girl, who bore a slight resemblance to the famed Maid. A girl with long golden hair, at any rate. 
 
    She smiled. “I have a new girl, my laird. Come to us from Paris, no less!  Her name is Mimi.” 
 
    Mimi appeared, strutting into the room with a seductive smile on her face. She was wearing a sheer robe, so that he could see the whole of her body through it.  Her nipples were rosy. Her hair was loosely knotted on top of her head. Suddenly, she undid it, her golden locks falling free around her. 
 
    He felt a faint stirring.  She looked a bit like his Jewel – didn’t she?  But the more she paraded for him, the less he liked her. Yes, she had golden hair, but it wasn’t as lustrous.  Her skin was pale, but blemished slightly, unlike his Jewel’s flawless skin.  And her eyes – well, no one could have eyes as stunning. 
 
    He suddenly didn’t know what he was doing here. None of these women could hold a candle to her. Why then wasn’t he with her, when he knew how beautiful she was, when he couldn’t wait to make love to her? 
 
    He frowned. He didn’t know anymore. Was it because he had always done this? And that, sometimes, after nights of ravishing her, he felt somehow suffocated – and needed his space. 
 
    But then he missed her, when he was away from her.  And couldn’t wait to get back. 
 
    He stood up. Mistress Finley raised an eyebrow.  The girl stood there, hands on hips.  
 
    “Thank you, Mistress. But I have just remembered – I must be elsewhere.” 
 
    He strode out of the room. He couldn’t do this anymore. 
 
    Both women watched him go, mouths agape.  It wasn’t often a man left their establishment without satisfaction. 
 
                                                                           *** 
 
    He was almost back to Dunnottar. 
 
    He felt the brooch in his pocket as he rode. Yes, still safe. 
 
    It had taken him a whole day.  A whole day of going from one jewelry merchant to another. But eventually, he had found it. It was perfect. 
 
    He remembered the day he had brought her fresh cut blood red roses from the garden. She was happy, and then she turned her head.  A single tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    He was baffled. Had he done something wrong? 
 
    “It is the color,” she whispered. “Bright red. My father gave me a brooch, once, when I was young. It was a precious ruby, set in gold.  The color of the roses reminds me of it; that is all.” 
 
    He didn’t know what the brooch from her father looked like. But he had found a brooch with a single ruby, set in intricate gold. He couldn’t wait to give it to her. 
 
    He raced into the courtyard, dismounting his horse quickly. He ran up the stairs to the chamber, where he knew she would be. 
 
    She was sitting in the chair by the window, embroidering. She looked up, startled, when he burst into the room. 
 
    “There you are.” He strode to her, kneeling in front of her. “I have something for you.” He got the brooch out and placed it in her hands. 
 
    She gazed down at it. “Thank you.” She looked away. 
 
    He frowned. “I got it because it is a ruby brooch. I thought you would like it.” 
 
    “I do,” she said, and then she sighed. She looked at him. “Where have you been?’ 
 
    “In town,” he said evasively. “Business.” 
 
    “Business that you need to conduct with your clothes off?” 
 
    He rounded on her, eyes wide. “Watch your tongue, Madam!” 
 
    “Why should I?” She was fearful, but couldn’t stop herself now. “You keep me like a prisoner! Guards watch over me all day – I can’t even go to the privy without someone watching me! Then you leave for days, always bringing back gifts. Why?” 
 
    His face started twitching. “I thought you liked them.” 
 
    She turned on him. “Oh yes, I love all of your gifts! But I am not a lap dog that you can humor with titbits. I know that you frequent the whorehouse in Aberdeen.” 
 
    He reddened. “And so? What if I do?” 
 
    She raised her head. “Nothing to me, Sir. But I will have you know – I am a laird’s daughter! You lock me away, and expect me to jump for joy when you condescend to pat me on the head!” 
 
    Her eyes were flashing. “I am not even your lawful wife! You treat me worse than one of the women in that brothel! I demand you take me to my home. I will not live another day in this godless place!” 
 
    He paled. “But, my Jewel...” 
 
    She screamed. “Don’t call me that! It is not my name.  You don’t even call me by my name! I am just a possession to you, a ‘jewel’ you have acquired that other men desire.” 
 
    She walked up to him, standing in front of his face. “My name is Heather. Heather!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
    Dougal looked at her, stunned. He had never seen her so angry. 
 
    Her amber eyes flashed. She was panting, heavily. He could see that she was shaking all over. 
 
    She had never looked so beautiful to him, as she did in that moment. 
 
    Her words penetrated his mind. My name is Heather. Heather! 
 
    Dear God, what had he done?  
 
    She was right. He had never uttered her name, nor thought of it.  She had always been the Jewel of the Highlands, to him.  A beautiful woman, but a possession, nonetheless. A plaything, who sat in his room waiting for him to dally with.  Just as he had done with his wooden swords back when he was in the nursery. 
 
    He saw her, as for the first time. A flesh and blood woman, with a name of her own. With feelings, and thoughts, and desires. 
 
    He grabbed her in his arms, holding her tightly. “Heather,” he whispered, wonderingly. He took her face in his hands, looking down into it intently. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    She stilled, looking up at him. He seemed to drown in the depths of her amber eyes. 
 
    He picked her up, walking as if in a dream to the bed. He put her down slowly, and then climbed onto it. He turned to her, caressing her. Her breathing started to quicken. 
 
    He climbed on top of her, gazing down into her face again.  And that is when he knew. It pierced his heart as surely as an arrow. 
 
    He loved her, body and soul. Not just the shell of her, or the image of her, but the whole woman. 
 
    He softly kissed away the tears that were starting to trickle down her face.  
 
    “I love you, Heather,” he whispered. Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Is it true?” she whispered back. 
 
    “Aye, it’s true. I pledge myself to you.” He kissed her gently on the lips. 
 
    The kiss was drawn out, and tender. She melted. 
 
    “I love you, Dougal,” she whispered. It was the first time she had called him by his name. 
 
    They made love, slowly, as the dying light of the day filled the room, coloring it in many shades of orange. 
 
                                                                             *** 
 
    They lay in each other’s arms afterwards, silent. 
 
    Heather had never dreamt that such passion could exist. It was as if the declaration of their love had heightened the experience. 
 
    She had known she was developing feelings for him, besides the desire he evoked in her. But she hadn’t realized she was in love, until he had seen her as she was. 
 
    But then, she remembered where he had been, that day. 
 
    She had gotten the information out of Grizel, eventually.  The servant was puzzled by how much it upset her. 
 
    “Do not worry so, Madam,” she had said. “It is just the way of men. They are like the beasts in the field, sniffing after every female that comes their way! It has always been so. The laird has lain with just about every woman within miles of the castle.” 
 
    Heather had stilled. “Has he lain with you?” She looked at the servant. 
 
    Grizel had blushed. “Aye,” she said. “Once or twice.” 
 
    Heather couldn’t look at her and had dismissed her quickly. She didn’t understand the feelings that were burning inside of her. All she knew was that it enraged her to think of him lying with another woman, doing the same things to Grizel as he did to her. 
 
    She turned to him as he lay on the bed next to her, his eyes closed, a satisfied smile on his face. 
 
    “Why do you lay with other women?” The words had left her mouth before she could stop them. 
 
    He opened his eyes, and looked at her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he answered slowly. “Because I have always done so. But where I went today…” He stopped, hesitating. “I couldn’t think of anyone but you, when I was there. No other woman compares to you. I have no desire for them anymore.” 
 
    His voice quavered slightly. “I love you, Heather. I will love you til the day that I die. I pledge to you, from this day forward, that I will not lie with another woman again.” 
 
    Heather turned to him. “Do you mean it?” 
 
    “Aye,” he said softly. “I am sorry I have caused you pain. I know how hard it must be for you, locked away here. I will let you have more freedom.” 
 
    He grabbed her suddenly. “But you must promise me. I could not bear to lose you. We are meant to be together.” 
 
    Heather swallowed. “I promise,” she whispered.  
 
    The call of her clan seemed to fade into the night. She belonged here, with her love. 
 
    She had made her choice. 
 
    Why then, did such unease lay on her soul? 
 
                                                                 *** 
 
    He held a banquet, a few weeks later, in the grand hall at Dunnottar. 
 
    The servants were amazed. They had never been instructed to go to such lengths before. 
 
     New candles had been ordered from Aberdeen. The servants were running around, cleaning and polishing silver. Masses of fresh flowers were picked from the garden and displayed proudly around the hall. 
 
    But the most impressive thing was the dress. 
 
    Grizel gasped when she saw it finished. The dressmaker from Aberdeen had been sent urgently to complete it in time.  It was magnificent; a flowing vision of crimson silk and brocade.  
 
    Heather looked stunning in it. The deep red of the dress contrasted beautifully with her flowing golden hair.  
 
    “Madam, you are lovelier than a queen,” Grizel breathed. Heather had smiled, enjoying the feel of the silk against her skin. 
 
    Why shouldn’t she take pleasure in such a beautiful gown? And feel proud, when someone called her beautiful? The words of Father Duffy, that a woman must always be humble, seemed to fade in her mind. 
 
    She had swept down the grand staircase, to gasps from all that beheld her. 
 
    But the only eyes that she sought were from one man – her love. 
 
    He was richly attired, himself. She thought he had never looked more handsome than this night, in his formal kilt and scabbard. He held out his arm for her. 
 
    “May I escort you, Madam?” he asked, smiling.  She smiled back, taking his arm as he led her into the hall. 
 
    They took their places at the head of the main table. Everyone else stood behind their chairs, waiting to be asked to be seated by their laird. 
 
    Dougal took a deep breath. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he called. “Failte!  We are honored that you have traveled for this banquet.” He turned to Heather beside him. “Before the festivities begin, may I introduce to you my betrothed, Heather, the Maid of Caithness. This banquet is in her honor, to announce my intention to marry her. Could you all raise your cups to her!” 
 
    The assembled picked up their cups, raising them to Heather. 
 
    “Slainte!” Dougal toasted her. 
 
    “Slainte!” the assembled responded, downing their cups. 
 
    Heather raised her cup in response.  
 
    For once, she didn’t mind being the center of attention.  
 
    For she had never been happier in her life, at this moment, seated beside her one true love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    Heather’s head throbbed slightly when she lifted if off her pillow the following morning. 
 
    Why did it pain her so? Then she remembered the several cups of ale she had consumed at the banquet. So, it was true, what Father Duffy had always told her – the devil drink would rise up to bite you in the tail.  
 
    Her muscles were sore, too. She vaguely remembered Dougal ravishing her when they had left the banquet to retire. She had matched him; the bed linen was strewn everywhere. She remembered he had called her a hellcat when they had eventually finished and fallen asleep. 
 
    She stretched, smiling smugly.  The pleasures of the flesh were indeed amazing.  No wonder the church preached so strongly against overindulging in it. You could lose your way from God in pursuit of such earthly delight, she thought. 
 
    Grizel entered the chamber. “Madam, you must awake! I have exciting news.” 
 
    Heather sat up, and then laid her head back down when it started throbbing anew. “What are you on about, Grizel?” 
 
    The servant smiled. “A traveling fair, Madam, has come! It is setting up on the banks of the Dee, just outside Aberdeen! I haven’t been to one since I was a child.” 
 
    Heather smiled. “Aye, well, you are luckier than I – I have never been. I was never allowed, as a child. And the church frowns on such things.” 
 
    Grizel rolled her eyes. “It frowns on everything that is a bit of fun,” she scoffed. “Oh, Madam, you must go! There are jesters and jugglers…I enjoy the storytellers, and the puppeteers…” 
 
    Heather laughed. “Calm down, Grizel! Of course, we will go, if my laird allows it.” 
 
    Grizel raised an eyebrow. “The laird will let you do anything now that you are betrothed,” she said. 
 
    It was true. Dougal had relaxed, and no longer had guards follow her wherever she went in the castle. He seemed intent on showing her that she was no longer his prisoner; that he trusted her. It was a good omen for their future together. 
 
    “Where is my laird today?” Heather asked. 
 
    “Gone to Aberdeen with Knox, to see to some business,” Grizel replied. 
 
    Heather blanched. What business was he seeing to? Then she remembered his promise to her.  If he could trust her not to run away, then she could trust him not to lie with another woman. 
 
    “Aye,” Heather said decisively. “We will breakfast, and then I will see if I can get a man or two to take us to the fair. What do you say to that?” 
 
    Grizel clapped her hands together in delight. 
 
                                                                              *** 
 
    The fair was teeming with people by the time they arrived later that day. 
 
    Tents had been erected. Jugglers were strolling through the crowds, entertaining with their brightly colored balls.  Heather could hear pipers in the distance. 
 
    She was entranced.  The spectacle! Everyone was intent on enjoying themselves.  
 
    They wondered for a while amongst the stalls, looking at the exotic wares on display.  There were silks from China, and precious stones from the Far East. Heather had never seen such beautiful wares. 
 
    But the best thing was the entertainers. There were jugglers and jesters, yes, but also more exotic entertainers, the likes of which Heather had never heard of.  A crowd gasped as a man carefully put a torch aflame in his mouth, seeming to eat it.  Another swallowed a sword; Heather could barely watch as he did it.  Acrobats were jumping through the crowds, spinning like tops. Further afield, she could see men indulging in wrestling contests. 
 
    They were watching a tightrope walker carefully balancing on a thin piece of rope when Heather felt suddenly overwhelmed. She staggered slightly; Grizel had to put out a hand to steady her. 
 
    “Madam? Are you alright?” Grizel was frowning. 
 
    Heather smiled wanly. “I feel a little faint,” she replied. “I might sit down for a bit. No, you stay here Grizel, and continue watching the walker.” 
 
    Grizel protested, but Heather was adamant.   
 
    She walked further from the crowd, to a cul-de-sac toward the far end of the fair.  She could see seats set up.  She would sit for a while, and hopefully start to feel better.  It wasn’t surprising, really.  Apart from the fact that she had rarely been in crowds in her life, she had been isolated at the castle for a long time. 
 
    She found the seat and sat down gratefully.  There seemed to be no one around. 
 
    “You feel sick, as if the crowds are coming toward you.  The world has started to spin.” 
 
    Heather reefed her head around.  Where had the voice come from? 
 
    A woman was walking toward her.  But she was unlike any person Heather had ever seen. 
 
     Old as the hills, but sprightly.  She wore layers of brightly colored clothes, with tassels and fringes. Her white hair was covered with a bright pink scarf and a multi layered head chain. A skirt of silver coins dangled around her waist, making jingling sounds as she walked. 
 
    But what stood out to Heather the most were her eyes.  Dark as night, they were rimmed in black and seemed to burn into her soul. 
 
    “Who are you?” Heather whispered, spellbound. 
 
    The woman smiled, exposing strong white teeth. “I am Oshina.” The woman spoke with an accent unknown to Heather. She stopped, then turned and gestured to her. “Come.” 
 
    Heather stood up, following the woman.  Her feet seemed to have a mind of their own. 
 
    Oshina paused at the entrance to a tent. “If you follow me in here, you will find out things that might pain you,” she said. She gazed at Heather, her dark eyes boring into her. “Also, I require payment.” 
 
    Heather stilled.  What was she doing? This woman was obviously some kind of sorceress from over the seas. The church had strong views on such people. She really should turn and walk away, back to Grizel and her guards. 
 
    But something was compelling her not to.  She felt in her pocket. There was a small stone of agate in there that she had bought from one of the merchants.  She pulled it out. 
 
    “Will this do?” she said.  Oshina appraised it, and then smiled again, gesturing for Heather to step into the tent. 
 
    Heather parted a curtain of hanging beads to enter. It was dark; she blinked to adjust her eyes.  Then strange shapes emerged. She jumped when a strange looking cat atop a trunk started hissing and spitting at her. She had to stop from crossing herself. 
 
    Oshina led her to a table, gesturing for her to sit down, and then sat opposite. 
 
    “Hand me your palm.” Oshina’s voice seemed far away. 
 
    As if in a dream, Heather obeyed.  The woman peered over it, frowning. 
 
    “Your head line has many crosses over it,” she said. “This means that you have major decisions to make, in your life.  You are torn between two worlds; you don’t know which way to turn.” 
 
    Oshina traced the lines of Heather’s palm. “You have smaller lines crossing into your heart line,” she said. “You love deeply, but there is sadness there as well.  Something major has happened to you, in love.”  The woman looked up suddenly, staring at Heather. 
 
    “I see change, all around you,” she intoned. “You do not know which way to go, but you must decide, very soon.  Events will unfold of their own volition, and you must choose a side. Duty, or love?  Choose carefully, Madam. It will affect your whole life. Once chosen, it cannot be undone.” 
 
    Heather felt a fission of unease enter her soul. 
 
    Oshina stood. “There is one more thing,” she said. 
 
    “A babe is growing in your belly. A boy. He is the crux; he is the reason for all that must unfold. I see separation and sadness.  Where, or how, I cannot tell you.  But it is written, as surely as the stars cross the sky at night.” 
 
    Heather gasped. “I am with child?” 
 
    Oshina smiled. “It is small; he lays like a bean in the pit of your belly.  But yes, it is so.” 
 
    “How can you know?” Heather was flabbergasted. 
 
    “I know many things, Madam,” Oshina replied. “And now, my payment.” She held out her hand. “We will meet again. That, too, is written in the stars.” 
 
                                                                 *** 
 
    Heather stumbled back into the light, trying to get her wayward feet to carry her forward. 
 
    Had she dreamt it?   
 
    She couldn’t recall much, anymore.  Oshina’s voice, lulling her almost into a trance.  The darkness of the tent.  The whispered words, foretelling doom.  But also, birth. 
 
    Was it true? How could the old gypsy know? 
 
    “Madam!” Grizel’s voice pierced her mind. 
 
    The servant was running toward her, followed by the two guards that had accompanied them. She looked distressed. 
 
    “Oh, Madam, where were you?” Grizel’s voice was high with fear. “We searched everywhere! I thought you had disappeared.” 
 
    “I am alright, Grizel.” Heather heard her own voice, as if from far away. “I found a seat, to rest. But I am tired.  Could you take me back to the Castle?” 
 
    Grizel nodded, relieved.  Heather could see she was grateful she hadn’t run away. 
 
    They started walking back to the carriage. 
 
    Grizel was talking, but Heather no longer heard her. 
 
    The words of the fortune teller were playing over and over in her mind. 
 
    She rested her hand on her belly. If it was true, it changed everything. 
 
    The call of her clan had been muted recently.  She had been swayed by love, and forgotten her duty. That her clan needed a laird – which, apparently, she was going to provide. 
 
     She knew what she had to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    “You must not stray! A fair is full of tinkers and con artists, waiting to take advantage of a woman alone!” 
 
    Dougal was pacing the room.  Heather was sitting on a seat, letting him vent his frustration. 
 
    She had made Grizel promise not to say a word about her sudden faintness and disappearance. But, of course, the two guards had blabbed to Dougal as soon as they got back to the Castle. 
 
    ‘Please, my love, calm down,” Heather responded now. “I was all right! I just felt faint for a minute and needed to sit down away from the crowds. I strayed further than I intended and lost Grizel and the men momentarily.  That is all.” 
 
    Dougal rounded on her. “That is not all, Madam! Anyone could have taken you…you could have got lost completely…” He raked a hand through his dark hair. 
 
    He came to her, wrenching her into his arms. “I could not bear to lose you,” he whispered into her hair. 
 
    Heather looked up at him, stroking his face. “You will not lose me,” she said.  
 
    But even as the words left her mouth, she wavered. 
 
    Seeing Dougal again, and getting caught up in his whirlwind of emotion, confused her.  She had been so certain when she left the fair as to what her course must be. 
 
    But now, with his hands upon her, staring into his beautiful face, she wondered how she could do it. 
 
    She loved him so.  It would be like death to her. 
 
    “Heather, you are my love,” he whispered. “What happened today has made me more determined. I am going to bring the wedding forward. I cannot wait any longer for you to be my lawful wife, to show the world how much I love you.”  He stroked her face. “That you are mine.” 
 
    She smiled, joy overwhelming her. Oh, how wonderful it would be, to be his wife! 
 
    But then, she thought of the gypsy’s prophesies. 
 
    A boy was growing in her belly.  A son – their son.  Conceived in passion, and love. 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell him, to share the news. He would be over the moon with happiness! 
 
    But something stopped her.  The words froze on her lips. 
 
    “Three weeks from now,” Dougal was saying. “The wedding will happen then – enough time to get the banns declared. Oh, my love, I cannot wait.” He grasped her to him, hugging her with such ferocity the breath seemed to leave her. 
 
    Only three weeks. She must make her plans, and leave before the deed was done. 
 
    A tear ran down her cheek. She thought her heart might split in two and fall, shattered, in pieces onto the cold stone floor. 
 
                                                                  *** 
 
    They made love that night with such tenderness that Heather wept. 
 
    “Why do you weep, my love?” Dougal stroked her leg in the dark.  She could feel his breath on her face. 
 
    “Because I am so happy,” Heather whispered back. 
 
    It was partly true.  She was so in love, and felt all of the world drain away when they were together. Duty, and responsibility, fell away as surely as their garments had fallen to the floor. She felt wrapped in his love, like a warm fur on a cold winter’s night. 
 
    But she also wept with sadness. 
 
    She would be forgoing all this when she left.  She would never entwine her limbs with his again, nor stare on his beloved face.  All would be lost to her. 
 
    Why must life be so hard?  Why did she have to make such a painful decision? 
 
    But she was a Leith.  She was the Maid of Caithness, of the Clan Gunn.  It was her duty to provide a laird for her clan. The weight of the responsibility lay like a stone on her conscience.  
 
    Why couldn’t she have been free, to choose?  
 
    But she was not.  As Oshina had said – our fate is written in the stars.  We do not choose where destiny will land us. 
 
    She wrapped herself around him. For the moment, at least, they were together. 
 
                                                                        *** 
 
    Grizel came the next morning, carrying a gown over her arm. It was new. 
 
    “Where did that come from?” Heather watched the servant lay it on the bed. 
 
    “The laird must have picked it up for you yesterday,” Grizel replied. “Have you ever seen such a beauty?” 
 
    It was indeed beautiful.  A muted green, it seemed to carry the sea on a dull day in its fabric.  Celtic knots were skilfully embroidered in golden thread. 
 
    “I am being spoilt,” Heather replied.  She picked up the skirt of the gown, caressing it. 
 
    “You don’t seem happy with it, Madam.” Grizel had a puzzled note in her voice. 
 
    “What silliness! I love it,” Heather replied.  She must not give away the turmoil in her heart.  Everything must appear as before. 
 
    Grizel slipped the gown over Heather’s head.  She frowned. 
 
    “It seems tight, across the bodice,” she said, pulling at it. “That is strange! I gave the laird your measurements from your other gowns…” She trailed off, staring at Heather’s stomach. 
 
    Heather stilled.  What was she doing? 
 
    “If I didn’t know any better, Madam,” Grizel said slowly, “I would think you are gaining weight.” 
 
    She turned to Heather sharply. “That slope of the belly? It only happens for one reason.” 
 
    She smiled slowly. “Madam, I think you may be breeding!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven
  
 
    Heather froze. 
 
    Grizel must not suspect. No one must suspect. 
 
    “Breeding?” she forced her voice to be light. “I think not, Grizel! My courses have been coming as normal. It is just the good food my laird keeps forcing on me, I think.” 
 
    Now that she thought of it, the full moon had come and went without her courses appearing.  She hadn’t noticed, basking as she had been in the love of Dougal.  
 
    Grizel looked skeptical. “Aye, well, usually the courses stop, but not always.” She looked again at Heather’s belly. “Time will tell, though, Madam. If your belly continues to expand, I think that we can safely say you are with child.  The laird will be thrilled!” 
 
    “You must say nothing to the laird,” Heather said quickly.  Grizel looked at her. 
 
    “It’s just…” she stammered. “It’s just…I want to be sure. I don’t think that I am, but as you say, time will tell. No reason to get my laird’s hopes up if it is all for naught.” 
 
    Grizel slowly nodded. “There is truth in that,” she agreed. “Sometimes it is a false alarm, and sometimes the wee bairn slips away before it’s ready. No need to tell the laird, yet.” 
 
    “No need at all,” Heather replied. She looked away.  Relief washed over her. 
 
    But it was a sign.  If Grizel had noticed, it would not be long before Dougal himself would as well.  He shared her bed; he knew her body as much as she did.  Yes, he was a man, and not as observant as a woman would be, but eventually, he would notice. 
 
    She didn’t think she could do what she had to do, if he knew she was expecting their child. 
 
    She must steel herself; she must lock up her heart. 
 
    Duty had to come first. 
 
                                                                                 *** 
 
    The banns had been read in the Church.  The wedding was going ahead. 
 
    The best pipers in the land had been sent for.  Invitations had gone out to the four corners of Scotland. The castle was a frenzy of activity - rugs were hauled outside and beaten, silver polished and bed linen stripped.  Extra cooks had been hired, to prepare the massive banquet that was planned. 
 
    The dressmaker from Aberdeen, who up until now had been trusted with making all her gowns, was deemed not good enough to make her wedding gown.  Dougal had sent for a dressmaker from Edinburgh, no less. 
 
    “Only the best for my wife,” he had told her. 
 
    Heather smiled, but inside she was in torment. 
 
    This should be the happiest time of her life. How could she do what she had to do?  
 
    And yet, she had to.  She kept watching the guards, carefully monitoring their movements.  She had more freedom now, but she was still watched.  She would have to plan her moment carefully. 
 
    But time was running out.  Not only was her wedding day fast approaching, but her belly was growing. It seemed to Heather that every new day she looked down to see it jutting forward just a little bit more. 
 
    Dougal hadn’t noticed, not yet.  But he would.  And she could see the questioning gaze on Grizel’s face every time she dressed and undressed her. 
 
    It didn’t help that she had to have numerous fittings for her wedding gown.  The dressmaker from Edinburgh had to let out the gown the third fitting she had for it.  He would never have brought up the subject to her, but she could see he was suspicious, too. 
 
    It didn’t help that she was starting to feel ill.  
 
    She had to smile and endure it. Find her way to the privy and be sick. Thank the Lord it wasn’t that often, to arouse anyone’s concern. 
 
                                                                      *** 
 
    Dougal stood gazing up at his father’s portrait. 
 
    Well, what do you think, old man? he thought to himself.  Your only son is laird of Aberdeenshire, just as you intended. Your son is about to marry the most beautiful woman in all of Scotland.  A lady at last for the Castle.   
 
    Dougal thought his father would have been proud. It was a pity he couldn’t be there to share his wedding day. And his mother, of course. He glanced at the portrait opposite, of the lovely dark haired woman who he resembled so much. Would she be proud, too? 
 
    There was a knock on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” he answered. 
 
    Knox entered with the man, McGregor, who was looking fearful, as always. 
 
    “Ah, McGregor! You are timely.” Dougal smiled magnanimously. “I have thought long and hard about the rent that you owe.” He tapped his finger on the mantelpiece. 
 
    McGregor looked trapped. “My Lord – “ 
 
    Dougal put a hand in the air to silence him. “I have changed my mind,” he stated. “I will accept the arrears in increments, as you can afford it.” He cleared his throat. “And I will not be turning you off your land.  Your family has tilled that land for generations.  You should continue to do so.” 
 
    “Oh, my Lord!” McGregor knelt in front of Dougal, removing his hat. “I thank you from the bottom of my heart! You will not regret this, I promise you.  I will make the rent up!” 
 
    “I have no doubt,” smiled Dougal. 
 
    Knox looked at him sharply.  What had brought about this change of heart? 
 
    Then it dawned on him. It was his impending nuptials, of course.  Knox thought he had never seen a man as happy as Dougal was, since he had announced his intention to marry the Jewel of the Highlands. 
 
    It was a change for the better.  Love had obviously mellowed his laird, opening his heart and allowing compassion to enter. He had noticed that Dougal was not going to the brothels anymore; he seemed uninterested in any woman but her. 
 
    He would become a better laird now.  The warrior’s harsh edges were softening. 
 
    And yet, Knox couldn’t shake a feeling of misgiving.  Everything seemed well – a wedding was happening; his laird was in love.  But what of the lady? 
 
    Knox was a realist.  He knew Heather appeared as a woman in love, but she was still the Maid of Caithness.  Taken against her will.  Her ties to her clan were strong. Stronger than her love for the laird? 
 
    Knox resolved to watch her.  Was she the euphoric bride in waiting everyone would have him believe? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve
  
 
    It was the night before the wedding. 
 
    Important people had started arriving, and were now resting in the guests’ quarters. 
 
    Heather’s wedding gown was hanging off the wardrobe door in her chamber.  The most beautiful gown that she had ever seen. White silk, overlaid with rich green and gold brocade.  The dressmaker from Edinburgh had surpassed himself. 
 
    It seemed to have a life of its own, moving slightly in the breeze that came through the window.  Look at me, it seemed to whisper to her.  Wear me.  It beckoned, weaving a spell around her. It would be so easy to go ahead, slip it on tomorrow and walk to the chapel. 
 
    But as she watched it, it seemed to change form.  She could no longer see the beauty.  She could only see the fabric clinging tighter and tighter to her, like a manacle. 
 
    Chaining her to Dunnottar Castle, forever. 
 
    Destiny was written. She could not wear it. 
 
    She hunted underneath the mattress of her bed until her hands found the small vial.  She pulled it out, and stood staring at it for what seemed an eternity before finally sighing. 
 
    It was time. 
 
                                                                          *** 
 
    There had been no other way. 
 
    She had watched the guards for her chance to escape.  Strangely, they seemed to be watching her more than ever.  And once, she had seen Dougal’s man, Knox, staring at her. Assessing her, coldly. His eyes had felt like ice on her skin. 
 
    Did he suspect? 
 
    She had felt panic bubbling up in her. Time was slipping away. 
 
    And then – the answer.   
 
    She had gone to the local healer, claiming to be unable to sleep.  Asking for a sleeping draught. 
 
    The healer had appraised her. “Wedding nerves then, Madam?” 
 
    “Aye,” Heather had answered. “I need something strong, mind. I am so busy with my wedding approaching, and need my sleep. I want something that will knock me out straight away.” 
 
    “Aye,” the healer had replied. “I can make something that will help you.” 
 
    She turned, picking from various herbs which hung drying above her work bench. Satisfied, she ground them together in her mortar and pestle.  Then she carefully added liquid, straining it until she had the desired dose and consistency.  She poured it into a small vial. 
 
    “This is strong,” the healer said, passing it to her. “Only a few drops, in your ale before bed. It should help.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Heather had smiled, passing silver to the woman. 
 
    She had hidden the vial underneath her mattress, and awaited her chance. 
 
    The moment had arrived. 
 
    Everyone was distracted, preparing for the wedding.  All the servants were decorating the great hall; the kitchen was teeming with people, preparing dishes.  The guards weren’t at their usual sentinel point, looking out over the castle.  At this hour, every night, they secured the castle perimeter. 
 
    She knew because she had been watching them.  She also knew they took an ale every night; one of the servants would carry their cups on a tray, climbing the steep wooden steps to the tower. If her timing was right, the ales would be there now. 
 
    They were.  With shaking hands, she carefully undid the vial, pouring half into one cup and the other into the second. 
 
    Only a few drops, the healer had said, would be enough to sleep the night through.  Well, hopefully, there was enough in both cups of ale to make the guards sleep for two days. 
 
    She hid behind a barrel.  They came back, eventually, winding their way up the steps.  She watched them sip their ale, until all was gone. 
 
    She crept back up to her chamber. The clothes she needed had been carefully hidden, stolen from the clothes line a day before. 
 
    She changed quickly, pulling the breeches up. She had taken a man servant’s clothes.  Hopefully she would pass for a male riding out of the castle if seen. 
 
    She looked at her wedding dress, fluttering in the breeze. Then she turned away from it, resolutely. 
 
    She wound her long golden hair up, securing it underneath the hat. 
 
    When she emerged, she found the two guards slumped against the wall - seemingly knocked out, but she had to move quickly.  She really didn’t know how long the sleeping draught would last. 
 
    In the stables, all was quiet.  She could hear the soft nickering of horses.  She crept to the corral of the one she had chosen. 
 
    She mounted, flying through the castle gates. 
 
    The wind was cold on her face as she sped through the dark.  She was free. 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears, falling down her face with abandon.  They flew like drops of rain on the wind, leaving trails of sadness behind her. 
 
     Oh, Dougal. My love.  What have I done? 
 
                                                                *** 
 
    The castle was in uproar.  No one could find her. 
 
    Dougal strode through the castle, anger boiling in his blood.  The two guards posted on watch had been found slumped against the castle walls, snoring. He had ordered that they be thrown into the horses’ trough. 
 
    “Send out a party of men! Make haste!” he had ordered to the assembled.  They looked stunned. “I want most to head north; that’s the way she should be going. The rest ask around.  Someone must have seen her!” 
 
    Next, he gathered her servants. 
 
    “Did anyone here know of her plans?” he demanded, clenching his fists. “Talk, you fools!” 
 
    The servants shook their heads, fear in their eyes. 
 
    Grizel spoke up. “We know nothing, my laird.  She seemed a bit distracted, but we put that down to the wedding…” 
 
    “How can this have happened?” He ran his fingers through his hair. “Incompetent! The lot of you!” 
 
    Maybe there was a clue, something she had left behind in the chamber. 
 
    He walked in, searching.  The gown she had been wearing lay crumpled on the bed.  She had changed, then.  But he could find nothing else. 
 
    He sank into a seat. He watched her wedding dress, moving in the breeze. 
 
    And that’s when it hit him like a fist to the chest. 
 
    She was gone.  She had fled, deserting him.  He let out a howl of pain. 
 
    Grabbing the dress, he ripped it so hard it came clean away in his hands. 
 
    White silk lay at his feet. He stared down at it - it looked like a murdered swan.  
 
    Murdered, like his love for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen
  
 
    Father Duffy had just finished delivering mass in the Caithness Castle chapel. 
 
    The congregation moved outside, subdued.  It had been like this ever since the Maid had been abducted. It was like they had given up hope for the future of the clan Gunn. 
 
    But Father Duffy hadn’t.  He knew Heather, had schooled her since she was young. She was a conscientious and pious girl.  She understood her duty to her clan. He had no doubt that she would return to them – somehow. 
 
    They had talked about staging an ambush to get her back, just like the Clan Kerr had done to kidnap her in the first place. 
 
    But it was not an easy process to organize – clan Kerr had killed most of the fighting men on that fateful night, sparing the farmers, women and children.  It meant that they had survived, but they were sorely lacking in skilled warriors who could stage an assault. 
 
    Still, they planned.  They were patient, and resourceful.  They also had long memories. 
 
    Father Duffy stood at the chapel entrance, speaking to all who exited.  A kind word, a gesture. Often all they wanted was a blessing. It was important to try to keep their spirits up. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a commotion in the courtyard. He craned his neck to see what was happening. 
 
    “It’s her! The Maid! She has returned to us!” 
 
    Could it be true? Father Duffy picked up the skirt of his long black robe and ran. 
 
    A crowd had gathered, forming a circle.   
 
    “Make way! Make way!” The priest elbowed his way through the crowd. 
 
    At last, he was there. 
 
    At first glance, he was confused.  Why had they thought the Maid had returned?  
 
    Two women stood in front of him. They were dressed like gypsies, in long fringed gowns, with headscarfs and coin headpieces. 
 
    One of them turned towards him, taking off her scarf, revealing her bright golden hair. 
 
    “Well, Father Duffy.  Don’t you recognize me?” 
 
    It really was her! Her hair, her face…his eyes traveled downwards. He gasped. 
 
    The Maid was a maiden no more.  
 
    Jutting out, proudly, was a large belly. 
 
    She was with child. 
 
                                                                           *** 
 
    He dispersed the crowd, leading her and her strange companion into the great hall. 
 
    “My dear! I cannot believe it!” Father Duffy kept looking at her.  He couldn’t have been more surprised if the Virgin Mary herself, about to give birth and seeking shelter for the night, had just arrived. 
 
    Heather sat down slowly, lowering herself gingerly into the seat.  
 
    “Thank you. It has been a tiresome journey; he kicks so much.” She ran her hands lovingly over her large belly. 
 
    She turned to her companion. “Oshina, please sit. You are very welcome here.” 
 
    The woman named Oshina looked hesitant, and then sat. “I will stay long enough to refresh myself,” she said. She spoke with a foreign accent. 
 
    Father Duffy looked coldly at her. “And who might you be, Madam?” He didn’t like the look of her, at all.  A gypsy; come from a foreign land, with sorcery in her blood. 
 
    “Father Duffy, please be courteous to my friend,” Heather rebuked. “This is Oshina – she is part of a traveling fair.  She has aided my journey home.  Without her, I would probably be dead in a ditch somewhere.” 
 
    Father Duffy colored. “Well, I suppose if she has aided you,” he said doubtfully. 
 
    Oshina’s eyes flashed. “Don’t worry, priest, I won’t stay long. I know how much my kind upsets you.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Heather said. “You can stay as long as you please. I don’t know what I would have done without you.” 
 
    Oshina smiled, faintly. “It was both our destiny,” she replied. “It was written in the stars.” 
 
    Father Duffy bristled. “It is Our Lord and Savior who writes the story of our lives.” 
 
    Heather held up a weary hand. “I cannot listen to this now,” she said. “I am tired, and parched. Will you send for food and drink for us both?” 
 
    Father Duffy was flustered. “Of course,” he said, beckoning to the servants.  The Maid had grown assertive.  Where was the biddable girl that he had always known? 
 
    He sat down next to her, trying to ignore the gypsy. “I have been remiss,” he said. “I am just so amazed at seeing you! You must tell me what happened. How you returned to us.” 
 
    Heather smiled, but her face was tired.  “As soon as refreshments come, I will tell you all.” 
 
                                                                           *** 
 
    Father Duffy listened in amazement as the story unfolded. 
 
    Heather, her swollen feet elevated on a stool, and replenished with food and drink, slowly told her tale. She outlined what had happened to her after the clan Kerr had abducted her, leading up to the night before her wedding. Then her voice grew slower. 
 
    “I had no plan in my head,” she said, wearily. “I just rode into the darkness.  But it was hard – I did not know the terrain, or even which direction to head. I knew that they would soon discover that I had fled, so I just tried to ride as fast as I could. 
 
    But I could hear riders behind me. I veered off into a valley, thinking that I would hide from them. It was then that I saw the tents in the distance, not very far away. I recognized them as belonging to the traveling fair.  I approached, thinking that perhaps they might shelter me, just until the riders had passed.”  She paused, and then glanced warmly at the woman sitting next to her. 
 
    “Oshina saw me.  She said she had been expecting me.  She took me into her tent, telling someone to hide my horse.  I stayed with them for four months, dressing as they did, so as not to arouse suspicion.  They sheltered me. I traveled with them all over Scotland.  I could have left to continue my journey on my own, but I knew that I would not get far alone.  And it would have been very hard, with my belly growing so.” She looked down at her stomach, petting it. 
 
    “Eventually, we reached Caithness.  And not before time – I fear that the lad will arrive very soon.” 
 
    Father Duffy raised an eyebrow. “The lad?” 
 
    Heather smiled. “My son,” she said, gesturing to her belly. 
 
    Father Duffy looked puzzled. “It is good that you think you are having a boy,” he said. 
 
    “She is having a boy,” Oshina said. 
 
    Father Duffy crossed himself. “Our Lord will decide on that,” he said. 
 
    At that moment, Brodie, her guardian, strode into the hall. 
 
    “Is it true? Heather, I cannot believe it!”  He stopped, staring hard at her. “You are with child?” 
 
    Heather stood. “It is true,” she said. 
 
    “Are you legally married to him?” Brodie couldn’t say the name of the laird who had arranged her abduction. 
 
    “No,” Heather said simply. “I escaped before the wedding could take place.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Brodie looked satisfied. “He has no claims on the child, then. With luck, you may have a boy, and our problems will be solved!” 
 
    He started pacing the room, calculating. “We may even be able to re-start the marriage negotiations. Malcolm of Glenorchy might accept the child – it shows that you can breed, provide him sons of his own in the future.” 
 
    “Stop!” Heather raised her voice. “I will hear no such talk.  I will have my son, and I will stay here with him. I will not marry.  Do not speak of it again!” 
 
    Brodie blanched. “But, Madam – “ 
 
    Heather raised her hand to halt him. “Understand this.  I will not enter any marriage negotiations, now or in the future.  Not with Malcolm of Glenorchy. Not with anyone.” 
 
    Father Duffy interjected. “Madam, you are tired, you will feel differently after…” 
 
    Heather turned on him. “Father Duffy, you raised me to be compliant, to do my duty.”  She gazed down at her belly.  “And I have done it.  I will bear a son who will become laird. But I will not be used by any of you as a pawn in your power games anymore.  You cannot demand it, after what I have been through.” 
 
    She turned. “And now, I will retire to my chamber.  I am bone tired.” 
 
    She looked at Oshina. “Thank you, my dear friend,” she said softly. “I don’t know what I would have done without you.” 
 
    Oshina held her hand. “It was meant to be,” she said. “I know what it is like, to be a woman alone, without friends or family, far away from your home.” She tightened her grip. “Devlesa araklam tume. It is with God that we found you.” 
 
    Father Duffy colored. “You should not speak of God,” he hissed. 
 
    Heather turned on him. “You do not know all the ways of God,” she said.  Then she left the room. 
 
    Alone, in her chamber, she lay on her bed, stroking her belly. Not long now. 
 
    The tears came heavily, making her chest heave.  
 
    Oh, Dougal, my love, my love. 
 
                                                                        *** 
 
    Three weeks later, her son was born. 
 
    As she held the newborn in her arms, she could hear the sounds of rejoicing all around her.  The castle was jubilant. A laird, at last. 
 
    She gazed down at the little lad squirming in her arms. 
 
    “You have the look of your father,” she whispered, kissing him softly. “I name you Alban, the white.” 
 
    How happy she was, to finally be delivered.   
 
    How sad she was, that her son’s father couldn’t be here, to share this moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen
  
 
    Caithness Castle - Eighteen Years Later 
 
    “Where is my son?”  Heather walked into the kitchens, glancing around as she did so. “Is he here, fossicking for food?” 
 
    The cook, Jean, laughed and shook her head. “You might think so, Madam, for that son of yours has a fearsome appetite,” she answered. “But no, I do believe he is riding the lands, speaking with the tenants.  He said that he must be familiar with them, if he is to be a proper laird.” 
 
    Heather nodded approvingly. “He is keen,” she said. “Only officially the laird for a week, and he is already responsible.” She stopped. “Well, let me know when he returns. I will be in my chamber.” 
 
    The cook nodded. “Will you not join the embroidery circle?” 
 
    Heather smiled sadly. “I think not. My embroidery has never been good.” 
 
    She left.  The cook watched her leave, and then shook her head.  The lady hardly ever left her chambers; she would tend to Alban, then retreat, to spend most of her time alone.  It had ever been thus, since she had returned to them, so long ago.  Her maids said that she sat in her window seat, staring out, for hours at a time. 
 
    Heather climbed the stairs to her chamber, thinking.  She knew that the whole castle worried about her, and tried to get her out and doing things.  But she had no heart for it. 
 
    Opening the door, she walked to her window seat.  She sat down, in her familiar position.  From here, you could see far over the plains, into the world beyond Caithness. 
 
    Sometimes, her mind played tricks on her.  
 
    She would see him. 
 
     Dougal. Flying on his horse, straight through the gates, to claim her again.  
 
     But it was never him.  She watched and watched, but he never came. 
 
    She shook her head.  So many years, just sitting here, waiting. 
 
    She had never stopped loving him. 
 
    Sometimes she woke in the night, thinking that he was beside her. She could almost feel his breath against her neck, and his hands on her body, twisting her into him.  She would weep, when she realized that it wasn’t true.  That he existed out there, but not beside her. 
 
    She had thought that time would ease her heart, but it never did. 
 
    It didn’t help that Alban, her beloved son, was almost identical to his father, with the same fine black hair and dark eyes. Every time she looked at him, it was like she was being tormented anew. 
 
    She had done her duty, provided a laird for her clan.  But at what cost? 
 
    He had probably forgotten her, anyway.  He was probably married, with a fine set of sons. The thought twisted her heart. 
 
    She gazed over the plains, sighing. 
 
                                                                    *** 
 
    “Cook has outdone herself tonight.”  Alban tore into a chicken leg, ravenously. 
 
    Heather smiled at her son. 
 
     He had filled out in the last couple of years. She could scarcely believe that this tall man sitting next to her was the same little lad who had toddled around, clinging to her skirts.  Where had the years gone? 
 
    “You think everything Cook makes is wonderful,” Heather laughed. “You have the largest appetite I have ever known!” 
 
    Alban grinned. “Well, one of us has to eat all the food she prepares,” he said.  “You eat like a bird.” 
 
    Heather sighed, twirling the food around on her plate. “I don’t need much,” she said. 
 
    Alban looked at his mother. 
 
    He could remember when he was little, he would gaze adoringly at her, dazzled by her long golden hair and huge amber eyes.  He thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world.   
 
    As he had grown, he realized that he wasn’t the only one who thought so. His mother was famous for her beauty.  She had been known as the Jewel of the Highlands. Men were forever asking for her hand in marriage.  But she refused them all. When he had asked her why, when he was around fourteen, she had laughed and said that he was the only man she needed in her life. 
 
    She was still beautiful. There wasn’t a single grey thread in that glorious golden mane, and her face was remarkably unlined for a woman of her years.  He had seen women of six-and-thirty withered and grey. 
 
    But her amber eyes had grown sadder as the years progressed.  And she was thinner; he could see her shoulder blades protruding slightly.  He knew why she seemed sad. It had something to do with his father, who he had never met. 
 
    He had tried to talk of him, but his mother would only smile sadly, and remark how much he resembled him.  He had heard the stories, of course; everyone had told him how his father had abducted her, trying to force her to marry him. But she had escaped, and given birth to him here, at Caithness Castle. She had given them the laird that they needed. 
 
    He was proud to be laird.  He wanted to be a good one, show his mother that her escape had been worth it.  
 
    “The new priest arrives next week,” he said to her now, trying to banish the sadness from her. 
 
    Heather smiled. “He will be welcome,” she said. “People have been lost since Father Duffy passed away. It will give some heart back to the castle.” 
 
    She thought of the old priest, dead for a month now. He had been preaching until the end. He could never understand why she wouldn’t accept everything that he said as gospel, like she had when she was young. 
 
    She had changed, that was all.  
 
    She could no longer accept everything she was told at face value.  Father Duffy had preached to her all her life that the only way was piety and penance, but she knew better.  She had seen the goodness in others – look how the gypsies had taken her in and delivered her here. 
 
    She knew that there were other pleasures in life, too. 
 
    She missed the pleasures of the flesh, of being driven mad with desire.  The church told her it was a sin, but she knew better.  It was a sacrament of its own. 
 
    That was why she could never marry.  Oh, they had tried.  For years, they pestered her with marriage proposals, but she had refused them all.  
 
     There was only one man for her.  
 
    Only one man who could drive her mad with lust. 
 
    Only one man she loved. 
 
    Heather gazed at her son.  She must try, for his sake.  She must find a way out of this labyrinth of sadness she had entered, before she lost her way completely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen
  
 
    Knox knocked on the door to the main hall, entering without waiting for a response. 
 
    There he was.  The laird.  Sitting in his usual spot next to the fire.  Two great hounds lay snoozing at his feet, basking in the warmth. 
 
    It had been a cold winter.  Snow had fallen deeply; Dunnottar Castle was almost inaccessible with it.  He had ordered men to shovel it daily, but he was suffering himself.  He was an old, old man now. The arthritis had gripped him severely; there were days where he could barely get out of bed. He really shouldn’t be doing the day to day management anymore.  That should be the task of the laird. 
 
    Sighing heavily, Knox walked towards him. 
 
    “May I?” he asked, gesturing to the chair opposite. 
 
    Dougal nodded slightly, still staring into the fire.  
 
    Knox studied him. Dougal had grown a full beard, which was streaked with grey. His dark eyes rarely turned to engage with anyone anymore.  It had been like this since the Maid had escaped, all those years ago. 
 
    Knox still remembered it like it was yesterday. It was branded on his mind, like a tattoo.   
 
    The fruitless search for her.  Dougal, crazy with pain.  Knox had never seen him so angry; he had torn all the gowns he had bought her to shreds.  The servants had cowered in fear, thinking their laird had lost his mind. 
 
    They had searched for weeks, but she had disappeared.  They had sent spies out, next, but they too, returned with nothing.  And then, suddenly, Dougal had stopped the search.   
 
    He drew inward, isolating himself. 
 
    And so, it had been, ever since.  The man he once was, seemed to have vanished along with the girl. 
 
    He wanted to hear nothing of her.  If he overheard anyone mentioning her, he banished them.  The castle learnt to not speak of the Maid of Caithness – ever. 
 
    Knox was happy with this.  He desired nothing more than to put the whole sorry business behind them, and look to the future. But Dougal didn’t share his vision.  Dougal seemed to want to wallow in his pain, privately. 
 
    The great warrior was gone.  And so was the laird, before he really had a chance to establish himself as one. 
 
    “What was she like?” Dougal’s voice was hoarse. 
 
    Knox started out of his reverie. “Who, laird?” he asked, bewildered. 
 
    Dougal pointed to the portrait of his mother, on the opposite wall. 
 
    “Her. My mother,” he said. 
 
    Knox looked at the painting. “She was a great beauty,” he said slowly. “But, of course, you can see that for yourself.  The painter captured her likeness perfectly.” He paused.  Where was this leading? 
 
    “She was kind,” he continued. “Always helping people.  She loved your father – they had known each other since they were children.  I remember she was very sad, for a while, after they wed, when it seemed she couldn’t conceive.  And then you came.” 
 
    “Was she happy, when I did?” Dougal continued to stare into the fire. 
 
    “She was overjoyed,” Knox said. “She loved you so; she couldn’t bear to be parted from you. That was why you were there – the day that it happened.” Knox lowered his voice. He still didn’t like to talk of that day. 
 
    “The day that my mother was killed, you mean?”  
 
    “Aye.  You really shouldn’t have come, in my opinion.  You were too young for such a long journey. But she insisted.  It was just very lucky for you that your nursemaid had taken you for a walk, before it happened.” 
 
    “Fenella,” Dougal mused, picking up his whiskey glass and swirling it around. “She was a good woman.” 
 
    “Aye,” Knox agreed.  “She doted on you. And she saved your life.” 
 
    “But she died.” Dougal drained his glass. “Just the same as my mother. It seems that every woman in my life leaves me.” He laughed, bitterly. 
 
    Knox was at a loss. His laird was in a strange mood. 
 
    “You know, don’t you, that she married again?” Dougal turned his gaze on Knox suddenly. 
 
    “Who? Fenella?”  
 
    “No, man!” Dougal slammed his fist into the table beside his chair, making the glass jump.  The hounds whimpered at his feet. 
 
    “Her.  The Maid of Caithness.  The Jewel of the Highlands! How many other titles does the damn woman have!” 
 
    Knox shook his head, slowly. “No, I didn’t know.” He paused. “It doesn’t matter now, laird, even if she did.  So many years have passed.” 
 
    “So many years have passed,” repeated Dougal. “And yet I still cannot get her face out of my mind! She haunts me, day and night.  I can’t lie with another woman – she spoilt it for me.  If I couldn’t have her, I wanted no one!” 
 
    His eyes flashed. “Well, I have had enough.  For years, I wanted to not think of her anymore.  She was dead to me.  But her face…” He shook his head, as if in pain. “Her face is tormenting me, again, more than ever! It must end.” Suddenly, he stopped. 
 
    “Knox, I want you to get a regiment of men ready,” he said, standing up. 
 
    Knox was confused. “For what purpose, laird?” 
 
    “We will ride on Caithness.  I will have her again, and kill her husband to do so.  If I die trying, I no longer care.” He turned to the man at his side.  
 
    “It will be better than living in this hell.” 
 
                                                                        *** 
 
    Caithness Castle lay ahead of them.  The horses whinnied, stamping their feet. 
 
    “There it is,” whispered Dougal.  “Her lair.  The place she cared so much about she had to run away the night before our wedding.” He spat on the ground. 
 
    He turned to the men. “We will ride on my command,” he said.  But once in the castle, I act alone.” 
 
    “But, laird…” Knox was anxious.  
 
    “I mean it, Knox.” Dougal set his mouth determinedly. “I will find her, and kill her husband, myself.  No one can intervene.” He smiled, grimly.  
 
     “That moment is mine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen
  
 
    It was dark by the time he found his way to the laird’s chambers. 
 
    It had gone well, so far. They had stolen into the castle, taking the garrison by surprise. Knox and the other men had secured them, tying them up.  The castle slumbered on. 
 
    But not for long. 
 
    He had held a knife to a guard’s throat to find out where to go. Up the stairs, and to the right. 
 
    He crept, keeping one hand on his scabbard. His senses were on high alert; the hairs on the back of his neck were prickling.  
 
    He turned the door knob slowly. 
 
    There was no light in the chamber, but he could make out the shape of the bed.  
 
    He crept further, until he was almost upon it.  Very soon, he would see the shapes of her and her husband. The thought of her lying with another man made the blood rush to his eyes.   
 
    Steady, he told himself.  Don’t ruin it now. 
 
    He drew his sword, brandishing it above his head. 
 
    But there was only a man in the bed.  And no sign of Heather. 
 
    Confused, he paused for a moment. 
 
    Suddenly, he was on his back.  The man had leapt from the bed, knocking him to the ground. 
 
    He lay there, winded, grasping desperately for his sword which had fallen from his grasp. 
 
    But the other man was too quick.  He picked up Dougal’s sword, aiming it at his heart. 
 
    “Prepare to die,” the man said. 
 
    Suddenly, the door burst open. It was Heather, panting heavily, carrying a candle. 
 
    “What is going on?” She swept upon them. 
 
    “Stand back, mother! This man is about to die.” 
 
    Heather approached, holding the candle higher.  Her eyes widened in astonishment. 
 
    “Alban, no!” she screamed. “Don’t kill him!” 
 
    Alban looked at her, confused. 
 
    Dougal was staring up at her, his eyes beseeching. “Heather,” he whispered. 
 
    Heather started crying. 
 
    “Alban…” she wept. “Alban…he is your father!” 
 
    She set the candle down, turning to the man on the floor, embracing him tenderly. 
 
    Alban slowly lowered the sword. “My father?” 
 
    “Aye,” Heather wept.  
 
    Dougal looked up at her. “It is you,” he said, in wonder. He reached to stroke her hair. “Your hair…it is still the same.” He felt a lump in his throat. 
 
    “Sit up,” said Heather. 
 
    Alban had collapsed on the side of the bed, bewildered. Dougal slowly turned to him, studying him carefully. 
 
    “Did you say I am his father?” he repeated. His eyes raked over Alban. 
 
    “Aye,” Heather said.  She couldn’t stop the tears from falling. “He is your son.” She lowered her head. “I was with child when I fled from Dunnottar.” 
 
    “My son,” Dougal repeated. Suddenly, he smiled.  His dark eyes overflowed with joy. 
 
    “My son!” 
 
    Alban was staring at him, not knowing what to do. 
 
    “My love,” said Heather, tenderly. “I will explain everything.” 
 
                                                                             *** 
 
    Half an hour later, they were all seated in the main hall. 
 
    A fire had been lit, and whiskey procured.  Dougal had sent word to his men to stand down. 
 
    Dougal felt like he had come home, at long last.  
 
    He and Alban talked for a while, and then Alban excused himself. “I think you two have a lot to catch up on,” he said, looking lovingly at his mother. 
 
     He held out his hand to his father, who shook it.  Then Dougal grabbed him, enveloping him in a bear hug. They stayed that way for a while. Dougal stared at him.  
 
    “We will talk, tomorrow,” he said. Alban nodded, leaving. 
 
    “I thought he was your husband,” Dougal said, watching him go. 
 
    Heather looked askance. “Whatever made you think that I had a husband?” 
 
    Dougal stared at her. “I heard there was a new laird at Caithness Castle,” he replied. He looked down. “It has been many years, Heather.” 
 
    “Aye,” she agreed. “But I could never…” 
 
    “What?” he pressed. 
 
    “I could never marry.” She shook her head. “You must know… how much I love you, Dougal.” 
 
    “Then why did you leave me?” he cried. 
 
    “Duty. Because I had been conditioned since I was a babe that I had to supply an heir for the clan Gunn.” She felt tears falling, again. 
 
    “I have never stopped loving you.” 
 
    Dougal felt overwhelmed. “I have never stopped loving you, either,” he said. “Oh, I tried. I tried very hard.  For years, I wouldn’t even let your name be spoken. But lately…I keep seeing your face…” 
 
    Heather trembled. “Oh, my love,” she whispered. 
 
    They embraced, caressing each other. He looked into her face, searching. 
 
    “Can we start over?” he whispered. “You, me…and our son.” 
 
    She nodded, slowly. “Oh, yes,” she whispered. 
 
    She had to pinch herself. Her dream had come true. Dougal, the love of her life, had sped through those castle gates to claim her again. 
 
    She reached for his hand, taking it in her own.  
 
    Staring into each other’s eyes, they knew this time, they would never let go. 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One
  
 
              Ewan leaned his head back for the final drops of lager that had made a well in his wooden cup.  His muscled core felt stretched by the feasting and drinking that had been the theme of the celebratory evening.  But it was done.  He was Laird now, and the Clan Chattan gave him his due honor. 
 
    For eighteen years, he had waited for this.  In his drunken state, he rested his head on the pillow, his toned arm propping it further, and recalled the night of attack.   
 
    As a ten year old boy, he had hidden behind the barn where his family was slaughtered by Clan Cameron, who remained bitter that their land had been revoked hundreds of years before.  The centuries of rivalry over a slight offense had escalated into cattle theft and misdemeanors until this one night of full assault.  Despite the guards posted throughout the land, none were prepared for the culmination of hatred that crept through that one night. 
 
    The screams of his father and mother, Hamish and Nanette Macintosh, still echoed in Ewan’s mind.  The echo would not be silenced. 
 
    His two sisters, both his elders, and his younger brother had been taken, but were later discovered among the dead.  Survivor’s guilt had wracked Ewan’s young mind until the bitterness of vengeance became his closest ally. 
 
    Ewan ran his fingers, calloused by years of labor, along the dark ginger scruff sprouting from his sharp jaw.  His head boasted a crown of thick, toasted auburn, but his beard had always carried the memory of his father’s fiery shock of hair.  Now that he was Laird, he wondered if he ought to let the hair grow and mature his appearance. 
 
    He mused as to whether or not Wallace had heard yet.  Despite claiming Lairdship of Clan Cameron ten years before Ewan’s new station in Clan Chattan, Wallace remained a fragile child in his mind.  Only months ago, Wallace became Chief when his parents died of Inbred Fever, the rattling of their chests being that last sounds the earth heard of them, and their daughter Iona the only other remnant of their memory. 
 
    Iona.  The only person in the world left to Wallace, she was his prize.  His heavily guarded prize.   
 
    Ewan had no family left to lose.  But for Wallace, the pain could still be inflicted. 
 
    “I cannae do it,” Philip declared as he waited for the beauty to join them.  The five guards stood at the door, crassly arguing over which of them could win her affection. 
 
    “Course you can.  Just drop your purse beneath her.  When you bend to pick it up from the ground, you can accidentally touch ‘er ankle.  It’ll be no problem for you,” Stewart replied. 
 
    They quickly hushed at the sound of delicate feet approaching.  Iona descended the stairs and came through the doorway, glancing at each of the men with a nutmeg-colored brow half raised and a coy smile tugging at her lips.  Then she faced forward, allowing the swish of her waist-length ginger braid to brush against Philip’s arm. 
 
    “Shall we?” she motioned forward.  The six made their way toward the forest as they did each morning for Iona’s walk.  She nimbly skipped a few paces ahead of the men, and they quickened their step to keep stride with her. 
 
    After they entered the thick trees, Philip began to work up a sweat in anticipation of the thought of brushing the ivory ankle of Iona.  It would be the only chance a man like him would ever have to touch the sister of a clan leader, especially one so beautiful as the woman before him. 
 
    Finally, he made up his mind.  He would do it.  He deserved it after the years of watching her blossom into the eighteen year old maiden she now was. 
 
    He quietly untied his change purse and allowed the strings to slip through his fingers and land at the hem of his lady’s dress.  The sound of coins against the ground caused Iona to pause. 
 
    As if in slow motion, Philip bent forward, grasping the change purse.  With only a breath between his fingers and her skin, he was struck by the sound of an arrow wishing through the air and implanting itself in the top of his skull.  His body landed as a mound on the earth, and the puddle of red stained the ground beneath him. 
 
    A dozen more arrows soared around Iona as she began to scream.  The four remaining guards drew their swords, but in an instant, the invisible source of the arrows had defeated all but Stewart.  The bear of a man stood before her, skillfully deflecting arrows with his broadsword before the lucky shot came from the right, pinning itself just between the ribs underneath his left armpit and striking through to his heart. 
 
    Iona stood shaking, completely unable to move and wide eyed at the bloodbath encircling her.  All was silent, and the forest was still. 
 
    A quivering breath released from her rosebud lips.  She felt suddenly cold, violently cold.  A piercing pain shot upwards through her body.  Her knees quaked and then gave way as she fell unconscious to the ground, surrounded by the flora. 
 
    ---- 
 
    Four days had passed since Iona had been brought to the tower at Cameron Castle.  She knew that her brother must have sent his entire force of guards to search for her, and assuredly they discovered the bodies of her personal guards.  Would they know where to begin looking for her?  She felt confident they would try. 
 
    The room was small and barren, save for the straw on which she slept and the bucket in the corner.  There was a hefty lock on the door and a slot near the bottom where her meager portions of food were inserted three times a day.  The boredom and isolation were nearly unbearable, so she sat braiding and unbraiding her copper curls with little else to do and no energy to plan an escape.   
 
    It was still difficult for her to stand, though some of the ache of her body was beginning to ease.  The scrapes and cuts on her arms and legs were finally beginning to heal beneath the scabs, but the wound on her foot, which she had no recollection of getting, seemed to be from the arrows that had initiated the attack.  Whether from shock or memory suppression, Iona did not remember the arrow piercing her flesh. 
 
    Even if she had been able to stand, the shackles around her once desirable ankles were linked too closely to the wall for her to go far, barely long enough to reach the food being slid beneath her door. 
 
    She tried to move toward it, but her strength left her, and a sharp pain shot through her foot, so she remained, immobile.   
 
    As the days had passed, she found herself less and less able to function.  Her thoughts grew cloudy and the weakness of her body contributed to a waning of her already limited morale.  Any hope she had had of release or escape faded completely into darkness. 
 
    ---- 
 
    “Janet is here to see you,” said one of Ewan’s men the next morning.   
 
    “Bring her in,” he ordered with a smile.  He took a swig of wine and settled comfortably in his chair.  His men backed away and retreated to their own spaces in the corners of the room. 
 
    Janet entered Ewan’s chambers, her jet black hair descending her back and deep brown eyes trained on his flirtatious grin.  Her face was stunning, with angular points and high cheekbones, a straight nose sharply tipped. 
 
    “Are you well, my Laird Macintosh?” she asked seductively, preening forward. 
 
    “Always,” he replied, gazing at her shapely figure. 
 
    “I hear you achieved a great victory in the days since I saw you last,” she praised. 
 
    “My victory will not be fulfilled until I have had occasion to take from Wallace what was taken from me.  His sister remains in the tower only until I can have her head,” he said vindictively.  
 
    “I can think of no better solution, my wise Laird.” 
 
    Their eyes remained locked, as they had been all their years of betrothal.  Ewan knew little of Janet’s character and dreams, but he knew her eyes.  The attraction was magnetic between them. 
 
    “Tonight.  Tonight I will tell her the fate which awaits her.  I want to see it on her face.  The fear, the anguish.  I want her to know why.  And I want to be there when her brother is told.  I want to see him suffer.” 
 
    Ewan clenched a fist, and Janet ran an olive-toned finger across it before looking into his eyes again. 
 
    “If that is your wish, then suffer he shall.” 
 
    Later in the day, surrounded by his advisors, Ewan spoke of his plan for Iona.  Cheers of support and agreement cradled his decision, and they discussed how her execution might occur. 
 
    “It ought to be done publicly, you cannae disagree with me on tha’ one,” suggested one of the men. 
 
    “Aye, Charles.  Wallace has to hear of it and if it’s done privately, he’ll never believe it were so,” agreed another. 
 
    Ewan spoke in support.  “It might be done in public, we are all agreed.  But I will be the one to tell her brother.  Or, better yet…” he began, an idea dawning on him for the first time. 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “We could invite him to get her.  We could send word that we have her and he is free to come for her in exchange for gold and cattle.  He will come assuming a ransom, but instead he would find himself witness to her execution,” he mused. 
 
    The men sat, considering the possibility before slowly nodding in agreement, one by one.  Ewan had no particular desire to kill a human, but he greatly desired the suffering of Wallace for the sins of his clan.  This plan accomplished that beautifully. 
 
    And that evening, shackled with no hope of escape, he would tell Iona every detail. 
 
    ---- 
 
    Dark descended on the tower and Iona remained barely conscious amidst the boredom, pain, and dimming light. 
 
     Heavy footsteps sounded outside her door, startling Iona awake.  The lock was forcefully undone, and the door opened in a swift and violent motion.  The light of a candle flooded the room, illuminating the frail figure in the corner.   
 
    Ewan’s eyes found her, the flame casting a metallic glow on her copper hair.  Piercing green eyes, the color of moss in the sun, slowly searched for features in the face of the silhouetted man before her. 
 
    He stood for a moment, awe evident on his face as he moved closer.  He squinted as his eyes adjusted to the candlelight and remaining pink glow outside the small cutout high on the wall.  She was like nothing he had ever imagined. 
 
    Struck by the woman he had so violently captured, instinct led Ewan to rush to the beauty, crouching to her level and using his eyes to investigate every feature.  His gaze trailed to the wound on her foot, and he saw it was aching from a festering infection.  He gently felt for her porcelain ankle and Iona hissed in pain, pulling her exquisitely soft skin away from his eager touch.   
 
    Ewan swallowed the lump that was growing in his throat.  She had not killed his family; she had done nothing to him.  She did not deserve this. 
 
    With an inhale, Ewan forced his vocal chords to their purpose. 
 
    “I will have someone sent to you; to care for your wounds.  And a basin of water, that you might be able to clean yourself.  And new clothes.  Yes, I will have new clothes sent for you,” he listed in a staccato rush.  
 
    Staring at her a moment longer, Ewan stood and exited the room in a swift motion. 
 
    Moments later, the guard came in, undid her shackles, and left once more, locking the door behind him. 
 
    Iona watched the door, for a moment not even realizing that it was visible.  Ewan had left the candle, still burning.  Light had returned to her eyes.               
 
    ---- 
 
    “Tell me, why is it that it has not yet been done?  That’s all we ask, is the reason,” Ewan’s advisor asked. 
 
    “It is not yet time,” he replied vaguely with apparent frustration. 
 
    “You cannae wait forever, my Laird,” the man responded with equal irritation.  His pale eyebrows squeezed together over chillingly blue, concerned eyes. 
 
    Ewan gave him a slight glare before turning his head away.  He had no desire to continue the conversation, or to answer any more prying questions. 
 
    “It has been more than two weeks since the plan.  So far, all you’ve done is have ‘er wounds cleaned and given her dresses.  When will you have her head?” 
 
    “It will be done when it is done.  Do not ask again,” Ewan ordered, making a firm fist and resting it on the driftwood table. 
 
    After the council had ended, Ewan made his way to the tower where he entered and sat with Iona as he had done every night.  He placed a tray of extravagant fruits and a bowl of stew before her. 
 
    “Speak to me,” he urged.  She would not answer him, keeping her eyes trained past his face with a look of arrogant determination. 
 
    “Speak to me!” he shouted, more demanding.  He watched her eyes narrow and her nostrils flare with an intake of breath. 
 
    “I see you have returned with a new dress and more of your gruel,” she said bitterly, barely making eye contact. 
 
    “Yours was so destroyed by the incident, it seems only right that I should replace it for you,” he offered, ignoring her tone of disrespect.  “How are your wounds?  And the food?  Is it better?” 
 
    Iona looked at him, finally.  “The food is unnecessary, as are you.  Am I to thank you for your hospitality?  Am I to accept your dresses with gratitude?” She gestured to the pile of four dresses she left stacked beside the door.  His pity gifts meant nothing to her.  She had even allowed much of the food to sit by the door until it generated a foul odor that struck Ewan every time he entered until he would take it with him to have the dishes cleaned. 
 
    “You ought to be grateful.  You know not what I had planned for you, what my advisors still have planned for you.  I have kept you safe,” he said pitifully. 
 
    Iona rolled her eyes but refused to speak further. 
 
    “You will not speak to me?” he asked her with a voice bordering desperation. 
 
    Evident pleasure crossed her face at not responding to his pleas. 
 
    “Then I will leave you.  But expect me again,” he said, irritation wavering in his tone.  Ewan grabbed the tray and the food left from the previous day and exited.  Iona remained where she was until she was certain he had gone for the night.  Then she shifted her body into a more comfortable position, using the dresses as a mattress cushion as she had done every night.  This new one made for an excellent blanket to guard against the chill.  She would never let him know how these dresses had benefitted her, but she remained silently glad for them. 
 
    At the base of the stairs, Ewan’s eye was captured by Janet, who watched him come toward her from his place. 
 
    “Were you in the tower?” she asked casually. 
 
    “Only to tell her of her fate,” Ewan replied. 
 
    “You tell her of her fate often,” Janet retorted. “And I don’t believe threats generally involve figs and grapes and chicken stew.” 
 
    With her arms crossed, she turned and walked from Ewan, moving her body in a way to capture his attention to the curves beneath the black dress.  The jealousy rose within her that a childlike Iona was seeing more of Ewan than his own betrothed.  She had been his since she was seven.  No rival woman would take her place, even if it meant she had to behead the ginger witch herself. 
 
    Ewan breathed in as he watched Janet walk away and took the tray to the kitchens where the maids would clean and likely eat the food.  He couldn’t understand what so consistently drew him to the woman in the tower.  Janet was beautiful; remarkably so.  And she was his. 
 
    Yet, his hunger for vengeance had lessened and his need for Iona’s attention had become overwhelming.  Why was she so disdainful?  He had treated her well; he was caring for her needs.  Her lack of gratitude confused and angered him. 
 
    He returned to his chambers and washed himself.  He stared with his blue eyes, watching the steam rise from the bath water as he soaked in it.  It felt good to relax in the warmth of it, but he knew he needed a release of energy.     
 
    Ewan decided he would go for a hunt the next day.  What he needed was to be outside the walls of his castle, to be active and burn the energy that had filled to bursting within him.  He had to get his mind off Iona or he would go insane. 
 
    He pulled his athletic body from the bath and dried before changing into his bedclothes. 
 
    “William, have my horse readied tomorrow by eight.  We will hunt.  We will go all day if need be,” he said suddenly. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And send one of the seamstresses in.  I want to have another dress made for Janet,” he said. 
 
    “Did she not like this one either?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, she said the color was not to her liking,” Ewan replied, swallowing with the lie.  He had led his men to believe each of the dresses made for Iona had been for Janet.  And the seamstress had not asked Ewan’s betrothed about it for fear of his wrath and awareness of her station. 
 
    This time, he thought, this time she would appreciate it.  He would hunt, he would kill, and the work of his hands would be made into a grand meal for Iona.  And this dress would be more extravagant than all the others.   
 
    Yes, this time she would be his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    Iona remained huddled in the corner of her room, again braiding and unbraiding her hair for want of activity.  She thought of her brother, wondering what had taken him so long in coming for her.  Was he still searching?  Was he still alive?  Had he also been captured?  Or was he sitting in his castle plotting her rescue? 
 
    The questions seemed endless, as did the days.  She was tired of being locked up, tired of maintaining her fierce attitude whenever she laid eyes upon Ewan Macintosh and his eager brow, tired of rejecting tantalizing food simply because the source was her captor.  Her strength of mind was beginning to wane despite her intentions to remain fierce. 
 
    The sound of trumpets blew beneath the tower.  Ewan had returned from whatever venture had taken him in the morning.  The feet of horses thundered now as they did hours before. 
 
    Iona knew the return meant a visit would come soon.  She mentally prepared herself, readying her face for disdain.  It took energy, too much energy.  She stood and placed her hands on her hips, a dominating pose to help her regain her presence.  She could not let him see her weak. 
 
               “Is it for the Laird?” asked a maid in the kitchen. 
 
    “Who knows anymore?  It’s said he takes the grand meals to the prisoner.  But maybe he’s just eating it himself,” came the reply from the robust head cook as she sliced thick slabs of meat. 
 
    “We feed him well enough without all the extra,” the maid mumbled. 
 
    “Let’s hope he’s not overdoing it.  It’d be a shame if he ruined that figure of his with too much feasting,” laughed the cook.  “Anyhow, it’s ready to take to him.” 
 
    The maid sluggishly shuffled to the tray of magnificent beast and rolled her eyes. 
 
    “One of these days I’m going to have a break,” she declared, lifting the tray and making her way towards Ewan’s chambers. 
 
    She reached the door to his rooms, and the guard let her in. 
 
    The Laird had just finished his bath and was drying himself when the food was delivered.  He quickly robed himself and dressed in his finest clothes.  The seamstress had gathered all her ladies and worked nonstop since the night before to complete a magnificent gown and had delivered it while he had been on the hunt. 
 
    “I have food for you, sir.  From your hunt,” she said with a polite smile. 
 
    “Ah, yes, thank you,” he replied seeming slightly on edge.  She was caught off guard by his lack of confidence. 
 
    “It was intended to come here, was it not, sir?” she inquired, trying to remain subtle in her prying. 
 
    “Where else would it have gone?” he demanded, looking at her with a glare. 
 
    “I meant no offense, sir.  I will take my leave,” she said with eyes down and a small curtsy. 
 
    Ewan waited a moment, ate a few grams to look as though he intended to eat, and then turned to his men. 
 
    “I am not hungry after all.  I will take this back to the kitchen.  I do not wish to be in my rooms,” he said.  He went to take the dress from its resting place. 
 
    “And I will visit Janet as well.  To deliver the dress,” he said, trying to make his excuses as he left.  His men did not reply, but he felt insecure that his actions were so different from usual.  He was certain they could tell something was off. 
 
    Nevertheless, he had a beautiful gown and a tray of feasting for Iona. 
 
    Ewan was certain he would be accepted now.   
 
    Making the climb up the tower with the extravagant gown draped over his right bicep and the silver tray held in his hands, he considered the look of joy on the face of his infatuation.  Certainly he had worn her down, certainly it was time. 
 
    At the crest of the ascent, he made brief eye contact with the guard who remained silent with suspicion.  It was fear, only, that kept his lips sealed about what little he saw and heard of the Laird in the prisoner’s room. 
 
    “Open it,” Ewan ordered, unable to do it himself with his hands so full. 
 
    The guard undid the lock, and the wooden door inched open. 
 
    Iona sat illuminated by the glow of the candles Ewan had previously brought her.  A glimmer of light still shone through the window above.   
 
    Her copper hair was in a half-braid and the flames glittered as gold flecks in her mossy green eyes.  The glare of disgust was evident as she fixed her eyes directly on her captor.  His hands began to tremble slightly with nerves, and the plate gave a slight clatter against the silver as he tried to steady himself. 
 
    “I have returned from a hunt,” he said in a strong voice, betraying none of the emotions which were so evident in his hands.  In that moment of speaking, he steeled himself and his hands were suddenly as brave as his voice. 
 
    Iona did not reply. 
 
    “I have brought you the work of my own hands.  I conquered the beast just for you.  For your nourishment.  You have not eaten nearly enough in the days I have come to you, but you must eat, and this is the best the whole kingdom has to offer.  It is for you,” he divulged with determination. 
 
    Iona remained silent still.  She looked back at her hair and continued the braid as though she were alone in the room. 
 
    “Iona…” he called softly. 
 
    Her hands paused for a moment and her eyes blinked at the foreign sound of her name.  With her chest barely moving in subtle breaths, she continued the braid as though he had not spoken. 
 
    “I brought you another dress as well.  As you have not been fond of the previous ones, I thought perhaps you may like this color,” Ewan offered.  He crouched slightly and set the tray down, then spread the dress in his arms in hopes she would look at it. 
 
    Ewan could feel his face flush.  He was a mighty warrior, a Laird, a handsome and strong and brave man.  What had she reduced him to?  What had this silent woman done to cause him such desperation for her attention?  This was not who he was as a man and it was not how he would be seen. 
 
    The Laird cleared his throat and stood tall again, leaving the dress unnoticed on the floor before the captive beauty. 
 
    “Iona,” he began.  “You are unhappy here.  I see that.  But this is where you are and this is where I have you for safe keeping.  If I let you out, my advisors will kill you in an instant.  I cannot let that happen, please understand.  I am going to find a way for you.  But you must give me time.  And until you are released from here, you have to eat.  You have to remain strong and healthy.  And you have to allow yourself the indulgence of what I bring you for gowns that are clean and comfortable.”  His staccato sentences came out in a steady stream as he worked through each thought passing in his mind. 
 
    Iona continued to ignore Ewan’s presence and remained in her fixed state.  She couldn’t decide if she wanted to remain as though unaware of him or if she would rather let the irritation and annoyance be present on her face.  She had not yet determined enough of the man to know which would be greater punishment for his current interest in her.  She only knew that he was clearly suffering. 
 
    Ewan inhaled, finally giving up the final remainder of hope. 
 
    “I will leave you then.  If there is anything at all that you need, anything which will bring you some comfort, please allow me to get it for you.  Allow me to be your helper when you need it,” he offered gently. 
 
    Iona looked at Ewan, locking her eyes on his.  In a moment, his heart gave a jolt from her acknowledgement of his presence.  He watched as Iona stood to her full height, her slender, blossomed body stretching itself after being crouched for so long. 
 
    She took a few steps towards him and came a breath away.  In a trance, he stood perfectly still and unable to move. 
 
    With sudden fierceness, Iona raged, “Send me home!” 
 
    A fluid motion brought the palm of Iona’s hand to the plane of Ewan’s cheek with a loud smacking sound.  Her hand stung from the slap and his cheek immediately inflamed red from the contact.   
 
    His eyes grew wide in shock at what had occurred and Iona’s eyes shone with uncertainty at the consequence of her action.  She was brave, but she also knew that this could be the end for her.   
 
    The hesitant tension of the moment was broken by Ewan’s right hand as it reached to the small of Iona’s back and pulled her into a desperate embrace.  The fingers of his left hand slid to the back of her head, and he hungrily brought her lips to his.  He felt the plumpness of her bottom lip between his and used his tongue to part her lips, finding its way into the sweetness of her mouth.  The desperate action suddenly slowed and his grip became tighter with longing, yet softer without demand. 
 
    Iona felt a flip in her stomach with her desire for more of Ewan’s tenderness.  Her anger gave way to admission and returned need.  All those nights of remaining strong in her frustration melted into the kiss she so wanted to give and take.  Her left hand rested on the strong shoulder of Ewan and her right ran along the edge of his jaw. 
 
    The two melted into one for their brief, yet eternal, kiss.  They both felt that, in that instant, their lives had changed forever. 
 
    As they slowly separated, with Ewan still nipping at Iona’s upturned mouth with his lips, they gazed into one another’s eyes. 
 
    “Perhaps there was something more I could do for you after all,” Ewan said in a gentle voice.  He had one eyebrow cocked and the corner of his mouth lifted flirtatiously. 
 
    “I’m still angry with you,” Iona said, smiling and embarrassed at having let herself become so undone by him. 
 
    “As you should be,” he agreed.  “But I will make it right.  I will find a way to get you safely released.  It will take time to convince my advisors.  But you will be released,” Ewan promised. 
 
    “And what of your betrothed?  I can’t imagine she will be too comfortable with your kissing and releasing a prisoner,” Iona taunted, still trying desperately to hold to some of her bitterness that had been a defense against her longing. 
 
    “My betrothed is a wild woman.  You are a wild woman of a different sort.  You do not pine; you do not bend and break.  You are a woman the likes of which I have never seen or tasted,” he replied, running his fingers through her hair and grasping her shoulders.  Ewan found he was unable to let go of Iona, unable to remove his hands from her soft, lean body.  His eyes traveled from her head to her feet and back again as though they could not see enough of her.   
 
    Iona’s eyes remained fixed on the straight nose and deeply set eyes of Ewan.  His lips were swollen with kissing and his jaw was something artfully crafted for her eyes.  She finally allowed herself to take in the beauty of his face and found she could not release her eyes. 
 
    Ewan grasped one of her hands in his, and he placed it over his heart.  She felt it beat beneath the muscle. 
 
    “It is a drum for my wild woman to dance to,” he said, interlocking his fingers over hers to hold her there. 
 
    Iona smiled again, not wanting the moment to end. 
 
    As the evening wore on, the two sat on the pile of dresses and ate together.  Ewan fed grapes, one by one, into Iona’s mouth.  They spoke and laughed and reminisced about their lives.  They discussed books and learning.  Hours passed before Ewan knew his time had come to leave her for the night. 
 
    “I will be back tomorrow.  Do not forget me, my love,” he begged. 
 
    “Never,” she replied. 
 
    With a final, sweet kiss, Ewan left Iona in the tower with the promise that she would not be there for long. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    Janet sat comfortably in her favorite chair in her room.  She held a book in her hands but had long since ceased pretending to read.  She stared into the fire with venom in her eyes.   
 
    Earlier in the day, her maid asked about the beautiful dresses that had been made for her.  Suspicions aroused, Janet inquired further until she discovered with certainty that the dresses had been sent to the prisoner.   
 
    She smoothed her pitch dark hair and kept focused on the flames.  She could not let her lover, betrothed since she was seven, reject her for the frail thing he had promised to execute.  The willowy child deserved to die, deserved to have been abducted, deserved to pay for what her family did those many years before. 
 
    No, she would not lose Ewan.  He was hers.   
 
    “More wine,” she demanded hotly of her maid.  The young woman refilled the wooden cup for Janet.  She took repeated dainty sips, trying to appear gentle but desperate for the sweetness of a drunken state. 
 
    After an hour of drinking and staring into the fire, her tongue began to loosen, and the maid was held as a captive audience to all of Janet’s thoughts and questions. 
 
    “Could he really have fallen for her?  Could he?  What could he see in the heir of his family’s murder that he misses in me?  And the dresses?  No.  No, no, no.  I am his betrothed.  I have been most of our lives.  It must be an error.  Don’t you think?” 
 
    The frightened maid stood frozen in the corner, her hand resting on the handle of the pitcher of wine.  Without knowing how to respond, she simply began to refill the cup. 
 
    “Here you are, my lady.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, thank you.  As I was saying, I don’t think any of it could be true.  He loves me.  I am beautiful, and he knows it.  That little wench could never be for him what I have been,” she insisted between hiccups. 
 
    “Most assuredly, my lady,” the maid readily agreed. 
 
    Janet finally began to doze and the maid helped her into bed.  She mumbled something about coming up with a plan in the morning or maybe just beheading the captive herself. 
 
    When morning came, Janet recalled very little of the night before. 
 
                                                               *** 
 
    The book held Iona’s attention for the majority of the day.  She found that one of the benefits of open discussion with Ewan was that he was now providing her with ample reading material and she was not so reliant on her hair for constant entertainment.   
 
    She began to read of the tales of ancient kings and fictional heroes.  Ewan had told her the book was one of his favorites, songs of a bard from centuries before.  Each story riveted her and held her attention.  She had almost forgotten that she was being kept prisoner in a tower. 
 
    Upon having lunch slid underneath her door, she took a small break in her reading to eat the feast Ewan had had prepared for her that day.  She had not yet seen him but hoped that he would come soon. 
 
    Her feelings still unnerved her.  Iona knew that she was a prisoner, that Ewan had killed her guards and captured her.  She knew that her brother was unable to reach her and that this was all part of some clan feud from centuries ago that had culminated in the death of Ewan’s family.  It left her feeling broken that she had fallen for a man who was seeking vengeance on her family, who had been seeking her very life before they began to fall into their romantic tryst. 
 
    It was surely just a tryst, a passing fancy.  Ewan had loved Janet; it made no sense for him to fall so utterly devoted to his prisoner.  He could not possibly be feeling it truly.   
 
    Iona tried to settle her nerves, but the thoughts continued to come at her from all sides.  She feared and worried what was to come. 
 
    And yet, in the midst of her nausea and anguish, she felt an irrational calm.  The peace of having finally given way to her feelings and attraction toward Ewan was overwhelming.  She knew that her feelings made as little sense as his, but she felt them nonetheless. 
 
    Ewan was a cascading presence in her mind.  What had once fluttered above her as an annoying wonder was now an all-consuming avalanche of thought and need.  She missed him when he was not with her in the tower, and she spent her days aching for evening to come that she might be with him.  As the first week of their confession passed, she found the gnawing of her feelings growing ever more fierce. 
 
    Iona became frustrated by the distraction of Ewan on her mind and tried to get lost once more in the book.   
 
    O’ lover of mine, 
 
    As an enemy defined, 
 
    Yet awaking my soul, 
 
    As no man may control. 
 
    O’ lover of mine, 
 
    How pure, how refined, 
 
    I am a warrior of men, 
 
    But it is you that I defend. 
 
    O’ enemy of mine, 
 
    As my family once defined, 
 
    Yet awaking my soul, 
 
    I am by you controlled. 
 
    O’ enemy of mine, 
 
    How pure, how refined, 
 
    I am a warrior of men, 
 
    Yet I may no longer pretend. 
 
    O’ lover of mine, 
 
    I cannot deny, 
 
    You awaken my soul, 
 
    In weakness, sweetened whole. 
 
      
 
    The words resounded in Iona’s mind.  Two enemies feuding long since past, and they being lovers despite.  She found herself longing for a kiss from Ewan’s lips once more and agonized that it would be hours yet before he would come to her.  The songs and poems and stories of the bard would have to do to keep her busy in the meantime, yet she couldn’t help but pine. 
 
    Iona fluffed the gown she wore and settled into a new position on the bedding that had been brought to her so she could be more comfortable.  She couldn’t help but smile at the recollection of finally confessing to Ewan that the gowns had been a fortune for her aching back as she slept at night.  His face shone with the pride of her approval before he insisted that he would get her a proper bed that she might be more comfortable while stuck in the tower. 
 
    She waited and hoped each day that he would come to tell her that he had a plan for her release, but as each day wore on, she became discouraged. 
 
    Questions still remained and even in this, they fought for her mind’s attention.  Could it be that Ewan was still planning something?  Would revenge be sweeter if she loved him first?  Or was he afraid that in letting her go he would lose her so he decided, instead, to keep her prisoner as his secret love affair? 
 
    Iona chose to silence the questions by again reading the poem.   
 
                                                        *** 
 
    “Still nothing?” asked Aiden McDonough, one of Ewan’s advisors and a friend since childhood.  “You still cannae tell us when you plan to behead the girl?” 
 
    “I can’t, Aiden.  There is much to be worked through yet,” Ewan replied. 
 
    “What is there to work through?   You know it wasn’t just your family that was murdered that night.  I lost my mum and brother.  Gregor lost his pa and brother.  You know these things and yet you make excuses.  You must either have some truly grand plan or you’ve decided not to do it.  She has been your prisoner well past a month now,” Aiden reasoned. 
 
    “Yes, I know this.” 
 
    “The clan is demanding her head, my Laird.  They want to see her dead as you promised them you would do.  She is a blight to us all as long as she is alive.  I know you sense it, I know Janet wishes her dead as well.  We cannot allow a woman like this to hone in on our clan and remain alive.  She must pay for the sins of her family.  She must cause her brother to suffer as we sundered when they took our families from us,” he said with passion. 
 
    “I know this.  All of it.  And I am indeed working on a plan.  I just don’t know how to go about it yet.  But, truth be told, it no longer involves her beheading,” Ewan confessed with a look of shame. 
 
    Aiden sat very still and eyed Ewan with suspicion. 
 
    “The rumors are true, then.” 
 
    “Rumors?” Ewan inquired. 
 
    “Are you going to see her?  As a lover?” he asked. 
 
    Ewan sighed.  “Not as a lover.  I mean, not in the way that you are asking.  I do go to see her, though.  It is true that we talk, that we are…fond of one another.  I have not been with her as a man and wife, but I would find it very hard to lose her now.” 
 
    “And what of your advisors?  What of Janet?” Aiden questioned harshly. 
 
    “There is nothing to be said as of yet.  I do not wish for her to be beheaded, but one can hardly blame me for that.  And as for Janet, I truly cannot say.  She is embittered by a great many things and this does nothing for her joy.”  Ewan sighed once more.  “I cannot speak to Janet as I can speak to Iona.  Both are beautiful, though Iona is fairer and more gentle.  Yet it is not her beauty that astounds me, but her mind.  Her strength.  She is a woman the likes of which you cannot imagine,” he said with a smile, gazing into the air around him.               
 
    “Aye, well I think you are a madman for letting this all be so.  You are losing Janet; you are disregarding your family.  Do these things mean nothing to you?” Aiden demanded. 
 
    “They mean a great deal to me, Aiden.  And yet, she means so much more.  She has softened my heart, overwhelmed me by her gracefulness and elegance and demeanor.  She is a great many things and none of them are to be unnoticed.” 
 
    “Well then, I hope you and the Cameron whore are very happy together,” Aiden growled.  He stood and stormed off, leaving Ewan to his solace. 
 
    The Laird thought back to that which had left him so bitter and angry before.  The betrayal of the Clan Cameron and the vengeance that had been so ingrained upon him, these things melted with his desire for Iona and her deep golden-red hair. 
 
    He needed her more than he wanted her.  His desire to touch her porcelain skin and kiss the rose of her mouth was overwhelming.  He needed to feel her in his arms.  
 
                                        
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
  
 
              Wallace sat with the advisors of Clan Cameron.  They still had not come up with a plan to get his sister back that would not alert Clan Chattan.  They knew the rival clan was expecting a mounted attack, they knew they would be hard pressed to sneak in.  There was a sense of desperation and despair.  Wallace was beginning to lose hope. 
 
    “We know they cannae have executed her.  We’d have heard by now if that had happened.  I’m sure it’s the plan, but we know it can’t have happened yet,” said one of the advisors. 
 
    “How do we know?” asked Wallace with anguish.  “It has been nearly a month, and we have heard nothing.  They have not sent for me, not challenged me, not done anything to fulfill the revenge that Ewan Macintosh and his clan have declared upon me.  So how do we know?  What reason would they have for keeping her alive?  Are they torturing her?  Have they made her a whore?  We know nothing!” shouted Wallace, banging his fist on the table.  He had been in an awful state since the day they discovered the bodies of the five guards in the forest, two days after Iona had gone missing. 
 
    “Chief, I am sure she is alive.  They would want you to know if anything else had become of her.  That would be the revenge.” 
 
    “Then why the silence?  Why have they done nothing?  Why has that beast of a man been so cruel as to ignore any sense of justice in merely informing me what is to become of her?  Could he not have taken me instead?  Was he so desperate as to destroy her?” 
 
    “Well, sir, it was his family killed and not him.  So yes, this is a far greater punishment to you than if he had chosen to kill you instead,” explained one of the men. 
 
    “I didn’t need your answer, I needed your ears, you fool.  Now go, see what you may learn.  Spend time near the clan and listen.  Then come back and report to me all you learn.  I must know what is to become of my sister before it is too late,” Wallace ordered. 
 
                                                *** 
 
    Ewan readied himself to visit Iona for the evening.  He could not escape the conversation he had had with Aiden or the discussion that came later with his advisors.  While they remained unaware of his sentiments toward Iona, they devoured him with anger that he continued to put off her beheading.  He felt it was all soon to unravel, and it was apparent that they understood that he had grown fond of her as a woman.  He did all he could to shut off such thoughts, but the fear remained that soon the whole clan would know that he had failed them in this way. 
 
    He bathed and changed and made himself to look his best before climbing the tower with food on the tray. 
 
    Upon entering the room, Iona looked up at him, and he sat with her.  They discussed more books, and he gripped her hand in his while they ate. 
 
    The evening wore on and Ewan returned to his chambers, thankful for his stolen moments with Iona.   
 
    He rested his head but found that he was unable to sleep as he had still not discovered a solution to rescuing his beloved.  He tossed and turned but could not make sense of any solutions.  Surely returning her to Wallace would mean never being allowed to see her again, and potentially wreaking further havoc on his own clan.  Releasing her from the tower and forcing her to stay within his clan meant making his own people angry, particularly Janet.   
 
    He could keep her in the tower.  She could remain his and only his.  True, it meant she would remain a prisoner, but she loved him and over time perhaps she could even forgive him for it. 
 
    He could not make sense of his options and knew not what to do about the matter.  Ewan called for wine to be brought in the hopes that it would help him sleep but it only made his mind more restless. 
 
    By morning’s light, he had finally drifted into an anxious sleep from which he would not be roused.

                                            ***

          Eleidh stood behind the chair, brushing the thick black hair of her daughter.  With the same pointed face as Janet, she had maintained a youthful appearance that left many wondering if the two were sisters. 
 
    “You must keep him in your grasp, Janet.  He is yours.  Long before his parents passed, your father and I promised you to him.  It is destined, and this creature cannot change that,” she growled. 
 
    “It will not happen, Mother,” whined Janet.  “You know how he dotes on me; you know how he desires me.  I can keep him from going to her, you will see.  I am the object of his need and want, and she cannot change that, nor ever will.” 
 
    Mother and daughter sat in silence for a moment, each idealizing a future in which Iona was beheaded at last. 
 
    “There is a way…” Eleidh began. 
 
    “A way?” Janet asked, allowing her mother to continue. 
 
    “Well, perhaps if Ewan is unwilling to take the step of having the child executed as promised, we could help him along.  We could…invest, if you will.  Invest our energy in the long-term benefit of the clan,” she replied vaguely with a smirk. 
 
    “And how do you suggest we carry out this investment?” Janet inquired, smiling at the idea of her mother’s plotting on her behalf. 
 
    “You could go to Iona.  You could help her to escape,” Eleidh said. 
 
    Janet cocked an eyebrow in question.   
 
    “Say the guards happen to have been told that she is to be killed on sight if she should attempt such an escape.  And say the guards are informed of her plan, a plan she decided on herself,” the menacing woman declared suggestively. 
 
    Janet felt the corners of her mouth curl with vindictiveness.  This could work.  This could be exactly what she needed to destroy the union blossoming between captor and captive.  This could be the key to her own happiness. 
 
    “That would surely be a shame if it were to happen,” she remarked sardonically. 
 
    “Yes, it truly would,” smirked her mother. 
 
    The brushing ceased and Eleidh braided Janet’s hair for bed.  They said no more on the subject, but neither could sleep for excitement.   
 
    Tomorrow, Janet would try to get the guard drunk enough that he would fall asleep, or, perhaps, she would find another way.   
 
                                                       *** 
 
    Wallace and his men began to finish their plan of attack.  They would wait two more weeks.  They felt with certainty that by then, Clan Chattan would not be expecting an attack.  With no communication between them since the abduction, Clan Chattan had certainly anticipated an armed front sooner. 
 
    By now they must assume that Clan Cameron had no intention of fighting for the return of Iona.  This gave them time to plan. 
 
    The spies had returned with only the news that Iona was still alive and in the tower.  Very little else had been confirmed, although it was said that Ewan Macintosh had delayed her execution for reasons unknown by all in the clan.  Frustrations had been high at this decision, but the rumors remained unconfirmed. 
 
    “We will get her soon.  My sister will be back with us and safe.  Of this I am certain.  We will not leave her there to rot any longer.  In two weeks, we will mount, we will go, and we will return with Iona,” he said. 
 
    It took much planning to discover routes into the tower.  There were not many ways they could go undetected and a full on assault seemed to be the best option since sneaking was unlikely. 
 
    Soon.  Soon Iona would be home, and all would be well with Clan Cameron again.  After that, Wallace would declare a war and capture all of the beautiful maidens of Clan Chattan for his own men.  Everyone else would be executed.  No mercy, no lives spared. 
 
                                                           *** 
 
    Getting the guard drunk proved to be more difficult than anticipated.  After two evenings of trying, he refused any drink for fear of Ewan’s wrath. 
 
    “My Laird will not like to smell wine on my breath when I am guarding the prisoner,” he insisted. 
 
    “I merely feel for you, having to remain here so.  But if you insist then I shall not continue to object.  Please, take care and ensure she does not escape.  My Laird will be unhappy should it happen,” Janet said, hoping to cover her true intention. 
 
    Both evenings upon returning to her room, her mother seemed irritated by her failure. 
 
    “You ought to go try and get him to drink.  It is far more difficult than one would think, Mother.  He is trying to keep Ewan happy, but it is making me miserable,” Janet pouted, sinking into a chair and crossing her arms. 
 
    “Are you not charming enough for him?  How could he deny you?” 
 
    “For fear, Mother.  For his position, for his head.  He cannot be caught drunk and Ewan is in the tower so constantly that he would notice if the guard is drunk.” 
 
    “But if you go to the guard after Ewan’s visit –” 
 
    “There is no doing for it, Mother!  Ewan stays for hours and at times he will even return again.  Do you think I haven’t been trying?” Janet shouted. 
 
    “It has been only two nights.  Leave it be this evening and try again tomorrow,” her mother suggested. 
 
    “No, it simply won’t work.  There must be another way, and I will indeed find it.” 
 
                                                          *** 
 
    Iona and Ewan had not kissed since the first night, both of them feeling shy for their attraction.  But with the book in her hands and the hours of reading and discussing, they finally fell silent with eyes locked on one another. 
 
    “I am easing my advisors into the idea of releasing you.  I have spoken with one, a very close friend since childhood.  He is still unhappy, but I know he will soon come to my aid with the others.  I promise you, it will not be long,” he whispered softly, breaking the quiet. 
 
    “Ewan,” Iona began, tears welling in her eyes.  “I want to be with you, I want to remain as yours, but I cannot do so as a prisoner.  It must be my choice; I must be able to see my brother, my clan.  It is agony to be so far, to be locked here during the days with only our evenings as my reprieve.  I need you to convince them.  Surely they will listen to you, you are a Laird.” 
 
    Her desperate pleadings caused his heart to ache. 
 
    “I will speak to them all in the morning.  I will call a counsel.  It may take days before they agree to have you released, but tomorrow, they will all know that it is my wish for you to be free,” he promised. 
 
    “Then I will trust you to do so.  And I will trust that soon they will agree,” she said with determination, unsure if she meant the words. 
 
    Ewan held Iona’s hand in his.  Her fingers were small and delicate in his hands that remained calloused from years of labor and life. 
 
    She brought her delicate fingers to Ewan’s cheek and drew his face in for a kiss.  It was tender and sweet, their lips meeting once more.  The familiarity of placement was immediate, as though their lips had found the only home in which they were meant to be. 
 
    Releasing one another, they remained a breath away, eyes locked and bodies still. 
 
    “I insist that you will be free from this tower, but I fear my heart will never be free from you,” Ewan declared. 
 
    “Nor mine from you.  My heart belongs to you always,” Iona promised. 
 
    The rest of their time together was spent in generous giving of kisses and caresses.  Ewan stroked Iona’s hair until she fell asleep on his chest, listening to the sound of his heart beating. 
 
    Morning came, and Ewan rallied his advisors to a counsel.  They came early, some still groggy for the night before.   
 
    “And what is it now, sir?  Are you ready to behead the girl or not?” asked Billy McKay. 
 
    Ewan inhaled deeply before proceeding.  He had been practicing since Iona slept the night before.  His nerves were shaking within him but he remained strong and focused. 
 
    “We will not behead, will not execute the girl,” he declared.   
 
    Murmurs of frustration and irritation filtered through the twelve men seated at the table in the counsel room.                               
 
    “And why ever not?” demanded Aiden.  He was still the only one who knew for certain of Ewan’s affections but he had promised not to tell the others.  Nevertheless, his anger was released for all to see and hear. 
 
    “It was not her doing.  I have spent time with the prisoner, and she is innocent.  There is no need to punish her for the sins committed by the previous generation of her clan.  We must release her; we must seek peace with Clan Cameron.  It is the only doing.  If we should not, the feud will continue until it is one of our women abducted.  One of our wives or sisters or daughters who are taken captive and beheaded.  Surely you must see that, that the feud will continue until none are left,” he reasoned with desperation. 
 
    “Then let their numbers dwindle before ours!” shouted Billy. 
 
    The other men roared in agreement.  They had no wish to see Iona released, no wish to show her mercy. 
 
    “Please,” Ewan said softly, raising a hand to quiet them.  “Take a day to consider.  Tomorrow we will discuss again, and again the next day.  Let us not rush into this.  We must consider all consequences.  Those of releasing her…and those of not,’ he finished with hesitancy.  
 
    The men glared and mumbled their reluctant agreement to do as they were instructed.  Ewan had known that the counsel would not run smoothly, and his anticipations were correct.  Nevertheless, he had been prepared and would remain so until the men finally agreed to have Iona released. 
 
                                            *** 
 
    Janet did not go to the guard that evening, but she and her mother continued to discuss options should he refuse drink once more. 
 
    “What of water?” she asked her mother. 
 
    “Water will not get him drunk, fool,” her mother retorted condescendingly. 
 
    Janet paused for a moment and stared at her mother with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Yes, well, as I am neither a fool nor a child, you ought to listen to what it is that I have to say before responding with such indignation,” Janet replied. 
 
    Her mother waved a hand, ushering her daughter to continue. 
 
    She breathed in and said, “What I mean is that alcohol may cause the man to pass out, but water will lead him away from the stairs entirely.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “Perhaps if I bring him an entire jug, I could wait until he leaves to relieve himself.  It would be quick, but I believe I would have enough time.  Even if I need to use one opportunity to tell her of the plan and another time to actually put the plan into action.  I could go to her and whisper through the door that the next evening I would ensure her the opportunity for escape.  I will tell her that it is because I am jealous that my betrothed seems to have fallen for her.  I need not pretend it is to help her, she would never believe that.  And then I could traipse away and wait until the next evening when the guard leaves again.  It would be too suspicious for me to come back hours later, waiting and hoping as I bide my time,” she explained as the thoughts came to her. 
 
    “Yes, yes this could work indeed,” her mother agreed. 
 
    “So you approve?” 
 
    “I approve.  Try once more with the wine tomorrow evening.  If that does not work, then we try your plan,” Eleidh instructed. 
 
    “Yes Mother, yes I will.” 
 
                                           *** 
 
    Janet and Ewan met for dinner early in the evening as had previously been their custom.  He apologized for having been so distracted of late and said that he was preparing for the possibility of war with Clan Cameron. 
 
    Janet replied snidely that if he would send the prisoner back, perhaps it could be avoided.  Or, if he had not so rashly abducted her in the first place, he would not be facing such immense troubles. 
 
    Ewan looked at the plate before him and anguish showed on his face. 
 
    “You are right,” he conceded. 
 
    “Am I, indeed?” she asked with arrogance. 
 
    Ewan sighed.  “I should never have abducted her.  We would all be better off for it had I not.” 
 
    “Well then, at least we remain agreed on that.  Despite the distance that has come between us, we still think alike,” she smirked.  Janet leaned forward, trying to put forth her greatest assets for Ewan’s eyes.  He noticed, but his eyes did not linger.   
 
    Anger welled within Janet and she leaned back again, holding out her cup for more wine while keeping her eyes on Ewan’s downcast face. 
 
    “Have I lost my betrothed?” she asked bluntly.  “Has my boy gone all away to the child he keeps in the tower?” 
 
    Her mocking angered him, yet he knew he was deserving of it. 
 
    “Yes, yes I believe he has.  My boy has gone.  And what a pitiful creature he has become.” 
 
                                                       *** 
 
    Later in the evening, Ewan told Iona of the discussions that had occurred at the counsel.  He remained hopeful that he could change the minds and hearts of his men just as his own had been so radically transformed by her. 
 
    “There are moments in which I consider just bringing you before them, that they might see how you are deserving of no such fate.  And yet, if I should do such a thing, I feel certain that one of the men might try to end your life,” he shuddered. 
 
    He said nothing of Janet and their dinner together.  He had no desire for Iona to hear anything of the woman to whom he would one day be forced to marry lest by some miracle he should be able to remove her presence from him. 
 
    “And if your men end my life?  If they determine not to release me as you have requested?  What then?  War with my brother?  Loneliness for you?  Death for me?  Is this truly the life we are living?” she asked. 
 
    Ewan felt the weight of the day press upon his shoulders.  She was right.  This was the fate to which he had resigned them all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    Dawn was approaching and Wallace had not yet managed to rest.  Over the weeks, the sleepless nights of worry and fret for his sister had grown unbearable and his mental state had waned from angry to hopeless, with anxiety as an ever present friend. 
 
    Through days of strong speech, stoic bravery, and loud determination, he had finally given up the thought of ever seeing Iona again.  He had finally broken. 
 
    Lying wide awake, he trained his eyes above where he rested, watching as light crept into the room. 
 
    The shadows moved and yet Wallace did not stir.  Finally, a knock on his door prompted a grunt from deep within his gut. 
 
    “Sir,” the maid approached with caution.  “The counsel is calling for you.” 
 
    Wallace noticed for the first time that day had fully dawned and he was uncertain of the hour.  The memory came to him of his request they meet that day after breakfast, which meant that he must have missed it. 
 
    “I will be with them shortly,” came the emotionless reply. 
 
    “I will tell them for you, sir,” she answered quietly before silently exiting the room. 
 
    Slowly and achingly, Wallace bathed and dressed for the day.  It had been a long time since he had had the energy or taken the time to clean himself.  The process was lengthy and by the time he reached the counsel, they had clearly grown impatient. 
 
    “I am sorry for keeping you,” he mumbled, clearing his throat and making little effort to show remorse.  The purple beneath his eyes left the group of men uncertain and concerned.  Wallace’s weariness polluted the room. 
 
    “Now, what is it we are to discuss?” he asked the group. 
 
    The others made eye contact, their uncertainty rising further.  The distinct scent of exhaustion was still clinging to Wallace’s freshly bathed body. 
 
    “Your sister, my Laird,” replied his chief advisor, Daniel.  “We are here to discuss your sister.  The plans for her rescue.  We had made them but you wished to revise.” 
 
    “Ah yes, yes,” Wallace said, trailing off. 
 
    “Perhaps you should rest first?” inquired Alistair. 
 
    “I have rested,” he said shortly. 
 
    An awkward quiet remained as a few shifted uncomfortably.  They did not know why Wallace had called them the day before to meet and it appeared he could not recall the reason either.   
 
    “What of your sister?” Daniel prompted. 
 
    “Yes, yes of course,” Wallace said again. 
 
    “Has the plan changed?  Or do we still go as decided?  When decided?” he asked. 
 
    Wallace inhaled.  “The plan remains unchanged.  Now let us get on with the day.” 
 
    In a grand gesture, he stood and swiftly left the meeting room, disappearing into the deep chambers of the castle. 
 
    The counsel stayed behind, mumbling to one another their concern about the strange behavior of Wallace.  While in their previous meeting, he had shown such strength and determination, yet now he was clearly overwhelmed.   
 
    “I surmise it has been a long time coming.  You cannae lose one you love so dearly and be unaffected.  His eyes have deepened, he is getting no sleep.  I can only assume he’s finally cracked,” Alistair had decided. 
 
    The other men agreed it was a sure explanation. 
 
    “Perhaps if we leave him longer to himself he will finally manage to get some rest.” Daniel added with sympathy.  
 
    “If we leave him to himself, he will only go more mad.  I can’t imagine any of this is going to simply fade into a distant memory and we all know there’s no hope for ever seeing Iona again.  I’m ashamed to say it, but I gave up long ago,” confessed the youngest of the men, Robert Gunn. 
 
    “We all gave up long ago,” retorted Alistair with irritation.  “But she is his sister, and she is a part of our clan.  No matter how unrealistic, no matter how certain we are that we will nay see her again, we’ve got to keep trying and we’ve got to pretend for the Chief.  He’s our leader, our kinsman, our clan’s best chance of ever returning to what we were.  Even though Iona will never return, we must never show him that we have all given up, too.” 
 
    The men nodded the truth of what was said.  There was an intensity in the room that was left behind from their chief, and they knew not how else to move forward. 
 
    Meanwhile, Wallace returned to his chambers, removed his robe, and slid onto the bed, running a hand through fiery red hair and steeling himself against the anguish. 
 
                                         ***

          At the Clan Chattan counsel, Ewan continued to fend off anger from his own advisors who were still determined to see Iona put to death.  He could have made a final decree, he could have declared her free despite what they said, but in his heart, he couldn’t let her go. 
 
    The guilt of the decision was overwhelming, but it was not enough to risk the loss of the woman he loved so.  He recalled her hair and the feeling of running his fingers through the waves of copper and red and gold.  He could not make a decree; he could not declare her freedom.  Now she was his, but should he set her free, she might be gone forever. 
 
    “Why are we still having this discussion?  It is getting old, sir.  It is getting very old,” Billy bellowed.  The men were all frustrated and furious about the constant stalling of Iona’s beheading. 
 
    Ewan gave up and left them, choosing instead to go for a walk.  He wished Iona could be with him, in the outdoors.  He imagined the sun reflecting off her copper hair, and he imagined leaning her against a tree to kiss her softly.  Even outside, wandering through the beautiful meadow into the woods, he could not get the beauty of her nature out of his mind.  She consumed his thoughts in every moment, no matter the scene or circumstance. 
 
    “Iona,” he sighed, shaking his head, still desperately wondering why she had enraptured him so. 
 
    Ewan heard the cracking sound of feet on twigs.  He turned swiftly, well aware of what the sound would have meant to Iona after his actions.  Paranoia took hold, and his eyes darted in all directions. 
 
    For a moment, there was silence until his own voice broke it. 
 
    “Who goes there?” he called into the trees.  The moment of silence held him on edge. 
 
    “It is Aiden, my Laird,” returned the voice.  “You haven’t got any weapons, have you?  I feared you might kill me if you saw movement.  But it is only me.” 
 
    Ewan lowered the defensive posture of his arms and exhaled the breath he had been holding so tightly. 
 
    “I haven’t any weapons.  But you are right.  I’d have killed you anyway had I not known it was you,” he laughed.  Ewan had a reputation for his strength and many had joked about his ability to kill a man by hand in an instant if he had wanted to.  The theory had not yet been put to the test, but this could have been an opportunity to do so. 
 
    “I was sent for you, but I know you have no interest in returning, and I grow weary of the dispute.  Perhaps we could walk a while longer before we return?” Aiden suggested.  
 
    Sighing with relief, Ewan shook the tension from his shoulders. 
 
    “You are still my man, then?” he asked Aiden. 
 
    “Laird, Chief, even King or even Peasant, no matter who you are or who you become, I will still remain your friend, Ewan.  I do not understand this affection you feel for the enemy, I do not like it or agree with it, and I believe you are making a grievous mistake.  However, you are my friend and will always remain so.  It is friendship that leads me to concern for you and friendship that angers me when I see what you could lose as a result of this.  But I will honor your decision.  Even in the counsel, I will stand by your side,” Aiden committed.  It seemed to trouble him to go against his conscience, but he was committed to Ewan. 
 
    Ewan rested a hand on his friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “And I will always stand by yours,” he responded in kind. 
 
    A smile cracked on Aiden’s face.  “Perhaps if you choose the Cameron wench Janet will come seeking me for comfort?” 
 
    Ewan laughed, “Yes, perhaps it could be so.” 
 
    “And she will realize that I am the better, handsomer, stronger of the two of us?  She will fall for me?” he continued to joke. 
 
    “You would have my blessing, of course.  She could not choose a better second choice,” Ewan teased. 
 
    “Then you have done away with her?” Aiden questioned. 
 
    After a long pause, Ewan replied, “In many ways I have.  It is not easy to let go of one you care for, one you have been betrothed to since childhood and have grown familiar with.  And yet, she is not Iona.  She does not have the strength of spirit, nor the tenderness of heart, nor the beauty of a candle that lights the world with its brilliance.  Janet is much to me, but she is not the one I love.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    Evening came, and Janet carried a tray with wine into the darkness beneath the stairs where she could not be seen. 
 
    “Have you been noticed?” she asked in a whisper. 
 
    Hushed tones replied, “Of course not.  I left him in the woods where he continued walking.  I told the counsel I was unable to find him.” 
 
    “And what did you learn?” she prodded, leaning out far enough to set the tray on a stair so she was able to move freely in the dark. 
 
    “He loves her.  Very much.  And he will not allow her to be executed,” Aiden informed the rejected woman. 
 
    “Ah yes, this is what I expected to hear,” she said, attempting to remain aloof in spite of the deep wells of bitter sadness and dejection that overwhelmed and pained her so deeply. 
 
    Janet’s eyes began to adjust in the darkness, and she made out the features of Aiden’s face.  His strong jaw and muscled body were not unpleasant to look at, and he made a wonderful tool for her needs.  She had considered more than once using him to satisfy the wants she had been forced to hold back from Ewan until their marriage.  But soon the day would come that her wedding would arrive, and she would have only her husband.  She allowed herself to toy with the idea of Aiden once more. 
 
    “You do so well for me.  Perhaps my parents chose the wrong betrothed,” she teased, running a finger from the top of his firm chest and stopping just above his waist. 
 
    Aiden reached for Janet but she casually turned away and swung into the light.  Her black dress absorbed the glow around her but the flames of the candles danced against her dark eyes. 
 
    “Now now, you must remain in the shadows, my quiet knight,” she said. 
 
    “Only if you join me there,” Aiden replied hungrily.  He had wanted her to be his for so long that she nearly laughed at his desperation.  This had always been a mere game for her, but to Aiden it was need. 
 
    Janet moved her body slowly back underneath the stairs, but did not touch him.  He was useful, but he was not the one she desired.  He had to remain in her grasp, but aware that she was not in his.  That is, she was not his yet.  The fine balance of keeping his hopes alive despite her determination to never belong to another had proven tricky, but not impossible. 
 
    “What is it you desire of me?” she asked, once more in a teasing voice. 
 
    “Must I say it?  Do you not well know?” he asked her, nearly panting with desperation for some sign that she would one day give her love to him.  His face took on such a look of sadness that Janet almost felt pity for him.  And yet, he was a good toy to play with. 
 
    “Should I leave my betrothed to be yours?” she asked, returning her tone to the mockery that kept her strong. 
 
    “Aye, leave him to the Cameron wench and come away with me,” Aiden begged.  He reached again for her hand and grasped it tightly so that she could not pull it away.  She barely even tried, knowing that this little sign of contact might continue to hold him in her own grip in return. 
 
    “Iona Stewart is a child, and she will never be his,” Janet said bitterly. 
 
    “And I shall never let you sink to being his either.  You deserve better.  A man who can be strong in battle, false in friendship, and blessed in other areas that women desire,” he listed.  Pride swelled around him.  He was a child in his need for her, but a man in his arrogance. 
 
    “Is that so?” she asked mockingly. 
 
    “Aye it is,” he said reaching again.  This time Aiden managed to grasp her waist and pull her close. 
 
    “Do you intend to show me now?” she asked with a surprised smile and a cocked eyebrow.  
 
    “As you wish,” he replied.  Aiden leaned in to kiss her but she held up an olive hand to stop his lips. 
 
    “I wish to take wine to the guard,” she stated abruptly. 
 
    Aiden stood motionless for a moment before releasing her.  The rejection was painful but he stood firm in the knowledge that he would one day have her.  He was certain he could convince her to choose him over his weakling of a childhood playmate and waste of a leader. 
 
    “Then you must be off,” he said, reluctantly releasing her body from his own.  He knew this was not the end for them.  He would be with her again. 
 
    Janet exited the shadows and grabbed the tray on the staircase before slowly and tauntingly climbing, aware of the attractive angle that Aiden was watching closely. 
 
    She reached the crest of the tower and saw the guard sitting before her.  He was evidently exhausted, and Janet was certain that this must be her chance. 
 
    “Some wine for you?” she offered, already pouring the cup. 
 
    Temptation flitted across his face, and he lifted a hand to reach for the cup.  He considered for a moment before bringing his hand once more to rest on his thigh. 
 
    “I had best not, mistress.  I am grateful for your generosity of late, but the Laird would be rightfully angry with me should I be caught, and he hasn’t come yet for his - I mean he often comes to check the security of the prisoner, and I wouldn’t like him to see me with drink,” he recovered.  He had nearly confessed to Janet what he heard from the outside of the prisoner’s door, but had managed to catch himself just in time.   
 
    The furrowed brow of Janet’s face let him know that her suspicions had long been aroused and she was aware of exactly what was happening.  Nevertheless, he could not have his master finding out that he had come even close to mentioning the nightly visits that lasted for hours.   
 
    The guard had seen Iona many times and it was not difficult to understand why Ewan had fallen so deeply in love with her. 
 
    The guard had also seen Janet a great many times and was happy that she was visiting him so frequently and generously.  Deep within, he felt that something was amiss.  Nevertheless, the hope welled within him that perhaps her attention was directed at him for more personal reasons.  He had heard rumors of her character, but her vision and beauty clouded judgment.  
 
    He nodded to her, and she nodded in return. 
 
    Janet turned with the tray in hand and left with no more words.   
 
    Half an hour had passed when another tray came up, this time carried by Ewan and filled with rich and bounteous foods for him to share with Iona.  He had begun a pattern of eating little during his dinner with the others but pretending to be hungry later and telling his men that he desired a nightly walk in the castle to retrieve it.  Deception by deception, Ewan had ensured his ability to see Iona each evening.  It was the only guarantee he had to be with her. 
 
    Additionally, he had brought her a new set of books to read in her ample time.  These were what she was most grateful for.  Ewan knew how precious the words on paper were but for him there was no price too great to pay for Iona’s comfort in the midst of her imprisonment.  
 
    He entered the room and placed all before her. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Iona asked, seemingly distraught that he had been so late in coming to her that evening. 
 
    “I walked today and wished with all my heart that you could have joined me,” Ewan said apologetically. 
 
    “Yes, well it is very difficult to go walking when one is a prisoner,” she replied with the hint of bitterness that still remained in her.  In only a moment of being with one another, her mood had appeared to drop.  Each evening, she had hoped that he would come with the news of her imminent release and during the days she listened intently for any sign of a counsel meeting. 
 
    Ewan’s face was downcast.  He knew it was true.  He knew that she was still a prisoner and that Iona had every reason to hate him for it. 
 
    “I brought you more books,” he said brightly, remembering that at least he had done one thing to benefit her. 
 
    “For that I am grateful,” she said with a smile.  It wasn’t much, but it was something, and she was glad for anything that might keep her busy during the long days. 
 
    Ewan passed the books to Iona and she set them beside her as she continued to eat.  It was clear that something was on her mind. 
 
    “I keep them in the study beside my chambers in the East Wing,” he told her. 
 
    “I think your rooms must be very different from mine,” she replied. 
 
    He was quiet for a moment before responding. 
 
    “Yes, it is true.  They are different, but soon you will stay in them rather than here.  In the East Wing, my room is marked by a lion, the study marked by a scroll.  The beds and chairs are the most comfortable in the land.  It pains me that you are not with me there,” he finished. 
 
    Still she ate without response. 
 
    “Tell me,” Ewan said, knowing her well enough by now to see clearly when she was distressed.  He could continue speaking aimlessly, but it would do her no good if she was unable to be free of what held her mind. 
 
    “I wondered about your family.  Tell me what it was like for you.  I have heard the story from our clan and I have heard some from yours, but I have not heard what it was you heard and felt on that night,” she petitioned.  In her heart, Iona hoped that it would help her to understand more of Ewan’s reasons for capturing her, his hatred for her family and her clan. 
 
    Ewan did not respond right away.  Instead he bit into a slice of bread and chewed long and thoughtfully before replying. 
 
    “I heard the screams of everyone I loved and they still echo every minute in my mind.  A wash of red has covered the memories and blood plagues my every decision.  Iona, it was the most vile event in history.  And yet, had it not happened, I would not find myself sitting here with you,” was his only answer. 
 
    In turn, Iona now sat thinking. 
 
    “I disagree,” she finally said, with her brows nearly touching. 
 
    “How so?” Ewan asked, seemingly offended by her response to his unburdening of anguish he had felt for nearly two decades. 
 
    “You say it is the only reason you and I are together, but I cannot believe that to be true.  Peace could also bring us together.  Forgiveness on the part of my clan for what yours took from us.  Forgiveness on the part of your clan for what was done by our previous generation.  Peace, forgiveness, friendship between the clans, that could have brought us together.  That could have led me into your courts, your home.  Peace could have joined us.  And were that the case, you’re right in that you would not be sitting here with me, but perhaps we would be in your chambers now as man and wife,” she explained at length.  Her reasons pained them both alike. 
 
    Ewan wrapped a hand around Iona’s waist where they sat on her bed and pressed his lips to hers.  She responded in kind and they held one another for a long time.   
 
    “I am sorry for what I have done,” he said, holding back the salty tears that threatened his eyes. 
 
    “Are you sorry for what you have done or for what you have continued to do?  I am still locked in your tower, Ewan.  You are not done with it yet, you are still committing this act against me,” she said bravely.  “It is an indignation and a sign of selfishness rather than love.” 
 
    “If I release you, I shall never see you again,” he responded with fear. 
 
    “Did you hear nothing of what I just said?  Peace, Ewan.  Peace and friendship, forgiveness.  All of that.  That is how we may be together!” she yelled in frustration. 
 
    “Your brother will never agree to it.  He will never forgive even if I forgive him.  He will not allow you to be mine. Of that I am certain,” Ewan said with determination. 
 
    “Then I am to rot here until your advisors behead my corpse.  And if that is so, I will choose to rot alone.  You may leave,” she instructed. 
 
    “Iona…” 
 
    “I asked you to leave,” she insisted. 
 
    Ewan stood to go, but turned back and cupped her chin in his hand.  He gave Iona the gentlest of kisses. 
 
    “I take my leave of you.  But I hold you with me still.” 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
               Eleidh turned her back to Janet as she refilled her wine. 
 
    “Tonight you will tell her of the plan?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Mother.  I will wait until the guard leaves for his business, and I will tell her.  Tomorrow, then, that is when the plan will be put into action, that is when that little creature will be dead,” Janet spewed with venom. 
 
    “That is my good girl.  You always were clever.  And beautiful.  The way you used the friend of Ewan was quite brilliant.  You are my daughter, indeed,” Eleidh complimented. 
 
    “Yes, Mother.  And once our plan takes effect, I am able to release him from my grip.  Until then, he must remain devoted to me,” she replied. 
 
    “He will never be released from your grip, Janet.  He will remain yours forever, a plaything you can crush as needed.  Or use when Ewan is untrue once more,” Eleidh said nonchalantly. 
 
    “What makes you believe he will be untrue again?” Janet asked, startled. 
 
    “It is the way of a man, my daughter.  Your father was so; Ewan has already proven he is so.  Only playthings remain true.  Only those who do not have you will continue to desire you,” she explained. 
 
    “Mother, you think far too little of me.  Ewan is not as father was and I am not so like you as you happen to believe.  Ewan has been bewitched, but he will remember me.  And as for me, I will not lose my appeal as you have done.  I will not grow old or weary or drunken, I will remain as I am forever,” Janet declared. 
 
    Her mother scoffed. 
 
    “You say this now as I once did.  You will see, my dear, you will see.  Time catches up with us all and you, too, will one day be caught,” she replied.  Eleidh snuck under the blankets of her bed and rolled over with eyes closed. 
 
                                   *** 
 
    Janet carried the large pitcher of water up the stairs and to the guard.  At the crest, she found him staring at his hands in exhaustion. 
 
    “Water to wake you?” she asked in a flirtatious voice. 
 
    He sat up rigidly at hearing her lilt and tried to act as though he had been fully awake from the beginning.  He cleared his throat and trained his eyes on her olive hands holding the water. 
 
    “You are so tired, I think.  Perhaps this will help to wake you.  Might I get you anything else?” she offered gently and with suggestion, pushing her hip out and leaning at an angle to accentuate her curves. 
 
    His eyes made their way up and down her form for a moment before standing and reaching for the pitcher. 
 
    “Only this, my lady.  I thank you,” he replied quietly, sitting again.  He poured the water into a cup and drank. 
 
    Janet watched him as he refilled for a second cup.  He was thirsty, that was a good sign.   
 
    “I hope all will be well with you as the evening continues,” she said, taking her leave and descending the stairs. 
 
                        *** 
 
    With darkness having taken her place above, Clan Cameron settled for the night.  Only the guards and Wallace himself remained alert in their respective areas. 
 
    Wallace tossed his body on the bed, listening for any sound.  He had grown paranoid, certain that Clan Chattan would descend at any moment and take his people, the last beings he loved. 
 
    Each sound of bird, twig, or wind had him sitting up and rushing to the window with squinted eyes.  What if Iona’s capture had been only a prelude of what was to come?  What if a battle would soon ensue?  Had he been a fool for not attacking sooner?  Had his decision to wait until they were no longer expected been a mistake? 
 
    The thoughts overwhelmed Wallace, compelling him to an anguished groan.  If only he could sleep, if only he could rest his mind and ease his body.  He knew that the thoughts were unlikely; he knew that it was insomnia that kept him so unwell, and yet the fears that plagued him became more real than any event surrounding his presence. 
 
    The sound of an owl outside the window caused Wallace to jolt upright.   
 
    “Who goes there?” he shouted in demand.  Silence answered him until the sound of his door opening alerted him once more. 
 
    “Sir?” a man’s voice asked quietly, not fully opening the door.  “Are you alright?  What has happened?” 
 
    Wallace gripped the sheets covered in his sweat.   
 
    “I thought I heard something.  That is all.  Please go,” he ordered in a quiet voice.   
 
    The door closed, and the tortured chief tossed and turned once more. 
 
                                *** 
 
    A mere hour had passed when Janet heard the shuffling of the guard above.  This was her moment, this was the first step. 
 
    Already, she had ensured that Ewan was in his own chambers, and she was thrilled that he had not stayed so long in Iona’s quarters that evening.  Perhaps he had grown weary of her. 
 
    She quickly and silently escaped from beneath the stairs and tip-toed her way up them, finding the guard’s chair empty.  He would be but a moment, she knew.  It would take him time to get to the bucket he used and it would take time to return, but her window remained small. 
 
    She knocked gently on the door of Iona’s prison. 
 
    No response was heard.  She knocked again. 
 
    “Iona,” she whispered.  “Come to the door if you hear me.  I am here to help you.” 
 
    Iona rustled about inside. 
 
    “Who is there?” she asked in her delicate, yet firm voice. 
 
    “It is Janet.  You may know of me?”  Janet held her breath.  First, she feared that Iona would see through the plot, but underlying was the fear that Ewan had never mentioned his betrothed to his mistress. 
 
    “I know of you,” came the stoic reply. 
 
    “Then you know that I cannot let you have my betrothed,” Janet said, allowing her true feelings out enough to convince Iona that the intentions were for their mutual benefit. 
 
    “Yes, I know this well.  And I do not blame you for feeling so utterly betrayed,” Iona said with a sigh audible through the wooden planks of the door.  Her own frustrations with Ewan remained on high alert. 
 
    “I suggest we help each other.  I haven't much time, but I will return tomorrow with the key.  I will make sure that Ewan is asleep, and I will release you.  You will have to go quickly, but I will have a horse placed outside the servant’s quarters.  I can assist you in the route to escape.  Will you accept my help?” Janet asked. 
 
    Iona paused.  Her heart longed for Ewan, but her anger burned against him, and she was desperate to return home to her brother and clan. 
 
    “Yes.  I accept your help,” she finally replied. 
 
    Janet released a sigh of relief. 
 
    “I will be here tomorrow in the evening.  Please, do not tell Ewan when he comes to you and if you wish to change your mind, think of the anguish your brother is most assuredly feeling.  Ewan has made very little effort to support your release; he is merely delaying his advisors.  If you do not go when I release you tomorrow, you are likely to live and die in that room,” she threatened.  The manipulation worked just as she had hoped. 
 
    “I know it is so,” Iona replied.  “I will be ready.  When shall I expect you?” 
 
    “I will have to wait until the guard leaves to do his business.  I will come to you quickly when it happens as I did this evening.  I must depart, but you will see me tomorrow, late,” she answered. 
 
    The sound of the footsteps of the guard was heard, and Janet rushed quietly back down the stairs. 
 
    “My Laird?” she heard from the guard as she disappeared.  He must have heard the hushed tones of voices and assumed Ewan had returned.  Janet knew she must be away before the guard came searching for the source of the voices. 
 
    Soon, she was gone.  Back in her chambers, her beautiful, yet aged, mother snored loudly.  Janet looked at her with slight malice.  She was grateful for her mother, for the lessons she taught her in how to get her will, but she remained embittered by the earlier comments.  Janet was better than that, better than her mother. She would not so easily lose a husband to another woman, she would hold to what was hers and never let go.  Tomorrow night, she would indeed prove her strength, and her mother would never have the audacity to question her so again.  Tomorrow night would change everything. 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
  
 
               Iona woke in the morning to the sound of birds outside the high window and the morning haze shining through, brightening the room.  She felt a chill and wrapped the blanket tightly around her shoulders.  Her copper hair cascaded in waves around her figure sitting on the bed.  
 
    After a time, she reached for one of the books stacked beside her.  She recalled that it had been her mother’s favorite, or so Wallace had told her when she was older.  Her parents had passed when she was far too young to remember them. 
 
    Iona considered that she and Ewan were both orphans.  He, orphaned as a result of her own family, perhaps even her own father who had been at the age of those who led the attack.  And Iona herself, orphaned as a result of the Inbred Fever that had consumed so many by swallowing whole their lungs and rotting their ability to breathe. 
 
    Their mutual loss and their position as clan rivals left a harsh mark of sadness over the affection for which they felt for one another.  Yet in the midst of residual pain, lack of familial connections, and the anger of her imprisonment, her heart did yearn for his bond. 
 
    Iona flipped her fingers through the pages of the book she held.  She recalled a passage her mother had particularly loved but as she searched for it, she was unable to find it.  She knew it was something along the lines of the difficulty in love and being true to one another when decisions were made against you.   
 
    She became frustrated at not finding it; it was so perfect for the moment she was dwelling in.  Her father and mother had both loved literature, and it was said that they loved each other a great deal and much of their love could be compared to what Iona read in those books. 
 
    She flipped nonchalantly, knowing she would not discover the passage, but content to have something for her hands to do.  Her eyes gazed at the black ink on the uneven sheets of paper.  It was not worth her time. 
 
    She set the book down and grabbed the next, trying to read but distracted still.  Her days were agonizingly boring despite the reading materials.  She was frustrated by the way the birds would silence after sunrise and then quiet would descend on her for the rest of the day.   
 
    But that evening would change all of that. 
 
    That evening, Iona would be free.  She would be out of this room and would be enabled to return to her home, to be with her brother and her clan once more.  She imagined hugging her brother and feasting with those she loved and who loved her.  The knowledge of its imminence was a joy she had not felt in the time of her captivity, a joy she thought she might never feel again. 
 
    To choose escape and freedom meant to lose love.  Would she ever love again?  Would she ever find another such as Ewan?  And how might she explain to her brother that the affection had grown on both accounts?  He would never understand such a strange thing. 
 
    If Ewan released her, if he reconciled with Clan Cameron and taught peace with Wallace, Iona knew her brother’s heart might indeed soften.  Fierce and bold and stubborn, he was, but he could scarcely resist an apology.  It would take time, but she knew him and she knew that he would grow to be friends with Ewan. 
 
    But that could not happen if Ewan did not initiate.  And if Ewan did not release Iona, the reconciliation would never begin.  It was a messy state of affairs and one that left her pained and distraught.  Her heart yearned to tell Ewan that if he did not release her she would eventually find her way out.  It would be foolish to tell him, he would only increase her guards and security, but that would also prove that his love was selfish and untrue. 
 
    The tangled thoughts continued in this spiral, and Iona felt mad with the constant pendulum swinging from hope to despair and back again.  It was indeed foolish to hope, yet despair was far too final. 
 
    She would await Ewan and hope once more for his mercy in her captivity. 
 
                             *** 
 
    Early in the evening, far earlier than his normal visits, Ewan knocked on Iona’s door and asked her permission to enter.  When she shyly granted, he knew something was different. 
 
    The guard paid them no attention as he had grown accustomed to the visits for the sake of his own life more than the sake of their privacy. 
 
    The door creaked open, and Ewan saw Iona standing with the light still in the room.  He had scarcely seen her during the day and was mystified by how much more beautiful she was with the full light hitting her. 
 
    When he looked at her face, tears glistened in her eyes and for a moment, he felt that reconciliation was within his grasp.  It was the sad anguish on Iona’s face that led him to believe that perhaps there was further pain beneath the sadness she was showing, that perhaps she was still hurting, perhaps she would not forgive him so yet. 
 
    “Iona, my love, what is it?” he asked, rushing to her side and pulling her into him.  She wept on his shoulder, overcome with emotion.  His strong and brave love was hurting, and he did not know the solution. 
 
    Iona was unable to answer him.  The weight of her sadness pulled him down, and they sat together on the edge of the bed as she continued to cry.  Ewan feared greatly that what he had done in bringing her here was something she might never forgive him for, that he was the cause of such desperation. 
 
    “Please, my love, please, calm yourself.  I hate to see you hurting like this.  I know I have wronged you, I know all is not well, but I cannae bear to see you in this pain.  Please be calm, tell me what it is that plagues you so,” he begged over the sound of her whimpers.  
 
    Finally, her sobbing settled.  With her body calming, Iona was able to breathe and, Ewan hoped, to speak. 
 
    “What is it, my love?” he asked again.  His hand smoothed her mane, and he did not release her from his grasp as her tears went through the white cotton of his shirt. 
 
    “Only that I should never wish to be without you.  I miss home more than I could ever express to you, more than you could know or understand.  And yet, without you, I should feel my heart was ripped into two pieces,” she whimpered.  She began to cry once more, though less violently this time. 
 
    Ewan had not seen this weak and vulnerable side of Iona.  It was not just that her strength was missing, it was that a part of her very nature had been put to rest and only the fragile child that she had been called to remained. 
 
    He noticed that even in her state of weeping, she was still as beautiful as ever.  Her eyes glistened but remained wide and vibrant green.  He felt captivated by her all the more, and it held him locked in place with her. 
 
    He held her and would not let go.  After a time, her tears had fully subsided, and Iona began to show her affection once again, brushing her hand up and down Ewan’s arm.  Her words still did not come in their fullness, but Iona was unafraid to be with him once again. 
 
    In Iona’s mind, she knew that this would be their last time together.  She knew well that Ewan was right about her brother, that he would never let her return to him.  She knew that upon returning to Clan Cameron, her life may look just as it did in Clan Chattan, stuck in a room where none could reach her, and she was unable to be free.  Nevertheless, her chance of freedom was an undeniable temptation that she could not consider refusing. 
 
    “Am I forgiven, then?” asked Ewan with a gentle and apologetic smile. 
 
    “You are forgiven, my love.  For our fight.  I do not know that I will ever forgive you for keeping me here unless you set me free,” she replied.  She hoped that maybe this last time, maybe finally, he would let her go.  She wished to give him at least this final chance before taking her leave and escaping from him.  If he answered well, they could have a future, if he answered with a negative, she had no choice but to run away when Janet came for her that night. 
 
    “Soon it will be so, my love.  Soon,” he said, completely ignorant of the fact that this was just another delay and one that determined his future with Iona to be no more than a mist on a battlefield. 
 
    Iona began to weep once more, and Ewan held her into his chest where she wet his white shirt with her tears again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    The counsel of Clan Cameron was gathered and ready when Wallace entered the counsel room that evening.  His pained face had regained the fierce sense of determination that he had held so stoically before.   
 
    “I have decided we can wait no longer.  My sister must be avenged.  We go tomorrow evening to Clan Chattan.  We go and we do not return until that monster, Ewan, is dead, and my sister is with me.  We will rally at dusk and walk in the dark.  We will remain in the woods until midnight.  I am sending four ahead today to keep watch, to gather information.  They will guide us in our attack,” he declared. 
 
    Wallace was met with shouts of approval from his men who had been holding their blood thirst at bay.  They remained silent on the issue of his sister, but were thrilled at the opportunity to finally attack the enemy as their ancestors had done.  Ewan Macintosh had brought this massacre upon himself. 
 
    “Have you a way into the tower, sir?” asked Daniel.  The way would be treacherous as they were unfamiliar with the layout of the castle.  None from Clan Cameron had gone to the region since the massacre all those years ago. 
 
    “Indeed, the spies know the tower well and will help us to gain entrance.  This will all take place tomorrow after dark, as I said.  We will be under their cover.  They are even going to get us the tartan of Chattan to mark us as them.  We will go in formation, none will know we are there until the slaughter begins,” Wallace said.  In his mind, it had all been mapped out and he knew he would have to instruct the others once they arrived near Clan Chattan so they remained at their best defense. 
 
    “And your sister will be safe?  During the attack, I mean,” asked Alistair. 
 
    “I will go for her.  It will be the duty of the armed men to ensure that we are both protected as I rescue her from her imprisonment.  Do you have any objections to this?” he asked. 
 
    “No, my Laird.  This is a fine plan, and you know that we will protect you both with utter devotion, even to the end,” Alistair replied with approval.  Suddenly, a few of the men began to perk up with hope of the possibility.  Others merely continued in their excitement for the fight. 
 
    “Then we are all agreed.  Tomorrow we go,” Wallace said with a finality.  
 
    The men raised their fists in the air with a coordinated chant and then each took a swig of the whiskey that sat before them.  Before long, the men were all drunk on whiskey and anticipation of the thrill that the next evening would bring. 
 
                                      *** 
 
    Janet ascended the stairs once again, knowing that her betrothed would soon be hers once more.  The pitcher of water was held tightly in her steady and confident hand, and the cup was already full. 
 
    “For you,” she said to the guard, when he looked up at her approaching form. 
 
    By now, his suspicions had been greatly aroused, but he felt certain that the reason for her friendliness was Janet’s interest in him as a man.  She had come so many times, always ensuring that Ewan had already left.  There was little doubt in his mind that her plan was to seduce him. 
 
    There was certainly temptation, but he was a better man than that.  He did not want any willing woman, he desired a good woman, and he knew that Janet was prone to games and that manipulation was a key for her.  This sudden, small doubt was enough to keep him in good decisions.  The benefit of being in service was the ability to know the nature and character of those living within the castle walls.   
 
    He accepted the water, but felt a rapidly growing sense of unease, wondering whether Janet would go so far as to poison a man to get what she wanted.  Through these thoughts, his belief in her attraction to him had faded completely and only the suspicion remained and the certainty that this was a scheme of Janet’s dark mind.  All of the temptation was vanquished. 
 
    In that moment of clarity, he realized he had been foolish only moments before, believing that perhaps this beauty, this woman of wealth and means, could have an interest in him as anything more than a part of her many schemes and plots.   
 
    What he had not seen in the midst of his thought was Janet’s hand subtly slipping past him and grasping the key. 
 
                                                     *** 
 
    “And have you moved forward with your plan?” came a quiet voice beneath the stairs as Janet descended.  She froze for a moment before a smirk grew on her face with recognition. 
 
    “Indeed, I have.  And are you still expecting me to leave my betrothed for you once I have had my fill of his plaything’s bloodshed?” she patronized as she slid into the dark with Aiden. 
 
    “I know it will be so.  I know you will come to me in the end,” he told her. 
 
    “Yes, yes perhaps I will.  You do have a strength that our leader seems to be sorely lacking in terms of dignity, devotion to the clan, and…desirability,” she said, tantalizing Aiden even further.  In the dark, she saw the desperate glint of his eyes.   
 
    Aiden wrapped his hands around her hips, and she allowed him to do so, even bringing her body closer in to his.  He took this as a sign of confirmation that she was falling in love with him as he had for her.   
 
    “Perhaps you do desire me as I do you,” he whispered against her neck. 
 
    “And yet I am still betrothed.  You know that I cannot leave a man so easily as a man might leave me.  If I should decide to quit my betrothed, it will be after I crush him, and it will be you who must go to him.  Otherwise, I shall be in disgrace,” she reasoned. 
 
    “We could flee together.  None need know what has happened to us if we run away with one another.  You know that he is for her and not you so why would you care any longer?  Come away with me,” Aiden urged, his fingers gripping her waist even more tightly with want. 
 
    “Aiden, my dear.  Let us plot only one thing at a time.  It is not easy for me to leave.  You have little family, but I have my mother to look after.  Once we destroy the Cameron child, then we will discuss our plan to be together,” she said.  Her falseness was born from a sense of Aiden’s desperation.  He had made it clear time and again how greatly he desired her, but now he had taken further steps to make her his, and it required her to show greater affection than she felt, greater affection than her usual teasing and mockery. 
 
    “Tomorrow then,” he said.  “Tomorrow, after she is dead.  We must meet and discuss our plan.  I must have you, Janet.  We must be together.” 
 
                                   *** 
 
    “Guard!” Janet called outside the castle near of the servant’s entrance.  She had taken her leave of Aiden and had to shake off his neediness. 
 
    The young guard stood straight and tall, completely uncertain of Janet’s reason for addressing him. 
 
    “Yes, my lady?” he asked nervously. 
 
    “I come with word from the Laird,” she said in an urgent voice.  “He urges all guards to be on the lookout this evening.  It has been decided that if the prisoner is seen escaping, she is to be killed.  He believes in his gut she may be planning something, but has no evidence.  I have been asked to ensure that you are all aware to be on the lookout should she make an attempt,” she ordered. 
 
    “Yes, my lady.  I will keep diligent watch, I will remain alert, I will do what it is you ask of me,” he replied with a hurried thrill.  He was eager to have attention from the beautiful woman and also to bring her satisfaction in his job.   
 
    “Am I to tell the others?” he asked. 
 
    “Only those near the servant’s quarters.  I will instruct the rest,” she said. 
 
    The boy nodded determinedly and spread the word to the others as Janet returned inside.  In his excitement, he quickly told all the guards surrounding the castle and only those within were unaware. 
 
    She made her way under the stairs and waited until she heard the shuffling of the feet of Iona’s guard. 
 
                                                  *** 
 
    Aiden knocked on Ewan’s door before entering in.  He patted the head of the lion as he always did; a thing they had both done for years as a joke since they had once decided it was their pet cat.  To others in the castle, the lion was a symbol of ferocity, but they secretly called it Ewan’s kitten. 
 
    “So, tell me what your plans are, Ewan?” Aiden asked, collapsing comfortably on the chair. 
 
    “What plans?” Ewan asked, uncertain of the matter at hand. 
 
    “Come now, clearly you are preparing to marry her.  Wallace’s girl.  How are you going to be rid of Janet?” he inquired. 
 
    Ewan was caught surprised. 
 
    “Honestly, I haven’t worked it out in my mind.  If I release Iona, I will likely never see her again.  It could happen, but the miracle of her brother forgiving me for the capture is unlikely.  I cannae keep her in the tower, though.  I cannae do something so horrid any longer.  I will discuss with the counsel again.  Perhaps even confess my desire to set her free and marry her, but I cannae bear the weakness of my heart and having them see it so.  Aiden, I’ve a real mess here,” Ewan confessed. 
 
    “Indeed you do, my friend.  So the question remains, how will you work through the tangles of this mess?  How will you convince them to let you set her free, convince her brother to let her wed you, and convince Janet to release you from your bond?  These are not small matters,” Aiden listed.  In some ways, he wished to appear helpful, but he also greatly enjoyed the stress he was piling upon Ewan’s mind.  In time, perhaps he could torture him with the dilemmas. 
 
    “True though that may be, as difficult as these matters are, I have to believe that it will work out for us.  I cannae lose hope for my future with Iona.  You do not understand, Aiden, how deeply I love her.  She is intelligent, she loves the books I love, and she is beautiful, and she understands the loss of her parents that we have experienced.  She is strong yet vulnerable, and I am amazed by her resilience.  She loves me in return, but is wounded by what I have done to her, the pain I have caused.  It is unbearable for me to have hurt her so, my friend.  I must undo it,” he said. 
 
    “Then it will be undone,” Aiden said in false support. 
 
    “And you will stand by me still?” Ewan asked. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    Janet hopped quietly back up the staircase and pulled the key from within her sleeve.  She unlocked the door in a hurry and saw Iona lit by the candle.  It was her first time seeing the girl in full form, and she hated her even more upon discovering what a beauty Iona was.  She stared with malevolence for a moment before remembering her purpose in coming to the tower for Iona. 
 
    “Come, come quickly!” she urged, her hand ushering the copper haired beauty forward. 
 
    Iona had been pacing the room, awaiting this moment.  Her stomach flipped time and time again, knowing how desperately she would miss Ewan.  She felt agonized at leaving, but knew her brother had felt this same anguish since her capture.  He had to know she was safe; he had to know she was well.  Perhaps then she would manage to convince him to allow her union with Ewan.  Of course, perhaps he would not. 
 
    She wordlessly followed Janet to the landing between the two wings where she stopped short.  Her eyes trailed up the West Wing, and she gazed with intensity. 
 
    “Come!” Janet urged in a frustrated hush.  “What are you doing?  You must come quickly or they will find you.” 
 
    “The servants’ entrance is down those stairs?” Iona asked, shifting her eyes to where Janet stood. 
 
    “Yes, and we must be on our way!” Janet insisted. 
 
    “I will find them.  I have a matter to settle first,” she replied. 
 
    “You foolish child, without me to guide you, you will be discovered and should that happen you will be dead!” Janet said, trying not to shout, but unable to keep her whisper soft enough. 
 
    “Perhaps that is so, but I cannae leave just yet.  I will find a horse outside, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Janet resigned, choosing not to care anymore.  She had alerted all the guards in the West Wing and those outside the servants’ entrance.  She had only avoided the guards who might alert Ewan in his wing.  There was no hope of Iona escaping with her life.   
 
    The two parted ways, and Iona rushed to the West Wing for no other purpose than to see the lion marking his room and the scroll marking the study.  
 
    The hallway was empty, and she saw the lion immediately.  It was larger than she had anticipated, and carved from wood.  It sat to the left of his door with its mouth wide open, a sign of fierce leadership.  Yes, it suited Ewan very well. 
 
    The scroll was beautifully carved, as well, and had an inscription written upon it. 
 
    “O’ lover of mine, 
 
    I cannae deny, 
 
    You awaken my soul, 
 
    In weakness, sweetened whole.” 
 
    Iona recognized it from the poem she had loved so greatly.  She knew she had to be fast and she had a greater task at hand, but the draw to the study was great, and she tried the handle to see if she might be able to peek inside. 
 
    The door opened, and the dim light of the candles in the hallways illuminated the study just enough that she was able to scan the four rows of books that were held there.  Ewan had said how much he had hoped to grow his collection of books, but the process of replication was so slow that it was hard for anyone to get many copies of literature.   
 
    Some of the books had been ones he had already brought to her that she had read through, but she saw others that she had yet to read.  Her brother had a study as well with some books, but there were many here she still desired to consume. 
 
    Iona’s time was wasting, and she moved herself from the room.  Closing the door silently, she took the three steps to the room beside her. 
 
    She walked to the lion, resting her hand upon its angry head for a moment before running her hand along the doorframe.  In her mind, she mourned to never see Ewan again.  The thought was unbearable and left her wanting him more than she ever had until that moment. 
 
    Her hand felt the handle of the door.  She assumed it would be locked but the temptation was too great.  She turned the handle and found it was miraculously open.  A pause held her still before she pushed forward. 
 
    The door opened silently and the bed lay empty.  Her eyes adjusted to the dark, with only the light of the moon dimly flooding into the room.  His bed had four posts, ornately carved with grand designs.   
 
    She looked to the windows. 
 
    A gentle wind blew the curtains, and Iona saw Ewan’s form on his balcony. 
 
                                                       *** 
 
    Janet smugly made her way towards the door that led out the West Wing to the road near her home.  Each step was more confident than the last as she waited for the sound of the guards announcing Iona’s demise. 
 
    After a few yards, she looked up with her dark eyes and saw the shirtless figure of Ewan standing on his balcony.  Behind him, and unknown to him, was a pale, copper haired maiden.  With anger, Janet threw her hood atop her head and turned away. 
 
    She could not handle the thought that her plans had been foiled.  It was not too late.  She could still instruct a guard to kill her.  She could tell them she saw the Cameron girl sneaking into Ewan’s room to murder him.  Yes, yes this was a good plan and this must be what she would do. 
 
    A sound whooshed through the air, and Janet felt a sudden pain. 
 
    The arrow from the East Wing servants’ entrance had pierced through her back and just above her cold and hateful heart. 
 
    Within minutes, she had left the earth, Ewan being the last word on her lips. 
 
                                                     *** 
 
    The light of the moon illuminated Ewan’s topless figure.  Iona’s heart began to pound at the sight of him.  She had come to say goodbye, but words were not needed in this moment. 
 
    She stared longingly, not wanting to alert him to her presence for fear of his response at her escape from the tower.  Surely, he would not have her killed; surely he would not force her to return.  Yet the fear and doubt began to creep in.  Nevertheless, she had remained strong and brave thus far, she must remain so now, too. 
 
    Stepping quietly closer to him, Ewan finally heard the sound of Iona.  Turning, eyes locked on her, she approached cautiously. 
 
    His arms wrapped around her, and she folded into his embrace before his lips found hers in a passionate, loving kiss. 
 
    It lasted for an eternity, with the warmth of his breath on her mouth.  Iona had never felt so comforted, so assured.  She knew she had done the right thing, she knew she could not leave this man.   
 
    They stood in an embrace and gazed at the moon and stars on the clear night.  Below them, guards were dragging something dark, but they did not notice.  Their love was the bond that held them captive to one another. 
 
                                               *** 
 
    Wallace woke early, knowing that the day would take much preparation.  Later that night, the battle would rage and many would die.  He knew this, and yet he needed his sister returned, no matter the consequence, no matter the body count. 
 
    An urgent knock pounded on his door, and he opened it with irritation. 
 
    “Sir!  I bring news from the Clan Chattan.  It is your sister…” 
 
    “My sister!  What of her?  Are we too late?” he begged as fear pounded in his chest.  The thought of being a mere day late crushed his spirit all over again. 
 
    “No, sir.  It is…” the spy hesitated. 
 
    “What?” Wallace demanded.  He was desperate to know what news had come. 
 
    “She is to be married,” came the terrified reply. 
 
    Wallace stood in shock.   
 
    “Married?” 
 
                                          *** 
 
    At the rising of the sun, the announcement was made to the advisors that Ewan would marry Iona. 
 
    Aiden was not present, anguished by the news of Janet’s body having been found.  Ewan had not yet been told for his news became the spread of the entire clan.  While some were angered by the union, most were relieved at the possibility that peace might finally reign as a result. 
 
    The many who stood in support plucked flowers from their gardens and sprinkled petals around the castle to show their approval of the decision.   
 
    Standing in Iona’s tower, gathering her few possessions to move to her new rooms, Ewan wrapped his arms around her again and whispered in her ear, “Let’s get you back to Wallace, and I will ask for your hand.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue

      Things had not gone smoothly. Wallace had been overcome with emotion at the news that Iona was alive but a jealous rage took over at the news that Iona was betrothed to the man who had held her captive, the laird of Clan Chattan. 
 
          Many months went by before Wallace welcomed Iona back to the clan, refusing to meet with Iona and Ewan once he received news of the betrothal, which he considered a betrayal on Iona’s part. 
 
           It was only when Wallace came down with Inbred Fever that he had a change of heart.
       Six months later, peace won out between the two clans. Iona and Ewan celebrated a joyous marriage as friends and family celebrated a union they knew God had held a hand in, for it was truly miraculous that Clan Chattan and Clan Cameron had achieved peace. 
 
                                   *** 
 
           One year later, Iona and Ewan sat gazing lovingly at their son, Finlay, and reflected over the last two years, both never expecting to be living a life as they were. 
 
            For sometimes, they knew, evil overtook hearts, but good can most definitely come from evil, and peace can eventually reign. It took time, patience, love and fate to make things right, and for love to overcome everything for Iona and Ewan.    
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1

  
 
    “My bath, Una!” 
 
    Breathing deeply of the fresh morning air that flowed through Campbell Castle from its open windows and wide open main door, Blane pulled off his leather gloves and strode into the massive main hall. He shouted for his bath again, and one of the many servants running through the castle called back to him. 
 
    “It’s ready in your chambers, Lord Blane!” 
 
    He shouted back his thanks and made his way toward his rooms. 
 
    Despite the early hour, his body thrummed with energy, still exhilarated from the long morning’s ride with his father. The muscles of his thighs and back burned from the two hour ride while his arms and shoulders ached pleasantly from the sparring session Laird Alastair had indulged him in much earlier that morning.  
 
    At almost fifty years old, his father was still a strong and vigorous man, able to best the strongest of his own warriors on the practice field. Even though Blane himself was just past thirty years old, he was still grateful to have his father around as Laird Edinburgh. He still had a lot to learn before the mantle of Laird was passed on to him. 
 
    And, he had a lot of the morning’s dirt to wash from his body as well. Blane walked faster, anticipation of the hot bath and the relief it would provide his sore muscles making him nearly groan. His morning bath was one of the few pleasures he allowed himself no matter what else was going on in the castle or in his life. Even when out in battle, he tried to find a stream or river where he could wash himself at least once a day. 
 
    Near the stairs leading up to his rooms, the sound of a raised voice alerted him just before his uncle Duff appeared around a corner. The man strode quickly toward the courtyard where Blane had just come from. A scowl twisted his otherwise handsome face, and he berated the male servant walking just behind him. 
 
    Blane nodded to the poor servant before greeting Duff with a loud "Good morning, Uncle." 
 
    "Is it?" His uncle's ferocious frown made more fearsome by his eye patch and the raised scar beneath it made Blane want to indulge in something he'd seen the kitchen maids do much too often, a hearty roll of his eyes. If he or his father said the sky was blue his uncle would say it was black. His Uncle Duff, long a rival for his father's Lairdship, could find nothing to agree with Blane or his father about. Duff Campbell hated Blane but hated his own twin brother much, much more. 
 
    "The morning is well enough for me," Blane said with deliberate cheer and made to pass his uncle. 
 
    "Before you leave, there is a matter of the taxes on the farmers in the southernmost part of the valley that needs raising,” Duff said. “You should pass that on to your father."  
 
    Blane raised an eyebrow. He would pass nothing of the sort on to his father. Alastair Campbell was laird of Edinburgh and he taxed his tenants how he saw fit. He did not raise taxes because he needed money for more horses, as Blane knew his uncle did. Although, he did not see to the everyday matters of the Lairdship, he received payments from it, even as the twin brother of the ruling Laird. He spent money far too much and, in a sly and underhanded way, tried to tell his father how much better he could see to the business of the Lairdship of Edinburgh, even though Alastair had been successfully taking care of all the clan’s interests in the twenty-five years since their father's death.  
 
    "If you have concerns, you should address my father." Annoyed, Blane yanked the leather gloves from his belt and slapped them against the palm of one hand. “Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to see to my morning ablutions."  
 
    He kept walking down the hallway, his boots ringing sharply against the stones, without waiting for his uncle to acknowledge that he had been dismissed. 
 
    The gall of the man was something Blane could not get over. More than thirty years ago, he had challenged Alastair—his own bloody brother!—to a duel, but lost that duel, the Lairdship, as well as the woman who went on to become Blane's own mother. Despite the passing of so many years, Duff still carried a lust for vengeance in his heart. This bloodlust was a thing anyone looking at him could see plainly in the features that, except for the eye patch and scar slashing down one cheek, were identical to Alastair's. Over the years, though, Duff’s bitterness began to be reflected in those features the twins shared, his hair going gray many moons ago while Blane's father still had thick locks of the darkest pitch. 
 
    Blane shook his head, sorry again that his father had a brother such as him instead of one who would support him. Still annoyed and distracted, he took the stairs quickly, heading for his rooms and the hot bath waiting for him. At the entrance to his chambers, he pushed the heavy wooden door open. And stopped in his tracks. 
 
    There was an angel kneeling before his bath.  
 
    She was bent low enough for him to see the slender line of her back and the soft curve of her backside. The sound of falling water and the scent of heated flowers—the maid filling the tub for his bath with a bucket—accompanied his vision of her. His breath stopped and other parts of his body began to take notice. The heartbeat that had slowed down with his uncle's confrontation began again in earnest as he looked at the girl, because she had to be no more than a girl, and took in every glorious inch of her he could see.  
 
    She was slight, winter pale, and wore her long hair twisted at the top of her hair in a crown of plaits. Her face, in profile to him, was bewitchingly beautiful. Full red lips, soft looking cheeks he longed to touch, and a long neck he imagined would arch back in his bed as he taught her the ways of a lover. His body stirred, and he consciously willed it to calm down. 
 
    Unaware of his presence, the fair maid hummed a song, something Blane was unfamiliar with but instantly wanted to know more about.  
 
    He cleared his throat, and she jumped. The bucket she held dropped into the just about full tub and she jerked back, but not before the water splashed up and over her face, and down the front of her dress. 
 
    "Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!" she cried out and shot to her feet, spinning to face him with annoyance well writ on her features. "You gave me a fright!" 
 
    If Blane had been entranced by her before, he was struck dumb now.  
 
    God in heaven. 
 
    Her eyes were like the veriest sea, whipped foam green and bright. Looking into her eyes was like staring into another world, a world of fairies where magic was possible. He cleared his throat again and forced himself to speak and not act like a besotted boy. 
 
    "What are you doing in here?" he asked, although it was damn obvious. 
 
    She looked down at the bath and looked at him with a frown, as she though doubted his common sense. 
 
    "That is to say, where is Una? She is the one who usually tends to my chambers." Una was ancient and sweet, a woman who had been in the castle for years and who Blane had known since he was a boy. She often left sweets for him on his pillow as if he were still a child. 
 
    "I dinnae know this Una person," the angel said. "But this is my duty now, to see to your chambers. I am new to the castle." 
 
    Aye, because surely if she had been anywhere at all in Campbell Castle before, surely he would have seen her. Blane continued staring at her, but when she only returned his gaze, rebellious and unafraid, he had to smile. 
 
    "I'm sorry, lass. I dinnae mean to interrupt your duties." 
 
    "Verra well." She nodded quickly, turned and walked out of his rooms with the bucket clenched in one fist. Her soft shoes squelched with water with every step. 
 
    When she disappeared, he released a hot and slow breath, and also released the control over his body he had kept while in her presence. When she turned to him, he realized she was not as young as he thought, but she was still young. And too old to be tending to his chambers. Were they trying to throw her to him like a lamb to the slaughter? 
 
    He scoffed; likely they knew he was too honorable of a man to interfere with the women in the castle who did not want him, still... He tumbled back to the moment when the water splashed over her face and throat, dowsing the front of her dress and making the material cling to her skin. She was beautiful, and more alluring than any of the women he had seen in a long time, possibly ever. 
 
    He dropped his gloves on the table and began to strip off his clothes, making a mental note to ask about the girl when he had the next opportunity. 
 
                                     *** 
 
    The chance came sooner than Blane thought it would. Barely an hour later, he left his rooms after his bath, his sore muscles soothed by the hot water, and made his way toward the kitchens. He was hungry but did not feel like waiting for one of the maids to bring his meal to him. 
 
    He strode down the castle's winding hallways, half-expecting to see the green-eyed angel again. But he was disappointed at every turn of his path. 
 
    "There you are, Blane." 
 
    His mother’s voice called out to him from behind, and he waited for her to catch up. She was loveliness itself with her thick red hair twisted down her back in a fetching braid. He watched her grace as she approached him, wondering again for the thousandth time how it was that both his father and his uncle had loved her. If he were to be honest with himself, he could see that she would suit his uncle better, her ambition and sporadic cruelty that his father clearly saw and sometimes wondered aloud at. 
 
    "Mother." He greeted her with a respectful bow. "How are you this morn?" 
 
    "Fine enough." She shrugged off his inquiry with a pretty motion of her shoulder and came abreast of him. He continued walking but took shorter strides so she could keep up with him. "I wanted to talk with you about Effie," she said. 
 
    Blane kept his face carefully blank. Effie was the daughter of Conall Ferguson, a minor lord with little property, and from the chiefless Clan McFarlane. She was a fine enough girl but, though blonde and blue-eyed instead of red haired with amber eyes, she reminded him too much of his mother for comfort.  
 
    "What of her?" he asked. 
 
    "You know that I think you and she would make a fine match,” his mother said with an annoyed twist of her mouth. “She is very beautiful and would make lovely grandchildren with you for me to love." 
 
    "I dinnae think of her that way, mother, and well you know it." Blane wasn't yet ready to marry. So far, no woman had caught his eye, although he briefly thought of the girl who had been in his chambers yet an hour before. 
 
    "You can grow to like her in that manner," his mother pressed. "When I first met your father, I dinnae see him in that way either. Your uncle and I already had an agreement but we..." She paused in a way that seemed significant to Blane. He had heard versions of this story since he came of age, how his mother had not meant to be with his father, but circumstances made them mates in life when she would have chosen differently. Namely, if his uncle Duff had been made Clan Chief. She had chosen the winner of that battle, 'twas not the winner who had chosen her. "...well," she tapered off without finishing her tale. "Let me simply say life does not always give us the gifts we desire." 
 
    "Perhaps.” He nodded thoughtfully although he did not agree with her. Unlike his father, he did not want a gift meant for another. "Thank you for giving me something to think on," he said, instead of continuing his objection to her interference in his future. He thought again of the young lass who had been in his rooms and the fire that flashed so temptingly in her eyes. 
 
    “Good.” His mother went on. “That’s all I ask, for you to think about Effie Ferguson as your future bride. A girl such as that would fit right in here at Campbell castle.” 
 
    Blane nodded and pretended to listen but the more his mother went on about Effie, the more he thought of the young lass who’d knelt so beautifully in his rooms. He wanted to know more about her, starting with her name, and his mother was just the person to give him the information. 
 
    From lifelong experience with his mother, he knew that to find out a thing from her, one had to come at it aslant. He linked his hands behind his back and walked slowly at her side, and listened patiently while she enumerated all of Effie's glorious qualities. 
 
    "That's very nice mother." She made the girl sound like a brood mare he was reluctant to buy but could be talked into taking on a trial basis. "I'll consider everything you've said." 
 
    "Thank you." She patted his arm. 
 
    By then, they had made it to the kitchens. The smell of the morning meal, still fresh, lingered in the air and made his stomach rumble. But he had a more important hunger to fulfill. 
 
    "By the way, mother, what happened to Una? I expected her to be in my chambers today." 
 
    His mother made a dismissive motion. "Oh, she has decided to take the retirement your father offered. She is now with her grandchildren in a little cottage in the village. Your father spent far too much money setting her up there, but you know how he is with his pets." 
 
    Pets. Una had kept Blane company when, as an only child and too high born to play with according to the other children, he had been lonely. As much as she spoiled him like one of her own children, he also thought of her as a friend. 
 
    He tightened his jaw instead of uttering the reprimand he had no place giving. Despite her rudeness, she was his lady mother, after all. "So, who will be the maid to my chambers now?" 
 
    "Oh, 'tis some child. The youngest whelp of Duncan and Bethia Greer. They traded her to us so they could keep their land. She is of little use in the kitchen being so young." The clang and noises of the kitchen sounded around them and the delicious smells rose up and tempted Blane with the reason he was there in the first place. But he had a more important purpose. 
 
    "If she is too young for the kitchen, why is she not too young to be my chambermaid?" 
 
    "She will do fine with you," she said with another careless wave of her hand. "You have few enough demands, and this way she will ease into the responsibilities of the castle. She is eighteen years old, not so very young. Pretty enough to lure a good and useful man to the castle a bit later on though." Her eyes swept over him, considering, and Blane saw something in her that surprised him. Envy. 
 
    The girl was very beautiful. Anyone with eyes could see that. And although his mother was far from ugly, her youth was long behind her. "I know you will leave her to her duties, unlike some in this castle." She didn't have to name his uncle Duff for Blane to know what she alluded to.  
 
    Like Blane's father, Duff was still in the prime of his manhood, virile and with tremendous appetites. But unlike his father, Duff often planted his seed where it was not wanted. Blane and his father had tried to prevent more of that foolishness from happening, but Duff was sneaky. If he was determined to have his way with whatever unfortunate woman was in his path, God help her. 
 
    "I see," Blane said. "Well, I will keep that in mind in case I see certain persons hovering around my rooms without apparent purpose.” 
 
    "Good." His mother patted his arm again. "Now, go and eat something, dear boy. I swear the entire castle can hear the rumbling in your stomach." She raised up on her tiptoes to kiss him, and Blane swept her up into his arms with true affection. She may have been a flawed woman, but she was his mother, and he truly loved her. As he was sure that she loved him. 
 
    "Very well, my lady mother," he said once he released her to fall solidly back onto her feet. "After I leave here, I will go off with my man to check on the tenants in the south. Send word if you need me." 
 
    "Of course." Then she swept out of the kitchen, the gold threads in her gown catching the light falling through the windows. 
 
    Blane watched her for a moment and thought of her words about life and unfulfilled desires. 
 
     Had she ever loved his father? Or Duff?  
 
    And if love was something neither of his parents had known, did that mean Blane would never have that in his own life? 
 
    With an aggrieved sigh, he shook away those thoughts that belonged in the ruminating hours of dusk or dawn, and went to find the cook, Mrs. Harris.  
 
    He found her with a platter of breakfast already made for him and tucked near the fire to keep warm. She fussed and teased him, piling even more meat and cheese on the platter when he told her how far he’d ridden that morning. 
 
    “You need food to keep yourself strong,” she laughed, squeezing his muscled arm in a way that set the younger kitchen maids giggling. 
 
    With Mrs. Harris chattering away with him and the young children who spent the day helping out in the kitchen, Blane ate his breakfast and laughed with them, talked with them. While he sat and ate and enjoyed their boisterous company, he was still very aware that the kitchen servants had likely been listening closely to the conversation he’d had with his mother and that they likely knew even more than Lady Davina about what was going on in the castle.  
 
    Blane gave an internal shrug about it all. There was nothing he’d said that was secret. The only thing he did not want known, at least not yet, was his interest in the wee Greer lass. She was young, and mayhap already tired of the lords of Campbell Castle trying to get her into bed. He well remembered her fiery words and stormy eyes. And hoped that she was at least a little interested in getting to know him a little better, no matter what dangers his uncle had already tried to put her in.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2

  
 
    Even the next day, Blane still couldn't get the angel from his chamber out of his mind. Despite the fact that she was supposed to be his new chambermaid, she hadn't come back to his rooms while he was there. But things had been tidied, his clothes laundered and neatly put away. Even the evening fire was well tended and had not been allowed to go out while he saw to his duties. He just wished he had been able to see her. 
 
    His angel. Although he had no right to think of her as his. Not yet. 
 
    "You seem preoccupied, Blane." His father's voice was a pleasant rumble from only a few feet away. His long hair, black and without a single streak of gray, streamed back from his handsome face in the light wind. 
 
    The two men rode on the moors, cooling down after a hectic ride where Laird Alastair soundly beat Blane in a race to the top of the hill. The horses huffed in the early morning air, and the sound of their hooves on the ground was a quiet thunder. 
 
    "Only a little, father," he said, throwing the Laird a smile. 
 
    He treasured these mornings with his father, the early hours before Alastair had to dive in earnest into his duties as Laird. Alastair had always made time for Blane, for his wife, even though Blane's lady mother didn't often entertain her husband's desire for early morning socializing. But Blane loved it. His father was the kind of man he wanted to be, the kind of father, and if things went the way they both expected, the kind of Laird. 
 
    They'd spent the hours before sunrise riding the far edges of the Campbell property around the castle, his father pointing in the direction of the clans who threatened to encroach upon their lands but so far hadn't been bold enough to do so. "Get ready," Laird Alastair had told him. "Do not be complacent, even if they do not move against us while I breathe, there is no guarantee they will nae come after our lands when I am dust. Always be aware and wary." 
 
    Every day, his father had some such lesson for him, instructions and examples of how to be a Laird the people respected, his enemies feared, and his family loved. 
 
    "So what is this little thing you have on your mind, then?" his father asked. 
 
    She was too delicate of a matter to mention. Despite the fact of her being his chambermaid, he had only seen her once. But his preoccupation with her had only grown.  
 
    Blane felt a bit foolish about it all. 
 
    "Uncle Duff," Blane said instead, revealing the other matter that lay heavy on his mind. "Every day it seems he grows more bitter. There is hate twisting inside him, father." 
 
    "'Tis well I know it, my son. But there's naught I can do about it. I thought of banishing him because I fear he plots against me, but he is family. My father loved him." 
 
    Their father, the much honored but long dead former Laird Edinburgh, had been the one to organize the jousting tourney with the Lairdship of Edinburgh as the prize. That didn't seem like love to Blane, unless of course, he'd favored Duff over Alastair and expected him to win the tourney and Lairdship which had eventually gone to the twin younger by only a few minutes. But Blane knew those long gone days were barbaric and much less civilized than the days they lived in now. Men had different ways of showing their caring than to have their sons fight each other for something they could have agreed to share, or at least peacefully decided the winner of. 
 
    Blane carefully handled the reins between his fingers while the horse rocked sedately beneath him. "My honored grandfather is dead, my Laird," he said to his father.  
 
    "But his spirit is with us still, Blane. No matter the ill-will Duff harbors against me, I will not heave him from the castle and the only home he has ever known." 
 
    Blane smothered a sigh of frustration. His father was a brilliant man and astute in most things, but where his brother was concerned, he was as blind as a newborn pup. Just about every day, Blane wished that Duff had left the family stronghold years ago to find his own way instead of lurking around the castle like a spider, weaving complex webs of distraction and deceit that left everyone on edge. His uncle’s bitterness at the loss of the Lairdship sometimes soured the very air at Campbell Castle. 
 
    "Very well, father. I will nae mention it again for the rest of this morning." 
 
    Despite the seriousness of what they discussed, his father threw his head back and laughed. “Thank you for this morning’s respite then, my son.” 
 
    Then his father chuckled again and shook his head as if it all had been decided, which Blane supposed it had. They would continue to ignore Duff until he did something that warranted true and lasting interference from his father or from another man who was tired of Duff having his way with innocent maids and leaving them to fend for themselves with an unplanned and fatherless babe. 
 
    Perhaps, another time when his father was more amenable, Blane would bring up the problem of Duff once more. For now, he changed the subject and began to speak of more pleasant matters. 
 
    They rode back to the castle with a clearer air between them, laughing about the sheep that had stampeded over old McCallister's fence, nearly trampling the old man himself. Soon, they were back at the castle, riding through the crisp morning where the mist was just lifting from the highest turrets and allowing the flags on top of Campbell Castle to show themselves. 
 
    Blane laughed and joked with his father, still keeping an eye out for dangers around them, because as his father always said, there was no good that would come from being complacent, even if things appeared sweet and peaceful.  
 
    As they rode through the gates of the castle with the heavy sound of the latches falling closed behind them still ringing in the air, the thick fall of red hair caught Blane's eye. He paused in mid-speech as he recognized the angel.  
 
    She leaned over the edge of the well, pulling up a bucketful of water with the thick rope. From where he sat atop his horse, Blane could hear the water splashing mightily in the bucket. He stared at her slender shape, marveling at the strength in her slender arms and the way she pulled the bucket from the deep well, not spilling a drop. 
 
    "'Tis time for you to choose a wife, my son," his father said with humor in his voice. 
 
    Blane looked over at him in surprise to see his father's indulgent smile. The Laird looked meaningfully between Blane and the angel, but Blane refused to take the bait. Still, he couldn't help the way his eyes drifted back to her. The sun haloed her reddish brown hair like an Alder tree in fall, so beautiful it made his eyes sting. 
 
    "Aye," he said, still staring at her. 
 
    "I know your mother is set on Effie for you. Do you have another in mind?" 
 
    Effie again. Blane made a dismissive sound, absolutely unwilling to even consider the Ferguson girl although she was obviously pretty enough to suit his mother. "Mayhap," he said in response to his father's question. 
 
    The Laird chuckled but said nothing else on the matter, for which Blane was supremely grateful. 
 
    After Blane left his father in the stables talking with the horse master, he headed for the gardens in search of the yellow roses he knew his mother liked. Mayhap a vase of them would cheer her up and make her too happy to make plans for him that included Effie Ferguson.  
 
    As a boy, Campbell Castle had seemed impossibly large to Blane, but now as a man who stood nearly twenty hands high and had a long stride and business in nearly every part of the countryside, it wasn't large at all. Which was why he was both surprised, yet not surprised, when he heard the familiar humming notes of a song. 
 
    There was no doubt at all that it was her. With quiet footsteps, he crept deeper into the garden and followed the haunting sound of her voice, the humming that gradually became singing. When he finally saw her, he nearly stumbled over his feet. 
 
    She sat on a low stool, washing her hair. She bent her head over a low bucket, baring her pale neck. An old and faded gray gown, already damp at the sleeves and hem, was draped over her small frame. Her long hair rippled wet and heavy from soapy water and hung down into the wide bucket. Silvery bubbles merrily danced down the heavy reddish-brown strands as she sang and soaped her hair.  
 
    She was like a mirage. 
 
    The wordless notes of her song conjured the old stories of Scotland that Una had told him as a child. Fae creatures darting over the moors, their teeth and claws glinting silver in the moonlight. Women of otherworldly beauty who rode the foaming waves of the sea with their arms held out to lure men to them. Love waiting in every meadow to pluck like so many spring flowers. 
 
    She sang on, and he fell even more deeply under her spell. But that spell was nothing otherworldly, Blane knew that. His angel was simply the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. And he’d been long without a lover. Beyond wanting to taste her flesh with mouth and hands, Blane also wanted to invite her to eat with him, to talk with him and tell him everything there was to know about her life.  
 
    But he remembered how well it had gone the last time he'd snuck up on her.  
 
    Cautiously, he cleared his throat. The singing stopped.  
 
    Her body jerked in surprise, and her eyes searched quickly for him. When that green gaze found him, she stiffened, and she made to stand up but the heavy weight of her hair seemed to hold her fast to the stool. Annoyance flickered across her features but she didn’t give him the tongue lashing he expected. 
 
    “My lord.”  
 
    Had someone cautioned her to be more respectful to him? 
 
    She greeted him with her head high, even though her hair still hung down in long ropes into the bucket. Soapy foam clung to her hair. Water dripped down her neck and into the fabric of her gown. Despite her mutinous expression, she looked wet and uncomfortable for him to see her there.  
 
    Sympathetic unease prickled the skin over his arms. He didn’t want her to be discomfited and cold because of him. It was getting colder, and the approaching winds were enough to slice bitter cold through to the very marrow of a man. The longer she took to wash her hair, the more cold she would expose herself to.  
 
    “Allow me?” He took a step toward her, and the second bucket of water near her feet. Its clean water reflected up the pale curve of her neck. 
 
    She looked at him in distrust for a moment before giving her silent permission. 
 
    What are you doing? His conscience warred with him as he took off his gloves and stuck them in his belt. The sweet scent from the soap already in her hair floated up to him, heather and oranges, as he quickly rinsed the dirt from his hands with some of the water from the clean bucket and then put his hands in her hair. 
 
    If he’d thought smelling and seeing her intoxicated him… Her hair was like wet silk under his hands, cool from the wind and the well water. Very deliberately, he tried to focus only on getting her clean and not on all the ways he would love to get her dirty. Efficiently but gently, he finished soaping her hair, kneading her scalp and making sure every inch of the thick mass dipped into the water after. Then he took the bucket of clean water and slowly poured it over her head and washed away the soap. 
 
    The whole time, she stayed silent under his touch, only moving her head this way and that for him to get at any lingering soap bubbles. Once her hair was clean and gleaming wet under the sunlight, he gently twisted it like a piece of cloth in the river until most of the water was gone. As a child, he’d sometimes helped Una like this when she was too tired to do it herself. 
 
    With his heart beating fast from being near her and from touching her so intimately, Blane picked up a fold of clean cloth from a rock nearby and gently dried her hair, then wiped her damp face and the back of her neck. When he had no more excuses to touch her, he handed the cloth to her and stepped back.  
 
    His body was sick with desire, and his breath came much too quickly for her not to hear it. 
 
    She looked up at him, her gaze as thoughtful as it had been the morning they met. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “It was my own pleasure.” Then he bowed low before her and took his leave from the garden. 
 
    Blane didn’t stop walking until he was in his chambers. He stood with his body hard and aching, his breath rushing from his mouth like he’d just stormed a castle. Trembling, he stood with his forehead pressed against his closed chamber door and wished, to his everlasting regret, that he was a less honorable man.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3

  
 
    That night, Blane lay in his bed while the fire crackled behind the grate and the smell of fresh cut flowers sweetened his rooms. The angel had come again when he hadn’t been there to see her or talk with her. The touch of her delicate hands was everywhere he looked, from the bathwater—still miraculously hot—that had been waiting for him when he got back, his clothes that had been laid out on the bed, the sachet of dried herbs in his bureau of small clothes. It felt like she touched him even when he did not know it. 
 
    Just like he’d touched her in the garden. Even now, he couldn’t believe he’d done it. 
 
    That ill-advised touch, the memory of her heavy hair in his hands, bedeviled him and made it impossible for him to fall asleep. 
 
    After too long tossing and turning in the sheets, he climbed from the bed with the excuse of tending to the fire. It was a cool night and, since he slept naked, he wanted the fire to stay as high as possible. After stoking the flames, he put the fire irons away and passed the window on his way to climb back into his bed and try once again for sleep. But, just outside his window, a slender shape making its way through the darkness by candlelight caught his eye.  
 
    Who the devil? 
 
    But it didn’t take Blane to realize it wasn’t a devil at all, quite the opposite. It was her. He’d never gotten dressed so fast and ran from his turret rooms so far in his life. 
 
    He was still dragging on his heavy plaid, the only protection against the night chill, when he reached the field of grass just outside the castle and spotted her light moving steadily away. Blane had barely dragged on trews and boots, foregoing any small clothes in his haste. He took care to make as much noise as possible so as not to startle her. As he walked closer, he saw her look over her shoulder at him hurrying toward her. And, she kept walking. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    "A good evening to you, lassie," he said when he caught up to her. Blane was breathing hard but trying not to show it ever so much. 
 
    Her hair was dry now and braided into a thick rope at the base of her neck. The scent of heather and oranges drifted from the gleaming locks.  
 
    "Good eve, my lord." She kept walking, the lantern raised high before her, looking only at him from the corners of her eyes without turning her head. 
 
    "Am I so hideous that you cannae look at me straight on?" he asked. 
 
    He smiled when his question startled her into a gasp. 
 
    "Are you looking for empty compliments, my lord? You must know you are the bonniest man in the castle.” The shy creature who’d barely spoken to him in the garden was long gone. “If you come to me looking for pretty words about your pretty looks, you have come walking on the wrong night." 
 
    The fire in her thrilled Blane's blood. But he felt a surge of victory when she turned to him to ask the question, her pale green eyes burning into him more than any fire could. 
 
    "Not at all, my lady." Then he paused what he was going to say. "May I know your name?" 
 
    She shook her head and kept walking. "And you chase after women whose names you don't know. I dinnae ken the heir to the Lairdship was so addlepated. You might as well be chasing ghosts." 
 
    "Nay," he said with a smile, enjoying this game. "Only an angel." 
 
    The quarter moon was high enough and the stars so bright that Blane wouldn't have needed her light to see the smile that curved her pretty mouth. But the golden lantern bathed her face in even more beauty and made her seem like a creature truly of another world, one he could not reach. But he wanted to reach her. Needed to. Even something as small as her name. 
 
    "I am Blane," he offered with a wider smile, a pointed invitation to give her own name in return.  
 
    He tucked his hands behind his back, aware of the coolness of the night washing over his bare chest and the stretch of his legs under his kilt. But it was nothing to him who had spent nights and early mornings with his father stretched out on the ground, running through the mud and snow, fighting in the thinnest possible clothes after traveling long journeys to beat back encroachers on their land. But this feeling, his heart beating wild in his chest with the object of his desire so very close, was very similar to those moments. 
 
    She walked on for long moments, the sway of her at his side hypnotic and very welcome. Her light scent reached him again, oranges and heather and warm woman. They had walked far enough from the castle now, its turrets and battlements looming over them, but this path they took was a familiar one. As a boy, he’d roamed nearly every inch of the grounds surrounding the castle as well as a bit farther afield.  
 
    “Annabel,” she said at last when they were within sight of a crumbling circle of stones he’d climbed in his youth. “’Tis my name.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, Annabel.” 
 
    At the pile of stones he was well familiar with, she put aside her lantern and, gathering her skirts in one hand, clambered up in the tallest one. Amazed, he watched her from the ground for a moment before easily doing the same. 
 
    With the sliver of moon and starlight, the deep green landscape was easily visible, a beautiful ocean of grass and small trees rolling out toward the sea. 
 
    "My family lives there," she pointed. "I've been given to Campbell Castle and I know my duty, but I miss them." Her clothes rustled as she twisted to look all around them, the breath leaving her on a sigh. "I come here sometimes to just look down on them and send them my prayers." 
 
    Blane couldn't imagine leaving his family, but he'd done his duty enough to understand. Fighting in the border wars with and for his father. Sitting in on mediations between aggressive and opposing folk in the village, leaving his uncle be when he wanted to throw him from the castle and give his father some peace. 
 
    "It makes me feel good to know they still have the land they worked so hard on for so long. I’m proud I could make that happen for them." 
 
    This beautiful lass shouldn’t have had to give up her family simply for them to keep the place where they had lived and worked their whole lives, but some things couldn't be changed. And he liked the loyalty, the love, and determination to fulfill duty that sat well on her narrow shoulders. 
 
    "They are proud of you, to be sure," he said. 
 
    Her breath gusted again, but she said nothing more on the matter. "Now you know my reason to be here on such a night," she said. "What is yours?" 
 
    "I think you already know. Dinnae pretend you are not the most beautiful lass in the castle." He brought back the same words she had flung at him earlier. "I would very much like to bring you flowers and walk you wherever you need to go, dark or light." 
 
    The moonlight created silver of her features as she looked up at him, a faint smile on her pink lips. "You dinnae have to woo me, lairdling," she said. "If you want me, I'm already yours." 
 
    He stared so long at her that she blushed and looked away. She was like no one else he'd ever met. With a trembling hand, he touched her flushing cheek. "Tell me." 
 
    When she finally looked up at him, her soft smile was back. "The time I've been at Campbell Castle seems so very short when you are here for me to listen to and admire," she said. "And I like your pretty speech." 
 
    He laughed, filled with a wild and sudden exhilaration. She actually wanted him. "If you let me, I'll happily give you all the pretty speech you can stand to listen to," he said. 
 
     “Truly, you are the best thing Laird Alistair has ever created." 
 
    “You have some pretty speech of your own,” Blane said in the midst of his own unexpected blush. She only laughed at him. 
 
    Blane shook his head, unable to believe this prickly angel, this glorious Annabel, felt the same for him. He leaned in close to her. 
 
    "May I kiss you?" 
 
    Her cheek heated up once more beneath his tentative caress. "Please." 
 
    Their lips touched. And, things would never be the same. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Blane crept into the heart of the castle as silently as he could, breaths relaxed and even despite the galloping gladness in his blood. He took slow and careful steps, being mindful of not letting his boots make too much noise against the stone floors. Quietly, he climbed up the stairs to the above-stairs chambers. But his head was still in the clouds. Or more precisely, out on the moors with Annabel, and still in that magical moment when their lips had touched, and she confirmed without any single doubt that she was as drawn to Blane as he was to her.  
 
    Her taste was like what he'd imagined heaven to be; her delicate touch a balm to his soul. And, God in heaven, she was beautiful. 
 
    "What are you doing creeping about the castle so late?" 
 
    His mother stood at the top of the stairs holding a candelabra aloft. She was fully dressed as if it were still full day and the light she carried glowed around her face, turning her aspect to gold. Blane winced. He must have been distracted indeed not to have seen the light she carried glowing from the top of the stairs. 
 
    "I am not creeping," he said although he really wanted to ask her what was she doing walking the castle at this time of the night. "I was merely taking in the night air." 
 
    "I see you were taking something in all right," his mother said. She stood with her back to the long hallway and the stairs leading from farther up in the castle, a higher vantage point that would have allowed her to see the moors and ancient formation of rocks he and Annabel had taken as their very own for the last hour or so. Her own rooms were on the same floor as Blane’s. The only rooms in this part of the castle were Duff’s and a few of the higher ranked servants.  
 
    Davina must have been spying on him and Annabel.  
 
    But had she done it deliberately? 
 
    "Then why did you ask me the question if you already knew what I was doing?" he asked her. 
 
    "I wanted to see if you were as much of a liar as the other men in your family." Her eyebrows rose, and she seemed to be trying to look combative, but she just looked hurt. Was there something else going on here that he knew nothing about? 
 
    Lying men… "You mean Duff?" 
 
    His mother flinched but did not look away. "Campbell men have strong appetites,” she said. “Satisfy them if you will, but know that you are meant for Effie, Blane, not to be wasted on a peasant. “No matter how pretty she is." 
 
    Blane ignored his mother's spiteful comment with difficulty, clenching his teeth hard enough to make his jaw hurt. "I never agreed to marry Effie," he said. "If you have made that agreement in my stead then you were most...unwise." 
 
    Although she tried to hide it, his mother was furious. But it was plain in every beautiful line of her face, in the tension of her fingers clenched tight around the stem of the candelabra. 
 
    Blane wanted to walk away from her as he often did to his uncle whenever the man started in on his foolishness. But she was his lady mother and, despite all the things she did that he did not agree with, he had too much respect for Davina to turn his back on her. 
 
    "I haven't made an official betrothal pact with Effie’s family if that is what you mean, my lord son." Blane was only "my lord son" to her when she was angry. "But you do know that I have talked about it with her family, and they have agreed that you two would be a very good match." 
 
    "Did you talk with her, too, because this is the first time we have occasion to speak on the matter with seriousness." 
 
    "What woman in her right mind would refuse you?" She looked him up and down, and her eyes glittered in the light as if she were beholding a statue made entirely of gold, a statue that she owned. 
 
    But Blane shook his head and allowed a bit of his mocking laughter through. "Not every woman is like you, mother." 
 
    "I won't ask what you meant by that." She lowered the candelabra and sent a quick glance down the halls. "I am suddenly very tired, my lord son. I suspect an attack of the headache may be coming on." 
 
    Blane bowed low and stepped back. "In that case, I will bid you a good night, my lady mother." 
 
    She frowned mightily at him, and then turned away, grasping the length of her gown in one hand before clomping down the hallway, her back stiff and unyielding. Lady Davina must have been truly angry to walk away from the direction of her bed chamber. Blane mentally shrugged. 
 
    He knew this would not be the last of the matter he would hear from her. But there was nothing to be done about it. He waited until she had disappeared around the corner before he continued his way up the stairs to his own chambers. 
 
    In the privacy of his chambers, he stripped down to his skin and washed himself with the basin of cold water saved from the night before. The fire crackled behind the grate and lent some warmth to the room. Still, he shuddered from the cold when the sheets hit his bare skin.  
 
    Blane lay on his back while the fire popped and sparked, his mind going over the events of the night. 
 
    His mother had never made a secret of wanting him to marry Effie. Two years before, it had been the Balmoral lass, a young girl with bright red hair and malice in her eyes. She too had been much like his mother in her ambition to be with a Laird. Blane had counted himself fortunate that the lass had set her sights upon and caught another man, a well-landed baron. Though her new husband was not a laird, the lass had seemed satisfied enough at the wedding. And now, his mother was cultivating Effie to grow into the role of Blane’s new bride-to-be. 
 
    But he would never accept a woman like her. The one he wanted, and who wanted him as well, was nothing like these women his mother wanted to shackle him with at the altar. Annabel was strong-willed and a little wild. She loved her family enough to sacrifice for them, and to not regret that sacrifice. She knew Blane was a laird’s son and would inherit the title but she only cared for Blane the man. 
 
    And how the man in him wanted her...  
 
    On the moors, he had kept his passions in check although it had been difficult. Except for the night creatures and the bright moonlight, they had been completely alone.  
 
    Their first kiss had been chaste, almost innocent, like the experiment of children. Then it had quickly become something else. A well-tended fire.  
 
    Annabel had been warm and passionate in his arms, her mouth soft and eager to taste his. The first kiss had given way to a second, then a third, the desire growing steadily between them and leaving them panting into each other's mouths on top of that dizzyingly high tower of rocks. There had been no thoughts of falling off the stone, only gladness that she was as greedy for the kisses as he was.  
 
    And then, she'd touched his chest with her warm hand, boldly stroking his skin, over the muscled plane of flesh, his nipples, his shoulders, up his neck and into the thick fall of his hair. Her touches had had the innocence of youthful exploration and curiosity, but Blane’s reaction to them had been anything innocent. God, he’d burned. 
 
    In the bed, Blane groaned her name and rolled over to press his aching body into the sheets with hard and desperate movements. 
 
    Annabel had been bold with him. But she was young, a woman sheltered before now, though eager for life. Despite the desire rampaging through his blood, Blane had pulled back, pressed his hands on top of hers against the rocks and begged her to have mercy on him. 
 
    Annabel. 
 
    God, Annabel. 
 
    It was a very long time before he fell asleep.   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Blane knew he’d slept too late when he woke up to sunlight falling across his face.  
 
    Damn it.  
 
    He knuckled the still clinging sleep from his eyes and blinked up at the ceiling. It was very, very late. His father was probably already out for his usual morning ride but on his own instead of with Blane like they'd planned.  
 
    Alastair was naturally an early riser, but getting up with the first cock crow was something Blane had had to teach himself. When he was younger, he'd stayed out until near sunrise with his mates, other noble friends his age he'd managed to make over the years. One by one, his friends had had to cut back their carousing and whoring, getting married and seeing to the lands they'd inherited from their fathers. Blane was the last one of them left.  
 
    But he was far from ready to take over as Laird. 
 
    Blane groaned as he rose from the bed. Thank God his father was nowhere near ready to give up the Lairdship, whether through illness or being tired of his duties. Blane had much to learn and had years yet until he was adequately prepared to assume such awesome responsibilities and power that came with being the Laird of Edinburgh.  
 
    In the small room just off his chamber, he splashed cold water on his face and over his head to force himself more awake. Soon enough, he was dressed, his short sword on his hip, and his boots on. He rushed out the door in hopes of finding his father not too far away from the stables.  
 
    Although he was still tired and part of him wanted very much to crawl back into bed and dream of Annabel, he was determined to do his duty. Being with his father on these early mornings wasn’t all obligation, however. He very much enjoyed these long rides and impromptu lessons with the Laird.  
 
    Still buckling his sword belt, Blane thundered down the stairs and out into the courtyard, greeting servants and maids as he went. At the stables, though, he found that his father's horse was gone. 
 
    "When did Laird Alastair leave?" he asked the stable boy, although he suspected it was at least an hour past, maybe even two. 
 
    "Nearly two hours before now, my lord." 
 
    Blane cursed. Although he didn't regret a moment of how he'd spent yesternight, if he'd been a responsible man like his father, he would've still been able to rise before the sun and tend to his duties. He had much to learn.  
 
    "Saddle my horse, if you will. I will ride out to meet him." 
 
    Once his gray stallion was ready, he leapt on the back of the giant beast and headed to the pasture his father was scheduled to ride today. He bounced in the saddle, riding at a steady and quick pace across the rolling green hills. He hoped Laird Alastair would understand and forgive his inattentiveness. His father never faulted him as much as he faulted himself for his small lapses, signs aplenty though, that Blane was not yet ready to assume the Lairdship. 
 
    Up ahead, the entire of the moors were brilliant with fertile green. Although he'd never known any place else besides his family's extensive and breathtaking lands, Blane knew they were beyond compare. Enough men had come back from far off lands with gratitude in their faces to be back in Scotland and in the Highlands in particular.  
 
    "Never leave this place," they sometimes told him. "The world beyond this is ugly and weak.” Blane had no intention of leaving this part of Scotland, at least not for good. His family was here, his home, and now Annabel. 
 
    A smile shaped his lips as he thought of her. The woman who had stormed into his bedchamber and into his life, changing both for the better. A lifetime with her in this place would be paradise indeed, he thought. 
 
    The sound of pounding hooves from afar drew his attention back to his ride and surroundings. 
 
    He squinted. A few hundred yards away, a horse thundered toward him at breakneck speed. Alarmed, Blane stood up in the stirrups. The horse looked disturbingly familiar.  
 
    Alastair.  
 
    He steadied the reins in his hands and spurred his horse to meet the oncoming steed, approaching the horse at an angle so as not to startle it any further. The closer he rode to the horse, the more worried he became until his heart was galloping in his chest as madly as the horse was toward him. Close to the steed, the horse looked maddened, its eyes rolling in its head, reins loose and its rider slumped over in the saddle and barely hanging on. 
 
    Coming closer, the horse stopped, and the truth he had been trying not to see leapt before his eyes.  
 
    "Father!” 
 
    He jumped from his own horse and approached the runaway steed with calming motions, clicking his tongue to get its attention interspersed with soft commands even though he longed to jump toward the horse and grab his father from the saddle to see what was wrong. But he didn't need to get kicked in the head while trying to help.  
 
    Soon, the horse calmed enough for him to get closer and pull his father, who had lashed himself into the saddle somehow, off the horse and to the ground. Frantic with worry, he searched for a cut, an arrow, anything that would explain why his father was near death when he had been so vital and alive the night before. 
 
    "My laird!" His father's face was pale, his body deathly still. "Father!" Desperately, Blane checked him again for wounds. But there was no blood, no bruising that told a story of an injury. Then his father stirred, groaning, a weak sound that kicked Blane in the chest. 
 
    He needed to get him to the doctor immediately. He was no physic, and chances were that his amateur fumblings had only made things worse. He cursed himself. 
 
    "Hold on!" 
 
    Blane wrestled them both onto his horse, tied his father's steed to his own by the reins and raced toward the castle. 
 
    "I need the doctor!" he roared as they galloped toward the rising gates of the castle. The lookout on the highest turrets had seen him. Through the haze of panic and fear, he noticed the glint of the lookout's spy glass and before he'd even begun to cross the moat, the gates had begun to rise to let him in. 
 
    Within the castle gates, he jumped from his horse just as the castle physician who his father insisted live at the castle, came running out with his medical bag. 
 
    The doctor’s thin, gray hair fluttered wildly around his head. "What happened?" 
 
    "I dinnae ken," Blane gasped, his chest rise and falling swiftly. "I went out to find him and saw his horse flying toward me. He was just like this. I saw no wounds, no blood."  
 
    Before he finished talking, the doctor was already on his knees beside Alastair, bag open and fingers flying to rip off his shirt. A crowd was beginning to gather. There were shocked gasps and sharp feminine cries that registered in Blane's consciousness, but he barely paid them any attention.  
 
    "You are right. I see no obvious cause for him to be like this," the doctor said. "But we must get him inside for a more thorough look." Just as he finished speaking, his assistant and another slim young man ran into the courtyard with a bed chair between them. 
 
    "Take the laird to the main sick room." The doctor urgently gestured toward the young men. "Carefully." 
 
    As if she were waiting for that very signal, a young woman rushed forward carrying a smaller version of the doctor's bag in her hands. "It may be poison, mayhap from a cut or dart." She stood back while they bundled Alastair into the bed chair. 
 
    "Aye, let us see." The doctor squeezed the young woman's hand. 
 
    The young men bundled Alastair into the bed chair and whisked him away into the castle and toward the doctor's sick room he kept on the lower floor of the castle not far from the chapel. As they took him away, a flurry of bright skirts burst into the main hall, delicate feminine hands flying up to stop the men with the bed chair. Blane grabbed his mother's shoulders and drew her back from the men to allow them to do their urgent work. She wailed and tried to twist away from him. 
 
    "Mother!" he snapped at her. "Calm yourself!" 
 
    "Alastair!" she cried out, still twisting within Blane's arms to get to her husband. "What happened? Tell me!" 
 
    "We dinnae ken," Blane said, willing his breath back under control. "I was supposed to meet him for our usual ride this morning, but..." Shame swamped him. "But I was asleep too long and went out late to meet him. When I found him, he was tied to his maddened horse." Blane clenched his teeth, again damning himself for his carelessness. 
 
    "What?" His mother's face paled even more. "I didn't...I..." She wailed and pressed her hands to her face. In a frenzy, she clawed at her own cheeks. "Merciful Lord, help me. No! No! Not this. Not Alastair! No!" 
 
    She was getting more and more frenzied, scratching and clawing at herself in a way that Blane didn’t understand. But he didn’t have time to calm her. His body felt freezing cold even while his heart raced wild and afraid in his chest.  
 
    Numb, he signaled to his mother’s maid who had suddenly appeared, the older woman who’d been with Davina since Blane was a child wrung her hands and looked nearly as distraught, her faded blue eyes darting with panic and fear.  
 
    “Take care of her,” he said, grasping his mother’s shoulders and tenderly pushing her toward the maid. Then he turned to quickly follow the doctor and his father’s limp form. 
 
    In the sick room, everything was organized chaos. After Alastair had been stripped naked, the doctor moved around the bed, looking at him this way and that while the young woman, his other assistant who usually dealt with matters of childbirth and women's ailments, rattled bottles and potions from a nearby corner. She was obviously looking for something. No one seemed to care that she was in the room with a sick and very naked man. Blane dismissed that concern almost immediately. 
 
    His father lay breathing, if only very faintly and with his eyes closed, while the doctor fussed and prodded and poked. His normally relaxed hands were clenched into tight claws, frozen as if he’d tried to fight an enemy, held on to them and his spirit had left his body before he realized his prey had escaped. It all made Blane uneasy. Worried. 
 
    Usually at a moment like this, his father would be growling and shoving away at the doctor and the assistants, telling them he was fine and just wanted to get back to what he'd been doing before. And he'd always been able to simply get back on the horse or throw himself back into the fight, whatever it was that had landed him in the physic's sick bed in the first place.  
 
    But not now. 
 
    "There has to be something..." The doctor muttered to himself while another assistant took a wet cloth, water dripping from it and smelling of mint, and wiped every inch of Alastair's body. Or at least every inch the doctor wasn't hovering over. 
 
    "Was this wound there before?" The doctor pointed at a long and still bleeding gash on his father's arm. 
 
    Blane's mind flashed to the hour before. "From a rock when I pulled him from his horse." 
 
    The doctor nodded and went back to inspecting the Laird. He asked the same questions many times, pointing to new wounds in obvious places while the girl looked on, her eyes narrowed in concentration when he pointed.  
 
    "What did these wounds matter?!" Blane shouted, finally giving voice to the panic inside him. "Mayhap it was his heart." He pounded a fist over his own chest. 
 
    The woman gave him a scornful look and went back to rattling her glass bottles. Blane snarled. He wanted to leave this place and escape to someplace where he could howl at the unfairness of it all. Just a few hours ago, he had everything. And now, he was in danger of losing a big part of his life. He stomped toward the door. 
 
    "What about this one, my lord?" the doctor pointed to a prick on his father's bare buttocks. 
 
    "Enough! This is undignified with this woman here. My father would not stand for this." Blane knew he was being irrational, but what else could he do now when it seemed he would lose his father? 
 
    The doctor ignored his tantrum and asked Blane the question again. Blane squinted at the small wound the doctor had found, said he'd never seen it before since he wasn't in the habit of looking at his father's naked backside, and turned away from the bed. 
 
    There had to be something he could do. Something. 
 
    He practically ran from the room and the sick smell of medicines and mint, and his father's worryingly limp body. Out in the hallway, the sound of wailing reached him. His mother. In all that time, she kept screaming. Blane heard his father's name. Heard her crying out for mercy, for strength. 
 
    He could not face her. He felt too weak, and his own knees trembled with the need to fall down and pray for some strength of his own.  
 
    Out in the courtyard, someone had already taken away his father's ripped and discarded shirt. They’d also taken away Blane's horse that he had abandoned to see to his father, had taken away his father's horse as well. In a daze, he wandered to the stables. 
 
    What happened out there to his father?  
 
    And would it have happened if Blane had been out there like he'd planned? 
 
    He growled his frustration.  
 
    "My lord." A soft voice whispered behind him. 
 
    Annabel stood in the doorway of the stables, recalling him back to his surroundings. The stables. The smell of hay and horse manure, the sound of horses whinnying and snorting at each other, the scraping of the rake through the hay as a stable boy tended to a horse nearby. 
 
    "Blane..." Annabel stepped closer, and he noticed then that she was slightly breathless. 
 
    The sleeves of her faded dress were wet, her apron damp and tendrils of her hair loose around her flushed face. It looked like she had just run from somewhere. 
 
    "Can I do anything for you?" She twisted her hands together, watching him with worry in her eyes. 
 
    Blane opened his mouth to tell her no, that there was nothing she could do, and he was strong enough to handle anything the morning threw at him. But even across the distance that separated them, Annabel smelled good, like comfort. He opened his arms to her.  
 
    She stepped into them with a soft sound, and although she was much smaller than he was, it was she who offered comfort to him. Slowly, they backed deeper into the stables and sank together into the fragrant hay. Blane dropped his head onto her bosom and she held him tight, threading her fingers through his hair. 
 
    "I'm not ready to lose him." Her fragrant bosom muffled his words and made it a little harder to breathe, but he didn’t want to move. "He's too young to die." 
 
    Annabel hummed pieces of her song for him while she stroked his hair. 
 
    "Whatever happens, Blane, it will be all right. You will be all right." 
 
    Blane knew nothing would be all right again. Squeezing his eyes tightly shut, he lay in her arms and allowed himself to be weak, just for a moment. Then another moment more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Blane didn't know how long he stayed in Annabel's arms, but when he finally roused himself, he felt calmer. He and Annabel were lying in one of the empty stalls together, cuddled on top of a bed of clean-smelling hay. His head rested on her chest, her hand still moved in even and soothing movements through his hair.  
 
    She breathed softly above him, her chest rising and falling gently beneath his cheek. He propped himself, arms braced in the hay, to look into her tender face. Worry poured over him from those dreamy eyes of hers. 
 
    "Thank you," he said. 
 
    He touched her soft cheek. It was wet with tears, for him. He swallowed the throb of sadness in his throat and gently kissed her forehead. "You didn't need to do this." 
 
    "What, care for my man?" 
 
    My man. He swallowed again, for an entirely different reason. "You are so much more than I deserve," he said softly. 
 
    "And you are everything I do," she said, her eyes glowing with tenderness and gentle teasing. 
 
    He huffed a breath of laughter, and then stood up, reaching out a hand to help her to her feet. "There is work I must do," he said. 
 
    "I know." She stretched to her toe tips and kissed him briefly on the mouth. “Just remember, whatever you need that I can give, you have it." 
 
    Her palms pressed into his chest, and he felt the warmth of her seep all through him. This time, it was Blane who reached to her for a kiss. It was one of need and desperation, with an unexpected bite of passion. Annabel gave herself over to it with a soft moan and dug her fingers into his chest, sending bursts of sensation deep into his belly and below. Her mouth was sweet healing itself. Soft and as fresh as the water from the waterfall he hadn't been to since he was a child. They pulled back from each other at the same time. 
 
    "If you need me, I'm here." Then with another tender look, she was gone.  
 
    Once she left, he shook himself from the sweet stupor she'd left him in. Although it was a bit strange now that she was gone, he also felt better, stronger from her touch. And his head was clearer, too. 
 
    Poison. The doctor and his woman assistant had said something about poison. Although he didn't want to believe it, Blane had to stretch his limited imagination and look at this from all angles. It would've been different if his father had fallen and broken his neck. That was something that could happen to nearly anyone, though Blane knew his father was such a horseman that unless he was attempting to walk on the beast's back to pick fruit from a high up tree, it was nearly impossible for Alastair to have had such an accident.  
 
    He approached his father's horse and began to look him over. Blane checked the beast from nose to tail then from back to hooves, searching for what exactly, he didn't know. Maybe he'd know when he found it; maybe he would never find it. But he had to search for his peace of mind, and to honor his father. He found nothing. 
 
    At the end of the long search, he sighed and turned away from the calm horse. The effect of whatever it was that had spooked him earlier that morning had long ago worn off.  
 
    Blane frowned as the thought crossed his mind. 
 
    Why would I think of it like that? Did someone poison the horse as well as his father? 
 
    He looked the beast over again. The horse had been with Alastair since he was a foal, an abandoned creature when it was born, immediately disliked by its mother and almost kicked to death by her for its wee trouble. Alastair had taken the horse, fed it like his own child, cared for it. The horse loved Alastair from then on and would never have done anything to harm him. 
 
    Someone or something must have made him bolt like that. 
 
    As Blane left the horse's stall, the rack holding the saddles caught his eye. He went toward it, half convinced he was only giving himself work that would yield him no results, but he did it anyway, found his father's saddle and looked it over from top to bottom.  
 
    He was just about to give up when something green and sharp glinted at him from under the thick leather seat. 
 
    It looked like a shard of glass but it was smooth on the bottom and sharpened to a point where it poked through the leather, just long enough to press into flesh. Blane’s hand hovered over it. 
 
    What if it was poisoned? 
 
    Scowling, he yanked his gloves from his belt and drew them on, pulled out the strange looking shard. He would take it to the doctor, or his assistant who seemed to know about poisons and how to treat them. He left the stables with the possible weapon cradled in his palm like a delicate but dangerous baby bird. 
 
      
 
    When he arrived at the sick room, everything was quiet and still. The doctor had his father on his belly, his face turned away so he could breathe while he poked at a wound on his father's backside. 
 
    Blane almost dropped the piece of would-be poison.  
 
    "Have you found what is the matter?" His heart knocked hard against his ribs with fear. Please dinnae let me lose him. 
 
    "Yes." The woman had a bowl steaming with a pale purple liquid on a table nearby. "There are no other marks on him. 'Tis not his heart or other bodily humors. It has to be poison." 
 
    "He's alive but is not responding except for movements of his eyes and hands. I dinnae think he can talk now, or walk. He doesn’t know when I touch his foot or anything below his heart." 
 
    Blane stumbled and would have fallen if he hadn't remembered what he carried. "I may have found the method of the poison." His throat felt rough and he was as close to crying as he'd ever been since he left the schoolroom. 
 
    The woman quickly abandoned her bowl and came to Blane. "This?" She pointed to what he carried.  
 
    "Aye." 
 
    She brought him an empty bowl and Blane dumped the green shard into it.  
 
    "I found it stuck in his saddle." Blane swallowed again. “If this is it, if this is what hurt him, can you find the source of the poison and fix him?” He hated that he sounded like a boy in that moment, but this was his father, the man he’d relied on and looked up to since he was born. This was the man he wanted to be like. This was the man he’d thought was invincible. 
 
    The woman stirred near the bedside, for the first time looking uncomfortable in Blane’s presence. But it was the doctor who answered his question. 
 
    “We can only try, my lord. There are no certainties we can give you. We can try to heal him, and then we wait.” 
 
    That was not what he wanted to hear. But he didn’t want to hear lies either. “Verra well. Do everything you can.” 
 
    “We will, Lord Blane,” the woman spoke up. “We love your father and want only the best for him.” 
 
    Blane knew that was true and that most of those who lived in the castle and the lands ruled by the Laird of Edinburgh felt the same. He nodded once, a jerky movement of his head, and left the healers to their duties before he embarrassed himself further. With his father ill, he had much to do. 
 
    When he left the sick room, he allowed himself to focus on more than his father. And felt the vibration of curiosity, grief, and anger in the castle. From the doctor, he'd found that people had come to see about the Laird but had been turned away. They would come to Blane now. 
 
    "Murdo!" he called out to his man as he walked down the hallway with the smells of the sick room bleeding from his nostrils.  
 
    The man who he'd trusted since he was a very young man, appeared as if by magic. "Lord Blane?" 
 
    "Send a message to the members of the clan, down to the last man. We will hold a meeting tomorrow night." By then, he should know more about his father's illness, and it would give the men and women time to gather themselves and make their way to Campbell Castle. "Arrange for chambers to be prepared, room in the stables for horses, and a camping area for those men who dinnae want to sleep inside." 
 
    "Yes, Lord Blane." Murdo nodded his dark head, his slim features sharp as a fox and twice as cunning. "Shall I ready a tribute to Laird Alastair at this meeting?" 
 
    The words pricked grief in Blane's belly. "No." His father was not dead yet, and he would not act as such. "This will simply be a gathering to let everyone know what has happened and decide a course for the future."  
 
    They both already knew what that course was. Alastair had prepared Blane for it since he was a boy. Ascension to the Lairdship. 
 
    "Very well, Lord Blane." Murdo’s Sassenach accent held a particular touch of both obsequiousness and menace, something his man was frightening good at, highlighting the first to blind others to the second. "It will all be done as you wish." 
 
    "Good." Blane turned away from Murdo and headed toward his father's study, certain that what his man said was the truth. Everything would be done as he asked. 
 
    Now, to deal with his father's duties for the day so the business of Clan Campbell continued to flourish and prosper, even with the Laird in his sick bed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7

  
 
    By the end of the day, Blane was exhausted. He'd seen to tenant disputes, talked for many hours with Fergus, his father's man of business, made sure Campbell business continued as usual, and even spent a few exhausting moments with his mother who seemed as if she had aged overnight with his father's illness. Her maid had quieted her, perhaps with the help of some of the doctor's potions. Even when Blane sat at her bedside though, she would only lie wrapped up in the sheets with her face to the wall. Although he didn’t understand why, every inch of her stank of guilt. 
 
    Blane worried for her, but he could not linger in her room. Her sadness and the strange sense of remorse that hovered around her were suffocating. By the time he walked down the hallway toward his rooms, the castle was in darkness and only candles burning throughout the winding halls kept the night away. 
 
    He lifted a hand to push the door to his bedchamber open when the sound of light footsteps and whisper of cloth reached him. He looked up to see Annabel coming toward him from the stairway, swift and graceful, a tender smile on her face. 
 
    "Blane." 
 
    Happiness filled him, and he wanted to sweep her against his chest and bury his face and his worries in her fragrant hair, in her skin, and in her sweetness. He only smiled at her tiredly, though.  
 
    He opened the door of his chambers and held it open for her to precede him through. Some noise made him look up and away from the delicate line of Annabel's back as she walked into his chambers. 
 
    His uncle stood in the hallway, watching him. Although Blane couldn't see Duff’s remaining eye, the cold and cruelty in it raked icicles down his back. Blane walked in after Annabel and closed the door behind them without acknowledging Duff's presence.  
 
    Even less than in the past, he had little patience for his uncle's machinations and lurking presence. 
 
    His chamber was already glowing with candlelight, and a fire crackled merrily from the fireplace. His bath steamed from the tub, scented with the now familiar spices Annabel added to it each evening. Blane felt himself begin to relax. Annabel was taking care of him in these small ways, and it made him feel capable enough to take on every big responsibility lurking for him on the horizon. 
 
    With a rumbling sigh, Blane unwound the leather tie holding his hair in place and dropped it on the table next to a book his father had given him the week before. Had it only been a week since he visited his father in his study?  
 
    That visit had been short because his father had had much to do. But they’d shared a whiskey and a brief conversation about tenant farmers before Laird Alastair had given him the book, a volume on guerrilla warfare. He’d joked with his father that he’d been long out of the schoolroom. Lord Alastair had smiled and told Blane that learning was a lifelong experience, and he would feel like the luckiest man if he continued to learn into his old age. 
 
    It was an old age that would now never come. Despite his denials to whoever talked to him about his father, in his heart he knew the Laird would never recover. 
 
    The blanket of sadness threatened to smother Blane again. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” Annabel asked. 
 
    For the first time, he noticed that she’d carried a small covered tray in with her. 
 
    Had he eaten? It was hard to think about something so mundane when his mind was occupied with so many larger things, still spinning at the sheer amount of responsibility his father took on each day, wondering if all the key members of the clan would attend the gathering in three days’ time. Wondering if his father would live. 
 
    “No.” Blane had the wild thought that perhaps he would never eat again. His stomach rebelled at the very thought. 
 
    Gently shaking her head, Annabel settled the tray on the table near Blane’s favorite chair. The over-sized, leather monstrosity slouched by the window, and it was there Blane often sat to read or simply think on the events of his day. 
 
    “Come.” Annabel gently guided him to the chair then knelt and pulled off his boots and thick woolen socks.  
 
    Blane was too tired to stop her. He melted into the chair and allowed the softness of her hands and the gentle caring in her to soothe him. 
 
    Annabel pulled up a smaller chair and put the tray on her lap. “You must eat and keep up your strength.” 
 
    Again, the thought of the dinner he smelled earlier that evening coming from the kitchens turned his stomach. Mutton and potatoes. Just the thought of it— the tray clattered against the plate as she took off the cover. 
 
    An apple, sliced into half-moon pieces. A wedge of cheese next to a torn off piece of bread. A fistful of nuts. Nothing that made his stomach want to curl in on itself. 
 
    Instead, it growled. “I might be a little hungry,” he said. 
 
    “Eat.” 
 
    She lifted a slice of apple to his lips. Surprised, Blane looked at her with a tiredly raised eyebrow. "Eat," she repeated. And he did the only thing he could do. Opened his mouth and took the slice of crisp red apple, then a piece of cheese sandwiched in bread, nuts fed between his lips from her slender fingers, until most of the plate was empty. Her caring astounded him. 
 
    While she fed him, Annabel leaned closer to him with each bite until she was practically sitting in his lap. Smiling, she tipped the last piece of apple toward his mouth. 
 
    "Last bite," she said, grinning, knowing he was about to growl at her for treating him like a child. 
 
    Her fingers moved close, and he captured them between his teeth along with the apple slice, tucked the apple under his tongue and sucked on her fingers, one by one, until her ocean green eyes darkened. 
 
    "Oh!" She squirmed on the chair next to him, her own lips fallen open to watch what he was doing. 
 
    Blane released her fingers with a popping sound and contentedly chewed his apple. "I am a man," he said softly. "Not a boy." 
 
    "How well I know it," she said. She put her fingers, damp and slick from his mouth into her own mouth, and sucked. Now it was his turn to squirm. 
 
    "Can I help you with anything else, Lord Blane?" Her tone was saucy, wicked. 
 
    "I'll help myself to something if you don't cease your tempting." 
 
    Still smiling, she slipped her fingers from her mouth, making it quite obvious she had been copying him. God, if she learned so fast now, she would just about kill him once they fell into a bed together. He swallowed.  
 
    Despite his teasing, he was not so far gone in his grief or his selfishness that he would take her maidenhead without the protection of marriage. He wanted to make love to her, yes. God, did he. But he would not risk her honor nor risk making a babe with her when there was no agreement yet between them. 
 
    That agreement, though, was only a matter of time. He wanted her more than any woman he’d ever known. Not just to love her body with his own, but to protect and cherish her. He could easily imagine her tenderness with any child they had together. Just as he could easily imagine them making that child together. 
 
    Blane took the tray from Annabel and put it on the table, and then slid her fully onto his lap. She came easily, snuggling into him with her arms around his neck.  
 
    "My lord." Her gentle smile teased him. 
 
    "My lady," he said in return, but with a seriousness he hoped she did not misunderstand. 
 
    Her smile froze. "Blane?" 
 
    He smoothed a hand down her back. "If I asked you to be mine before God and the church, would you accept me?" 
 
    "But..." Wide eyes blinking, she drew back slightly although she still kept her arms around his neck. 
 
    Her hesitation made Blane swallow. With a dizzying lurch in his belly, he waited for her to say they only just met each other, to ask how could he know so soon that he wanted her to be with him for always. 
 
    "But I am only a chambermaid,” she said instead, shocking him. “My parents are farmers on land your father owns." 
 
    None of that mattered to him, she had to know that. "And you own my heart, Annabel. Which is worth more to you?" 
 
    "'Tis not me, Blane. I only ask for you. Your family. You are destined to marry a real lady, not someone like me." 
 
    His arms tightened briefly around her waist. "Are you trifling with me, then? Have you no intention of seeing this passion between us to its logical conclusion beyond the bed chamber." 
 
    For the first time since he'd known her, uncertainty flared in Annabel’s eyes. "No, no. I've never..." She bit her lip. "I'd love more than anything to be your lady wife and have a family of my own with you.” Annabel’s hands drifted from around his neck to press lightly against his chest. “But I also knew that when I fell in love with you, someone else would likely become your wife and be blessed with your love and your children.” 
 
    His heart thumped eagerly in his chest, leaping like a salmon upstream at her words. She loved him. But hadn't he known it since that night on the moors when they'd talked as if they'd known each other for a lifetime? 
 
    "Nothing else matters more than what we mean to each other," he said. "You are a woman, and I am your man. I would have you be my wife." 
 
    “You daft man!” Annabel gasped as if he'd shocked her. Had they not been talking about this very thing for the last few minutes? "Are you...are you asking me now?" 
 
    If nothing else, the last day had taught Blane the fleeting nature of life. He'd showed his father he loved him, told him in many ways other than those exact words. He would not allow regret to color his last days when he could enjoy his woman and the life he wanted now. 
 
    "Yes," he said. "I am asking you now to be my wife." 
 
    "Then I will." And she slipped her arms around his shoulders, eyes shining with happiness and kissed him until they were both breathless with love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8  
 
      
 
    The euphoria from Annabel’s kisses did not last. Not after Blane visited his father’s sick room. 
 
    “’Tis sorry I am, Lord Blane, but your father will never again be more than he is now.” The doctor had stopped Blane at the very entrance to the sick room with a look on his face that said he’d rather be anyplace but there. “He breathes. Can move his eyes, his hands only somewhat. But ‘tis likely he will never speak again, nor walk.” 
 
    Behind his own back, Blane clenched his joined fists. His father, reduced to this in just the space of a few hours. Tears burned his eyes but he refused to let them fall. 
 
    "Thank you, doctor." He clapped the man on his shoulder. "I need to be alone with him." 
 
    The doctor nodded. "Just try not to upset him overmuch," he said. "The Laird has endured a hell, surely."  
 
    Then he quickly cleared the room that had only held one of his male assistants and the woman Blane was getting used to seeing many times throughout the day.  
 
    Over the passing day, the room had been cleaned. It still smelled of mints and healing potions, but the various bowls that had overflowed with cleaning clothes and hot water, among other things Blane could not name, were gone. The room was tidy. Neat. A sign that the chaos of healing was over. Now they would simply wait for Laird Alastair to die.  
 
    Blane swallowed the salt of his tears and walked fully into the room. 
 
    His father lay in the narrow bed on his back, his face smoothly shaven, his hair combed back, a crisp nightshirt on and the sheets pulled up to his waist. It seemed as if he were waiting for something. Death perhaps. 
 
    His hands, permanently clenched into claws, moved restlessly over the sheets. 
 
    "Papa." Blane sank down to one knee in front of the bed, his hands resting on the sheets only inches from his father's still form. "I am sorry I was not there when you needed me the most. I am sorry I failed you." 
 
    His father's eyes moved back and forth in his head, denying Blane's words. But Blane knew that if he had been there with his father, the outcome of that morning would have been much different. His hands clenched into fists, and he pressed his aching forehead against them. 
 
    He longed to ask his father what happened. Who had followed him out on his ride, or who he had encountered. But the doctor said not to upset him. 
 
    "We cannot go back, as much as I wish it. So I will do my best to make you proud, no matter what happens, from now on."  
 
    If his father was inside this inert shell, then he knew what had to be done. A new chief had to be declared. Life had to go on. Their world had to continue somehow. 
 
    "The chieftains will all be here tonight." Many had already begun to arrive and soon nearly all the guest chambers in the castle would be filled with the chieftains, some barons of the clan, and their wives. "Then, I will meet with them and let them know what has happened." As he spoke, he felt his chin begin to wobble and he had to stop himself, breathe deeply, and then go on again. He would not give his father cause to be ashamed of him. "I will make you proud," he said. “This I promise you.” 
 
    One of his father's clawed hands moved on the sheet and nudged Blane's. Alastair’s eyes, identical to his, burned into Blane's face.  
 
    I am already proud, he could practically hear his father say in his warm and deep voice as if nothing had ever changed. 
 
                               *** 
 
    That night, the storms came. Wind whipped the flags on the turrets and howled in the hidden spaces of the castle. Rain muddied the roads and filled the moat to nearly bursting. It was as if the sky was mourning Alastair, too. 
 
    The storm made travel difficult, but all the chieftains and land barons and their women made their way to the castle and eventually gathered in the large great hall for the meet. Blane sat at the head of the table to face them all, grief-ravaged but determined. 
 
    "Thank you all for coming with such little notice and through this hellish weather," he said when the room of two dozen plus boisterous men and women calmed down enough for him to be heard. 
 
    These chieftains were heads of smaller territories under the Laird of Edinburgh, overseeing the large parcels of land the chief could not physically keep his own eyes on from the castle. All of them had supported Alastair during his rule as Laird of Edinburgh; many would mourn him when he was gone. 
 
     “You have all heard of my father’s accident.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want to call it,” someone called out. Rumbles of agreement moved through the hall.  
 
    “We heard talk of poison,” came another voice, a woman. 
 
    Blane didn’t want to whip his clan into a frenzy. They were there to agree on the next course of action and to witness that action before heading back to their homes. Launching a query into what happened, that was up to him. 
 
    In as few words as possible, he told them everything he knew. “As my father’s heir, I’ve called you here to let you know the details of the accident and to begin the process of taking over as Laird of Edinburgh.” 
 
    The chieftains had never been men to hold their tongues when they had something to say, and they didn’t disappoint Blane now. 
 
    “You are still a lad,” one of them said. This one with massive shoulders and a wide, muscular chest that belied the age his shoulder-length gray hair suggested. “Much too young to become laird.” 
 
    “He is no lad. Look at him!” The woman who’d spoken up earlier made another comment that sent laughter rippling through the hall. 
 
    “Agreed!” a man Blane could not see shouted. “Laird Alastair took on the mantle at a younger age than Blane.” 
 
    “That was then and out of necessity,” the gray-haired chieftain persisted. “Now, we have a choice. Duff.” 
 
    As if they’d conjured him out of thin air, Duff appeared in the doorway of the great hall. Blane noticed him but said nothing to the man. 
 
    “My father has long decreed that I would succeed him,” Blane said and made his voice ring out from corner to corner of the massive room, just like his father taught him. “There is nothing more to discuss.” He nodded to Murdo who hadn’t left his side since he visited his father. 
 
    His man drew himself to his full height. “Tomorrow, we will begin the first of the banquets welcoming Laird Blane as the successor to the Lairdship of Edinburgh. Although ill, Lord Alastair will be in attendance as well.”  
 
    According to the doctor, he’d been too sickly to attend that night’s gathering. Plus, Blane had been reluctant to parade his formerly vital and powerful father in front of these men and women who had never known him to be weak. 
 
    It was killing Blane to see Laird Alastair like this, killing him and tearing his world apart. How would it be for these men and women? Would they turn on Blane in an effort to set things right in their own lives, or would the majority of them give him their support? That wasn’t a question he’d even entertained before, but watching the unease and uncertainty on the faces before him, he sensed a battle coming. 
 
    “Tomorrow then,” one of the chieftains said. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Blane echoed. “Until then, please be welcome. Partake of our food and drink, take your ease and comfort in the chambers provided for you. And if you need anything—,” He tried for a smile though it felt stiff and unnatural. “—ask Murdo since he’s the only one around here doing any work.” 
 
    A few of the men laughed. Duff was not among them.  
 
                                  *** 
 
    The next evening came all too quickly. With his new tasks, Blane barely had time to invite Annabel to the meal. But he made the time, in between rushing off to talk with Murdo and his father's man, to tell her how important it was to him that she be there at his side during this moment. He knew the exact placement of her seat was important. With her next to him at the table, he was declaring to everyone that Annabel was his. And that he intended to make her his wife. 
 
    Her blush of teasing acceptance kept him warm for the rest of the day. 
 
    At the time of the evening meal, the banquet hall was full with the voices of over two dozen men and their women. Platters clanged and rattled as the servants went from guest to guest to serve them. Music played, bagpipes and flutes, and a few men even got drunk enough to dance a jig or three after they had their meal. 
 
    At the long table, every member of the Campbell clan claimed a seat. His mother, uncle, close cousins who fought well for the family. His father had been settled on the other side of Blane, propped up in a chair with a cup of mead in front of him but no food. While Blane’s mother sat beside her husband, oddly, she seemed incapable of taking her eyes from Duff for more than a few moments.  
 
    Blane had invited Murdo to the table but the man had refused, saying he had duties to fulfill throughout the night and being trapped at the table would only prevent him from seeing to them. 
 
    The hall rang loud with laughter and music, was lush with the smells of meats and freshly baked bread, truly a celebration. But Blane felt apart from it. He had lost most of his father, and very soon, any remaining part of Alastair, Laird of Edinburgh, would be snatched away in death. 
 
    No. He could not celebrate that. 
 
    But the men who supported him as the new Laird were intent on making it a celebration. It was tradition, he knew. It was important, this declaration of transition from the old Laird and chief to the new.  
 
    At the end of the main meal and after dessert was served, his father's trusted man, Fergus, rose to his feet and banged his mug against the table for silence. Fergus looked wrecked, dark circles under his eyes, his face, no longer that of a young man but one who had aged much in the last couple of days. His lean body was twisted with grief.  
 
    Voices gradually tapered off along with the music until only the rattling of serving plates and the occasional yips of the hunting dogs who'd claimed their places by the fire remained. 
 
    "The Laird Alastair thanks you for coming to the castle on this most foul day and evening." The sound of thunder boomed loudly through the walls. Fergus looked pointedly at Blane's father who was silent and still except for those still intelligent eyes of his that roamed from corner to corner of the large room without cease. Sadness settled even more into Fergus's lined features. "Although he is unable to say, he is pleased to celebrate his son, Blane Campbell, as his heir and successor." He lifted his mug. "Let us drink to him, and to Blane, the new Laird of Edinburgh." 
 
    The room rumbled with approval and ringing shouts of "Aye!" 
 
    "Now, let us—" 
 
    "Wait for that celebration you'll be planning." Every head in the room swung to Duff as he stood and, like his brother had when he was Laird, towered over Fergus and nearly every man in the room.  
 
    Blane clenched his fist, knowing nothing good could come of his uncle's interruption. He felt the muscle ticking hard and fast in his jaw. 
 
    "What is he doing?" Annabel's breath brushed his ear as she leaned close, filling him with her calming scent. Her fingers landed on the tight muscles of his arm. 
 
    "I dinnae ken," Blane said while dread tightened his entire body. But he wouldn’t take whatever it was that Duff had on his mind lying—or sitting—down. After a quick squeeze of Annabel’s hand, he stood up. “What is on your mind, Uncle?” 
 
    “It seems to me, young Blane—” And Blane felt the entire hall react to that one word as if they’d stood up and gasped in response. “—that everything is not as you assume.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    "If that unfortunate accident had not happened to my brother, then he would still be Laird of Edinburgh, correct?" Blane didn't bother answering the question as if he were a child to be interrogated and patronized. His uncle continued without his response. "So it seems to me that instead of your young and very soft-skinned self, it should be me, the brother of the previous Laird—" he gestured to Alastair. "—who should take on the responsibilities of being Laird of Edinburgh." 
 
    With each word Duff spoke, the suspicion that had only been an unpleasant tingle before now boiled into full heat in Blane’s chest. He was well aware how capable Duff was of doing what he suspected. 
 
    A ripple of unease moved through the hall, and Blane couldn't help but notice the few men who nodded along as Duff spoke, some of the same men who'd supported his father and him over the years. "You are too young for this, lordling, but I am not. Just about half the men in the clan agree with me." He raised his voice. "Right?" 
 
    More rumbles came, some clearer than others. Blane caught Murdo’s eye and his man nodded, reminding Blane of the brief conversation they had had not too long before. 
 
    Duff is planning something, Murdo had told him when they left Alastair’s sick room for the last time earlier that day. Have a care and watch him. 
 
    "It has already been decided." Blane planted his feet wide and challenged his uncle with a look. "My father decreed long before now. I am his heir. In every way." 
 
    Blane felt the first stirrings of anger as his uncle shook his head, looking as if Blane had disappointed him with his obvious lack of reason. "I am Alastair's equal. He would have had another ten, mayhap even twenty years of good rule left in him. It only makes sense for me to take over now. You will have your time when you are older and have some maturity about you." 
 
    Not only was the fool saying he was as good as Alastair—that was tantamount to blasphemy in the eyes of many who knew his father—but he more than hinted that Blane was immature and not ready for the responsibilities his father had prepared him for all these long years. Blane would rather struggle and learn even more than he already did under Fergus's tutelage than allow Duff to run the affairs of the Lairdship into the ground. He knew what kind of man his uncle was. And that man was not fit to be Laird. 
 
    "Nay." Blane balled his fingers into a fist against his thigh. "I will not step aside for you." 
 
    "'Tis not as simple as that, my boy, and well you know it." He cast his gaze around the room to the particular men Blane suspected already declared their support of him. "But, I am not an unreasonable man." 
 
    Blane clenched his throat to stop the disbelieving sound from rising up. But Annabel had no such reluctance. Her scoff of disbelief sounded loud and clear into the room. Duff's poisonous gaze settled on her, lingered, before finally moving back to Blane's face. 
 
    "I will walk away from this challenge with no blood shed between us...if you surrender the fair Annabel as a peace offering." 
 
    At his side, Annabel gasped. Her shocked and furious gaze swung to Duff, then to Blane's mother. What Blane saw on his mother's face dealt him a double blow. She didn't look surprised. If anything, she looked smug. It was an improvement over the wretched sobs that had spilled from her over the last two days, but only in that it showed she was the strong woman he'd always believed she was. A strong woman who'd expected this maneuver of Duff's. Maybe had even plotted it with him.  
 
    "Nay!" Blane nearly shouted the word.  
 
    He would not use Annabel as a bargaining stone, and he damn sure would not allow Duff to keep taking from him and from his father. He would not give in to this. Even if he had entertained such a ridiculous idea, the cruel twist of his uncle's mouth when he looked at Annabel, a veritable promise that he would make her suffer for loving Blane, shored up his decision. Blane shook his head hard. "I will not give her to you." 
 
    The gleam in his uncle's eye turned fairly feral, the look of a wily animal who'd driven his prey to just the place he wanted it to be. "If you will not give her up so I can walk away, then I challenge you to a duel. The winner gets to ascend to the Lairdship." 
 
    The room erupted into shocked exclamations and conversations, but below the raucous shouts of his men and women gathered in the hall, Blane heard his mother's horrified gasp. He looked at her but she was staring at Duff with a look of betrayal on her pale face. 
 
    "Duff! That is not what you promised me!" The room was still loud, the men and some of their wives slamming their tankards of ale on the table and shouting at Duff to be reasonable, to let go of the past and accept that this was a new time, and a different battle from the one he had fought, and lost, so many years ago.  
 
    Blane didn't think they heard Davina's words. 
 
    But he did. 
 
    Even without the threat of the duel, he could see it plain as the green in Annabel's eyes that his mother had bargained away the Lairdship to Duff, was willing to trade Annabel to her cruel former lover just so she could maneuver Blane into marriage to Effie, or whoever it was Davina thought of next. 
 
    Blane's thoughts reeled, his mind crawling into terrible places with each moment that passed. But even with his confusion and grief, he held on to at least one certainty. 
 
    That certainty spread through his chest, down his arms, and through his entire body. He drew in a long breath then turned to his father. 
 
    Alastair was already looking at him. Their eyes locked for long moments in which Blane felt as if he re-lived his entire life with his father, and especially the last few weeks when they'd been closer than ever, teasing each other, talking of the future, including a future with the wife Blane knew even then that he wanted. He put a hand on his father's shoulder with a question in his eyes. 
 
    Slowly and very deliberately, Alastair blinked. 
 
    The breath left Blane's mouth in a rush. Then he turned to his uncle.  
 
    "Challenge accepted," he said loudly enough to stop all the conversation in the hall. Even the dogs were silent. "Let us duel at dawn's break. I shall meet you and defend my position." 
 
    Annabel sat rigid in her chair with everything she felt naked on her face. But she said nothing. Already, she was a worthy wife to him, strong enough to carry both their fears. But he knew the moment she had him alone, she would not hold back. Oddly, he relished the coming of that moment. 
 
    Blane turned back to the gathered men and women. "Enjoy the rest of the evening. I shall take my father to get his rest." He signaled one of the doctor's assistants who had stayed nearby throughout the meal. "Take him back to the sick room. I shall follow shortly." 
 
    Then he gave his mother a single look before briefly touching Annabel's hand. His love rose to her feet and walked with him from the hall without saying another word. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    No one stopped them or spoke to them as they made their way from the hall, quietly side by side and not touching, toward Blane’s chambers. At the door, he pushed it open, waited until she followed him in before closing it behind them and into the hushed silence. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” Annabel said as soon as they were completely alone. “I beg you. I have been traded before, and I can willingly and happily do it again if it means you will live and have your Lairdship.” 
 
    But Blane was already shaking his head before she finished speaking. He gently grasped her shoulders and drew her closer to him, inhaling the floral scent of her hair. “My Lairdship is nothing without my promised wife.” 
 
    “My life is nothing if my promised husband is dead.” Her foam and fire eyes glimmered with tears, a mixture of fury and fear. “Please, Blane. Don’t go to this duel. Duff Campbell will kill you.” Her hands fluttered to his chest like agitated butterflies. Their warmth pierced him. “I’ll go with your uncle and do whatever he wants. You’ll find another wife. You’ll rule. You’ll live.”  
 
    “I will live,” he said. “And you will nae go to him.” 
 
    Annabel fairly vibrated with concern for him, but none for herself. Strangely, the more agitated she grew, the calmer he became. Blane had to this. This day had been brewing for a long time. If it hadn’t been this duel, then it would’ve been in some other show down cobbled together by Duff. Blane was tired of watching his uncle and wondering when he would strike. By dawn, all of it would be settled for good. One way or another. 
 
    He drew a steadying breath. “I love you, my Annabel. Dinnae worry for me. I’ll be back to you in time for us to breakfast together.” 
 
    “Blane! I don’t want to lose you.” She flung her arms around him and clung. 
 
    “You won’t.” Although he wanted to crush her to him and kiss her soft lips and so much more, he stopped himself. Those were pleasures he could look forward to once the duel was over.  
 
    If he survived.  
 
    If God willed it so and he did not leave the duel the victor, at least Annabel wouldn’t belong to his uncle. He would speak with Murdo to make sure she was safe, no matter the outcome. 
 
     Blane caressed her damp cheek and patiently waited until her frantic breaths calmed down. He tilted her chin up so their eyes could meet. His love blinked up at him, all of her open to him and filled with love. 
 
    “After the sun rises, we will see each other again.” He briefly kissed her soft lips, then her forehead. 
 
    She sniffled and drew back. “Verra well, my lord.” Annabel wiped the tears from her cheeks with trembling hands. “But if you lose this duel and end up dead, I shall resurrect your stubborn self and kill you all over again.”  
 
    “You have my permission to do just that,” he said with a soft laugh. 
 
    Soon after, he left her to spend the rest of the night with his father. While the storm spat rain and the wind howled, he simply sat in the sick room and shared the silence and occasional glances with the man who’d shaped him into who he was.  
 
                        *** 
 
    Dawn came all too soon. 
 
    The storms drifted away long before dawn. Everyone who had been in the banquet hall flooded out to the jousting field to watch the duel. Blane sat already mounted on his horse with Murdo looking on at the crowd, a sneering look on his face. Far down the field, Duff's friends and support stood with his riderless horse, occasionally throwing worried glances at Blane. 
 
    The day's light was still rising, flowing over the hills and through the tall trees surrounding them with an otherworldly light. Mist floated above the nearby loch. Cool air brushed the parts of Blane’s face that weren’t covered by padded cloth and chain mail, and he breathed it all in.  
 
    Something in the air made it feel like one of the many mornings when he had ridden out with his father, sometimes to check in on the tenant farmers, or to make sure the Campbell boundaries were secure, or simply just to take a ride together and talk about things that only mattered to them. 
 
    His heart ached for his father. His heart ached for himself. 
 
    "Your uncle is confident," Murdo said, bringing Blane’s attentions back to the field. 
 
    "Aye."  
 
    Blane had seen the over-confidence himself. During the festivities, Duff hadn't taken a single sip from his mead, at least none that Blane had seen. But, walking down the hallway in the castle after leaving his father, he'd heard the sound of animal rutting through Duff's door, Duff tupping a woman who wailed and carried on as if she were being gored to death.  
 
    The woman’s pain and pleasure-filled voice sounded alarmingly like Davina’s, but the thought disturbed Blane too much for him to dwell upon. 
 
    Blane's horse shifted beneath him, stamped its hooves against the rain-softened earth and grass. They were both ready for this to begin, and to end. 
 
    Blane's chest rattled with nerves, but his hands were steady on the reins. His young servant stood beside Blane’s horse holding his lance. The boy spared occasional looks toward the other side of the field, but most of his attention remained focused on Blane and on his horse. The intense look on his face said he wanted to be ready when Blane gestured for the lance. 
 
    The sun rose higher, a slow lightening of everything around them. And Blane again breathed in the crisp and cool air to calm himself. He was aware of Annabel nearby but he could not look at her. The fear and worry on her face would only unman him. 
 
    The steady and slow trot of horses’ hooves brought his attention to the other end of the field and the horse making its way to where Duff's own war horse stood waiting. Two riders sat on the horse, a slender young man in front and Duff, armored but with his helm off and in his hand. He slid from the horse with a rattle of armor. As soon as his feet hit the floor, he slapped the rump of the horse that had dropped him off and the beast whinnied and jolted across the grass to where a groomsman waited with other horses.  
 
    Blane waited until his uncle climbed onto his horse and Fergus, ever the mediator, walked to the middle of the field before he signaled to the young boy for his lance. Once Duff began walking his horse toward the center, Blane did the same. The horse rocked under him, hooves loud against the grass. From somewhere in the crowd, he could hear a woman's steady cries. His mother. 
 
    "Did either of you change your mind?" The gruff voice of Fergus sounded out loud and clear in the early morning. 
 
    "Nay," Duff said with a sneer and a telling look thrown toward Annabel. 
 
    Blane echoed him but kept his eyes on his uncle. 
 
    "Verra well. Then let us get on with it." He outlined the rules that had not changed in the years since Blane’s father had fought Duff, and won.  
 
    "I understand," Blane said as his horse shifted under him and huffed his steaming breath into the chilled air. 
 
    Once Duff stated his own acceptance of the rules, they walked in opposite directions, lances in hand, bodies covered in chain mail and armor, visors of their helms down. Blane’s hands felt cold inside his gloves, but his nerves were steady. Whatever happened, Annabel would be taken care of and that was the most important thing.  
 
    He slipped down the visor of his helm and readied himself. 
 
    When the signal came, he was more than ready. He and his horse moved as one, flying toward Duff and his horse like a cannonball. Horse hooves rumbled against the wet earth. His breath huffed. Shouts and screams echoed around him. But all of his attention was focused on Duff and his horse. This man who had caused him much pain. The man who had threatened to take Annabel from him. The man who he suspected of doing so much more. 
 
    Blane roared, and the sound boomed through his body like thunder.  
 
    Duff raced toward him, shield up, lance out, his covered face carved into unyielding silver. They slammed together like two boulders. Pain rattled through Blane's body and his very bones shook but he grabbed his horse's reins to pull the beast backward and bared his teeth when Duff still came after him, lance at a killing angle but with his shield down.  
 
    An animal growl left Blane's throat, and he dipped low on his horse's neck, avoiding the lance's blow then whirled in the saddle, came back to use his shield as a battering ram and slammed it into Duff's side. His uncle grunted, and his horse staggered. Roaring still, Blane swept his lance sharply around, throwing his entire body into the blow. 
 
    Duff fell from his horse and hit the ground with a crash just as his helm flew off and rolled away. Blane jumped from his horse and ran toward his uncle who crabbed backward while reaching for his sword. The crowd's noise rose up around him, a scream. He paid these things no attention. Just as Blane grabbed his sword, Duff jumped to his feet and swung his own sword up in defense. 
 
    "You have more in you than I thought, boy." And he lunged at Blane. 
 
    But Blane had learned more than love and patience from his father. He’d learned to fight, and although he did not fight as dirty as some, he knew the maneuvers his uncle preferred, had watched him in battle, both practice and real, for long enough. He slashed his way into his uncle's space, grunting as their swords clanged and sparked. Duff gave as good as he got but Blane was furious and maddened. Duff backed up with each blow he could not fight off, his face going from arrogance to fury to fear. 
 
    "Did you poison my father?" Blane shouted the question, spittle flying, his heart booming loudly in his own ears. “Did you get my mother to plot this filthy business with you?” 
 
    Duff gave a breathless laugh. "Your father poisoned himself." He hissed the reply. "No one told him to go out riding with me that morning. He was already weak from the poison of his own stupidity if he did not realize that." 
 
    A body-shaking roar left Blane's throat. The sound rattled his body again and again with each slash of his sword at Duff.  
 
    “As for your mother, she’s always belonged to me.” Duff’s remaining eye glittered with malice. 
 
    This man had taken everything from him, and had planned to take even more. A haze of red washed over Blane's entire world. He slashed his uncle's steel again and again, beyond reason now. He was already waiting for the moment, hatred burning in his heart, when his uncle's sword slipped from his grasp and tumbled to the ground. Duff tripped over it and cursed as he landed on his back. His hands flew up and true panic crossed his face. 
 
    "Mercy, nephew! 
 
    But there was only one kind of mercy this man deserved. Blane raised his sword one last time and aimed the blade at his uncle's remaining eye. Duff’s scream rousted birds from the trees and sent them flying skyward.  
 
    Blane’s chest heaved. His breath burned hot. His fury bellowed into the air. 
 
    When he came back to himself, his uncle rolled around at his feet, blood gushing from his eye, voice hoarse from the endless screaming.  
 
    "This is your mercy, uncle." He slid his sword back into its scabbard and raised his head. 
 
    He nearly stumbled back when a slight body slammed into him. Annabel. She clung to him, her face pressed tight against his mailed chest. Over her head, more than half of the clan shouted and cheered. 
 
    "Long live Blane, Laird of Edinburgh! 
 
    At the edge of it all, his mother stood with horror etched on her features, hands pressed to her mouth. But Blane had no sympathy for her. 
 
    He held Annabel close. "Come, my promised wife. The day awaits us and our bath is getting cold."
                                                          
 
    THE END 
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    Chapter One
  
 
    “Jean, mind the bread! You were about to knock over the tins!” 
 
    Jean Maxwell swung around to the voice of the cook, Aggie, admonishing her. It wasn’t unusual. It seemed to Jean sometimes that she was always being told off since she had come to help in the kitchen of the great Castle. 
 
    “Sorry, Cook,” she said, biting her lip and stepping away from the tins hastily. 
 
    “The Lord above, you are a fey girl,” the cook said crossly. “You have to keep your mind on what you are doing, lass.  There’s so much going on in here, it’s no time for daydreaming, now.” 
 
    “Aye, I will try harder.” Jean hung her head. 
 
    It was important that she keep the work that she had there.  It had taken her mother, Brenda, a long time to get Aggie to take her on.   
 
    Brenda had worked in the kitchens at the Castle ever since Jean could remember.  She remembered her mother setting out at day break from their little cottage, for the long walk to the castle. When she arrived home, she was always dog tired.  Her feet would be aching, and her eyes drooping from tiredness. 
 
    But they had no choice.  Jean’s father, Burns, was the farrier for the laird and all the horses in the castle.  It didn’t pay very much.  The family needed the money that Brenda provided to keep a roof over their heads and feed them. 
 
    So when Aggie had finally been persuaded to take Jean on for odd jobs in the kitchen when she turned sixteen, the family had rejoiced.  It was a bit more for them – not much, but every penny helped. 
 
    Aggie, the cook, softened as she looked at the girl.  Such a pretty lassie, with the bright red hair that was always threatening to escape from beneath her cap.  And those large grey eyes, so expressive and full of sweetness. 
 
    “You just need to concentrate, lassie,” she said now, but a grin softened her words. “Why don’t you take your break now.  Only five minutes, though.  I will need you to mop the pantry floors straight away when you get back.  Geilis spilt some milk in there again.” 
 
    Jean brightened. “Thank you, Cook,” she smiled.  She scurried outside before Cook could change her mind and find another chore for her. 
 
    Once outside, Jean collapsed onto a bench, taking off her right shoe and rubbing her foot. 
 
    Another callous.  It seemed they popped up overnight.  Her feet had become so calloused since she started this work she could almost walk over hot coals and feel nothing.  But her hands had borne the brunt of most of the heavy work. 
 
    Jean glanced down at them, sighing inwardly. 
 
    They had been beautiful, once.  People had remarked on her hands, how thin and pale they were, and as soft as a newborn duck’s down.   
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    Since she had worked there, they had turned rough and ragged.  Washing a thousand dishes a day would do that to anyone’s hands, she guessed.  She shouldn’t be prideful.  It wasn’t as if she were a lady, meant to embroider and do nothing else.  No one would ever care what her hands felt like. 
 
    But she cared.  And then her mind turned to him. 
 
    Alan, the laird’s son. She used to dream of him taking her hand and raising it to his lips, the way the noblemen did to their ladies. Slowly, he would take it, raising it ever so slightly, bending his head to it.  She would feel his lips against it like the landing of a butterfly. 
 
    She had dreamed of Alan since she had first laid eyes on him. 
 
    When she first came to work in the kitchens, Aggie would sometimes send her to polish the balustrade on the main staircase, if her kitchen duties were done.  And when she was there with her rag, he used to sometimes come, tearing up the stairs two at a time. 
 
    She would watch him, taking off his helmet, still in his armor from jousting.  He would rake his fingers through his shoulder length blonde hair as if the weight of the world were upon him.  
 
    He never glanced her way.  But she would replay the vision of him, over and over in her head, in her little hard bed in the cottage. 
 
    Angrily, Jean shook the thought away.  She was a kitchen skivvy, and would be for the rest of her life.  She had no right to be dreaming of the laird’s son. 
 
    Restless suddenly, she put her shoe back on and sought out her father in the stables. 
 
    She saw him as she entered, bent over the hoof of a horse as always, inspecting it like it was made of gold. Her father was the best farrier in the Highlands, she knew that. Everyone said so.  If anything was wrong with a horse, her father could fix it.  She was very proud of him. 
 
    “Papa!” She ran to him, not thinking of anything but being close to her beloved father. 
 
    Burns looked up in surprise. “Ach, lassie,” he said. “What are you doing here? Old Aggie will tan your hide if she sees you out of the kitchens.” 
 
    Jean stopped. “It’s alright, Papa, she let me have a break.” 
 
    “Wonders will never cease,” her father replied, putting down the horse’s leg and picking up the other. “That woman is a slave driver.  There’s been many a time your poor mother has come home complaining of how Aggie ran her off her feet all day.  She must have a soft spot for you, lass.” 
 
    He turned to her, smiling. “And who wouldn’t, hey? A bonnier lass has never walked the Highlands before you, Jeanie.” 
 
    “Oh, Papa,” Jean smiled. “You are too kind to me.” 
 
    A noise from behind startled them both. 
 
    Jean turned her head, not believing what she was seeing. 
 
    It was him. 
 
     Alan, the laird’s eldest son.  Walking his stead into the stables, dressed in full armor.  He had taken his helmet off and carried it in the crook of his arm.  His shoulder length blonde hair stuck to his head from where the helmet had made his hair sweat. His blue eyes were full of life as they looked around. 
 
    Jean ducked behind her father, backtracking her way out of the stables.  She knew another way, however, and that meant she didn’t have to walk past the laird’s son. 
 
    Burns looked at her, puzzled, as she waved a farewell and made her exit. 
 
    Running swiftly, she made it back to the courtyard.  She would make some excuse to her father later, about why she had to rush without saying goodbye.  She was breathing heavily, leaning against the stone wall as she tried to catch her breath. 
 
    Her father wouldn’t understand if she told him the truth. That she couldn’t be near Alan without fumbling and dropping things, blushing to the roots of her scalp.  How even being within an inch of him made her feel so panicked that she thought she might faint. He would just look at her and wonder if she had gone mad.  A girl like her had to remember her station in life, after all.  It did no good to be day dreaming about the laird’s son. 
 
    “Jean!” 
 
    She swung around.  Her mother, Brenda, stood there with a broom in her hand.  She was frowning. 
 
    “Where have you been? Cook is on the warpath, looking for you. She said she gave you a short break and you wondered off, as always.” 
 
    “I was just saying hello to Papa…” 
 
    Her mother stopped her. “Well don’t do that, Jean.  You have to be mindful of how long these things take.” Brenda came up close to her. “It took a long time to get Aggie to take you on.  I had to persuade her for months.  We need the extra income, lassie.  Your father spoils you too much.  You aren’t the lady of the castle now.” 
 
    No, thought Jean sadly, I am not.  And never will be.  Which is why I must stop dreaming about Alan.  He will marry a fine lady one day.  I am just a kitchen skivvy. 
 
    Sighing, she took the broom from her mother. 
 
    “I’m ready to get back to work,” she said, hanging her head as she walked back to the kitchens. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    Alan gave the reins of the stead to the farrier, patting the horse down as he did. 
 
    “Good girl,” he crooned as he stroked the chestnut hair of the horse. “You did well today.” 
 
    Burns took the reins from the laird’s son. “She looks about done in,” he remarked. “Did you ride her hard?” 
 
    Alan nodded, a bit guiltily. “I overworked her,” he said. “I know I shouldn’t.  But my father demands so much when I’m jousting. I must prove myself over and over, every time I go onto the field.” 
 
    Burns looked at the lad, feeling a bit sorry for him. 
 
    It was true what he said about the laird, Leith Ross, and what he demanded of his son.  The whole castle talked about it.  Leith had been training Alan in combat and fighting since he had been a small boy, taking him out almost daily. 
 
    But, in Burns opinion, Alan had stood up to the challenge.  He was an obedient son, and had grown into a fine warrior and man.  Burns often thought if he had  had a son, he would have liked him to be like Alan.  
 
     But the Lord hadn’t blessed Brenda and himself with a boy. They only had Jean – Brenda had lost their other bairns early, before they could survive.  Jean was the only one who had lived. 
 
    And what a beautiful daughter she had been.  Burns softened as he thought of his little girl. 
 
    Frowning, he shook his head slightly.  Not so little, anymore.  The lads of the castle were all sniffing after her.  But he wouldn’t let her go to just anyone, oh no.  It would have to be a man who was a cut above to deserve his darling daughter. 
 
    “Was there someone with you, just now?”  Alan spoke, interrupting the farrier’s reverie. 
 
    “Just my daughter, come to say hello on her break.” Burns started to brush down the horse. 
 
    “Oh, you have a daughter, do you? I don’t think I have met her.” 
 
    Burns was about to respond, when the laird himself, Leith Ross, came into the stables. 
 
    “Alan.” He looked to his son, ignoring Burns entirely. “We need to speak.  The hall, in a half hour, if you please.” He strutted off. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Alan gave the horse one last pat. “Give her some sweet apples, Maxwell.” 
 
    He turned and left. 
 
    Burns watched him go.  He was a good lad.  He wondered if the laird realized how lucky he was. 
 
                                                                  *** 
 
    Alan had washed and changed when he walked into the hall at the time his father had said. 
 
    He was surprised. In addition to his father and mother, Lady Margot, there was another man warming himself by the fire.  The man turned.  Alan recognized the laird of Clan Campbell, Angus Moncrieff. What was he doing here? 
 
    “Ah, Alan!” His mother glided over to him. “You have washed. That is good.  Would you care for some wine?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Alan walked over to the men. 
 
    “Alan, you might like to take a goblet from your mother,” Leith said to his son. “We have good news, which you will probably want to toast.” 
 
    Puzzled, Alan accepted the goblet.  He turned to the men expectantly. 
 
    “What is it, Father? Lord Moncrieff?” 
 
    Laird Moncrieff cleared his throat. “I am here with a very decent proposal, Alan,” he said. “My eldest daughter, the Lady Janet, has grown into the most beautiful woman in the whole of Scotland, even if I do say so myself.”  He puffed out his chest, turning to Alan. “And you, sir, have the opportunity of being the one to take her hand in marriage!” 
 
    Alan stared. What did the man just say? 
 
    Leith nudged his son, frowning. “Alan, it is a very great honor Lord Moncrieff is bestowing on us.  He gets offers of marriage for Lady Janet daily.” 
 
    “Oh!” Alan shook his head. “I am sorry, Lord Moncrieff, you just took me by surprise.  I wasn’t expecting an offer of marriage to be put on the table.  My parents hadn’t told me you would be coming with it.” He looked sideways at his parents.  Why hadn’t they warned him? 
 
    “It all happened very quickly,” his father blustered. “Lord Moncrieff has been in the district on other business, and talk turned to our children, as it often does.  The laird mentioned his eligible daughter, and I mentioned my eligible son.  We put two and two together,”  he beamed. 
 
    “Oh, Alan!” His mother squeezed his arm. “I will be the proudest mamma in the world, the day that you walk down the aisle to the beautiful Lady Janet!” Lady Margot had tears in her eyes. 
 
    Alan felt ambushed. 
 
    It was true, he was twenty-six years of age, a good time to be thinking of matrimony.  He would be the laird one day, after all. A laird needed a lady.  That was how the world worked. 
 
    He frowned.  He wasn’t against the idea of marriage, not at all. In fact, he was always searching for that lady who would make his heart sing and his soul melt. There had been offers of marriage before, but he had never felt ready. 
 
    Besides, he hadn’t met her yet. The singer of his heart. Oh, there were plenty of fine lassies out there, he knew that.  Some intrigued him.  Others made him laugh.  But there was always something missing. 
 
    But he could never put his finger on what that something was. 
 
    His parents were gazing at him expectantly.  Lord Moncrieff was looking at him, too.  He cleared his throat. 
 
    “I am most honored,” Alan said, carefully. “I believe that we should enter negotiations for a marriage.” 
 
    His mother jumped in joy, flinging her arms around her son so vigorously she almost knocked him off his feet. Alan hugged her back, and then extracted himself.  His mother was always like this. 
 
    “Well done, laddie,” his father said, shaking his hand. 
 
    “You won’t regret it,” Lord Moncrieff was saying. “My Janet is the talk of Scotland! You won’t find a lovelier lass in the land.” He made as if to wipe away a tear. “My little girl! I will miss her so, of course.” 
 
    Alan looked at him sharply.  The words didn’t really ring true.  What was this Janet like? 
 
    It made no difference.  It was done now.  He had made his parents happy, which was always his aim. Alan had always been obedient and knew his duty as the laird’s son. 
 
    This was no different, he told himself. A man must marry strategically.  This was a duty, like any other. 
 
    The older people had raised their wine goblets. 
 
    “To Alan and Janet!” Lord Moncrieff cried. 
 
    “To Alan and Janet!” His parents echoed. 
 
    Alan raised his goblet, forcing himself to smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    The castle was abuzz with talk of the impending marriage. It had swept through the kitchens like a wild fire. 
 
    “It is timely,” Aggie was saying, as she expertly skewered a pig onto a spit for the evening’s dinner. “The lad is a lad no more.  Twenty-six years of age.  High time he got married.” 
 
    “Old Donald has seen her,” Maura, one of the kitchen hands, was saying. “She is a great beauty, he says. All the lairds in Scotland have been pursuing her, ye ken.” 
 
    “Beauty is as beauty does,” Aggie responded stoutly. “It means nothing. I would much rather see our Alan wed to a kindly soul than a vain lassie.  Does Old Donald know anything of her nature?” 
 
    “He says she is proud,” Maura continued. “But aren’t they all? The well born folk, I mean.” 
 
    “Some are better than others,” Aggie said. “I’ve worked for a few in my time.  The laird and lady now are not bad, ye ken.  A bit stuffy, but not too bad.  Some of them wouldn’t acknowledge you if you tripped over them.  They put their noses in the air and pretend they hadn’t even seen you, like you were just a bad smell.” 
 
    The kitchen maids laughed.  
 
    “Alan isn’t like that.” Jean couldn’t believe that she had spoken. 
 
    Aggie turned to her. “Aye, our Alan is a sweet lad,” she agreed.  “Well, let’s hope that the Lady Janet has as sweet a nature as him! Natures must mesh, to make a marriage work. Now, back to work the lot of you! We have an unexpected banquet to prepare.” 
 
    The maids dispersed. Jean went back to the pile of dishes awaiting her in the cold stone sink. 
 
    She tried hard to concentrate, but she couldn’t help thinking of Alan, and the sudden marriage that was to take place. 
 
    Her heart had sunk like a rock to the bottom of a lake when she had heard. 
 
    Scrubbing vigorously, Jean scolded herself. It means nothing, she repeated over and over. It is the nobles going about their business, and I have nothing to do with it. I must cast out my feelings. 
 
    She thought of Alan and the unknown Lady Janet, side by side at the altar as they took their vows. A beautiful lady and a handsome laird.  Meant to be together, as she had been told ever since she was young. 
 
    A kitchen skivvy and a laird could never be together. 
 
    Maybe if she scrubbed harder, the pain might go away. 
 
                                                               *** 
 
    Alan dressed with care that evening. It was to be the first time he would see his future wife. 
 
    He had been amazed at the speed of events. This morning, everything had been the same as it always was.  Then the meeting with his parents and Lord Moncrieff, and he was suddenly an engaged man. Now, apparently, his future bride was arriving to meet him. 
 
    Like she had been waiting in the wings, somewhere.  Like his parents had already planned and arranged this. 
 
    Frowning, Alan shook his head.  His parents wouldn’t have done that to him – would they? 
 
    He straightened his kilt, looking into the mirror.   
 
    He saw a tall and fit man staring back. His shoulder length blonde hair was clean and brushed. His eyes didn’t betray the ambivalence in his mind. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. “Enter,” Alan commanded. 
 
    His man servant, Grey, stood there. “Your parents sent me to say that Lady Janet has arrived, Sir.” 
 
    “Very well,” Alan responded.  He took one last look in the mirror and then walked through the door to meet Janet. 
 
                                                                       *** 
 
    The banquet was lavish. 
 
     Two pigs took pride of place in the center of the great table, their skin crackling and brown.  It seemed that everyone in the district was there, which made Alan shift uncomfortably again. How had they been summoned at such short notice? 
 
    The lady they were all waiting on had not made an appearance, yet. 
 
    Alan could tell that his parents found this odd.  His mother kept whispering to her maid – wanting information, undoubtedly.  His father kept making comments about wishing to lay eyes on the famed beauty of Lady Janet. Lord Moncrieff was silent, obviously used to the tardiness of his daughter. 
 
    Suddenly, talk stilled and everyone was craning their necks at the door. 
 
    Alan looked, too.  He could see long, flowing black hair. 
 
    And then she was gliding to the table.  Everyone gasped. 
 
    A tall woman, Lady Janet was indeed beautiful. 
 
     The long, black hair Alan had glimpsed fell to her knees.  Her skin was pale, so white it looked like clotted cream.  Her dress was the most magnificent the castle had ever seen: luxurious yards of midnight blue silk trailed the floor. 
 
    But the most impressive thing was her jewels: a coronet of gold on her head, and a necklace of gleaming sapphires around her neck. 
 
    She didn’t look at anyone as she walked.  When she reached the head of the table, she condescended to glance their way. Her father had already stood up, in welcome. 
 
    “My dear, you kept us waiting,” he remarked. 
 
    Janet’s dark eyes flashed. “Did I? You know I am always unaware of time, dear Father.” 
 
    Lord Moncrieff coughed. “Ach, well, you are here at last! Say hello to your future husband, Alan Ross, the future laird of the Clan Grant.” 
 
    Alan stood, expectantly. 
 
    Janet swept an imperious gaze over her betrothed. “Charmed. We meet at last.” 
 
    She held a hand out. Alan took his cue, bending over it, before slowly raising it to his lips. 
 
    The guests cheered, rising and toasting the couple. 
 
    At the back of the hall, Jean watched. A single tear slid down her face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four
  
 
    Janet stretched in her bed, waking slowly. Where on earth was she? 
 
    She opened her eyes, looking around the room.  Oh, yes, that’s right.  She was in the castle of the Grant’s.  
 
    She sat up.  The damn servants hadn’t lit the fire properly the night before, and it was dead.  That accounted for the chill in the room.  Oh well, she would just lay here until they entered and had it lit again.  She didn’t care to sit in an ice cave. 
 
    At that moment, the door opened, and a girl timidly entered. “Are you ready to rise, my lady?” 
 
    “About time,” Janet barked. “Close the door, girl, and get that fire going. You need to mind your chores well.  The fire should still be going in the morning.” 
 
    Maura, the servant, bit her lip. “Aye, my lady.” She scurried over to the fireplace, placing kindling and wood in the grate.  Her hands trembled as she attempted to spark it. 
 
    “Are you incompetent?” Janet sneered, from the bed. “Any servant worth their salt knows how to light a fire!” 
 
    “I am trying, my lady.” 
 
    “Well try harder!” Janet rolled her eyes, contemptuously. This place needed a strong hand. 
 
    Which she would provide, of course.  She couldn’t wait to be the lady of the castle, the mistress, rather than the unmarried daughter of her father’s.  Oh, she knew that the current laird and his wife were the rulers here – for now. 
 
    But once she had that ring on her finger, she knew what she was going to do. Lady Margot didn’t stand a chance. Retirement is always sweet when you are old, Janet thought to herself. Really, she would be doing the old bat a favor. 
 
    Her mind replayed the events of the previous evening, relishing every moment. 
 
    She had planned her entrance for maximum effect, and the people of the castle had not disappointed her.  They had looked at her as if a queen had suddenly landed in their midst. They had probably never seen a dress or jewels as magnificent, Janet thought. Judging by Lady Margot’s dowdy attire, they weren’t used to such extravagance. 
 
    Her mind flicked over her betrothed. Alan Ross.  He was a handsome man, but too eager to please his parents.  Once they were married, that would all change.  Alan would know soon enough who was calling the shots then. 
 
    She yawned. “Is that fire going yet? You need to lay out my yellow silk today. It perfectly complements my eyes, so I’m told.  Oh, and the emerald choker will match it beautifully.” 
 
    She laid back on the pillows. The Castle Grant would be bowled over by her, again. 
 
    Maura fanned the fledgling flames in the grate, rolling her eyes as she did so. 
 
                                                                             *** 
 
    Alan carefully speared a piece of kipper onto his knife, watching his mother come to the breakfast table. 
 
    She looked tired, but that was to be expected.  It had been a late night, and Lady Margot had been over-excited trying to welcome her future daughter-in-law. 
 
    Alan winced. It had been painful to watch.  His mother, desperately trying to engage Janet in conversation, and being rebuffed at every turn. 
 
    Alan had seen everything. 
 
    The way Janet had simpered and smiled at him, and then flashed cold eyes on anyone daring to speak to her without her permission.  Her condescending talk to his parents.  The way that she had treated her father, Lord Moncrieff, as if he were a puppy she could lead by the throat. 
 
    Oh, her beauty was undeniable, and Alan wasn’t immune to it.  
 
    But she knew it, and she played up to it.  Continually adjusting her train so that it displayed to full prominence.  The jewels she wore. Dazzling, to be sure.  But gaudy, in Alan’s opinion. 
 
    He preferred understatement.  They were all nobles, after all.  Why did she think she had to outdo everyone? 
 
    “So,” he said to his mother, turning to her. “What did you think of Lady Janet?” 
 
    “Oh,” his mother’s voice sounded tremulous. “She is a great beauty! And her gown and jewels! I have never seen such magnificence in my life!” 
 
    “Aye, but what about her?” Alan pressed. “As a person, I mean?” 
 
    Lady Margot cast her eyes onto her plate. “Her manners are impeccable,” she said eventually. “Such a great lady. I am sure we will get to know each other better, in time.”  She bit her lip. 
 
    Alan felt a wave of anger flood through him. 
 
    His mother was a great lady, herself. She shouldn’t be made to feel inferior by a woman half her age, with no greater status than she. 
 
    His father walked in, plonking himself at the head of the table. “An egg mixed in milk, ye ken,” he growled to the servant. 
 
    Alan smiled to himself. His father had over indulged last night.  The drink he requested was his go to hangover cure. 
 
    “Well, lad, she is a beauty, you cannot deny it,” his father said now. 
 
    Alan nodded, trying to smile. 
 
    “I was thinking,” he said. 
 
    His parents turned their heads, expectantly. 
 
    “I have done what you both ask,” he continued, carefully. “Always I have been mindful of obeying you.  I have agreed to this betrothal. But I wonder…” 
 
    “Aye?” his father pressed. 
 
    “Could I request one thing, before I am a married man?” Alan paused, and then rushed on. “I would like to hold a great banquet, requesting every woman in the district to attend. Think of it as my last chance to have fun, before my marriage makes me an old man in bed at eight!” 
 
    His father guffawed. “A banquet, ye ken?”  He rubbed his chin. “With all the ladies?” 
 
    “All the women,” Alan stressed. “Ladies, and commoners, alike.” 
 
    His mother raised her eyebrows. “That might not be seemly, Alan.” 
 
    But his father was laughing. “I like it!” he declared, thumping a fist on the table. “I remember what it was like to be young, with blood pounding through your veins. Have your fun, Alan, but remember that you have a bride awaiting you after it is over.” 
 
    Alan smiled. “Of course, Father.” 
 
    He felt excitement start to build within him at the thought of the banquet. 
 
    Maybe he would finally get to find out what he was missing. 
 
    Maybe he would find her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    “Have you heard what’s happening?” 
 
    Jean glanced around from the sink, her hands wrist deep in water as always. Had Maura been talking to her? 
 
    “What?” she asked absently, for once intent on her chores.  She had found it helped occupy her mind, keep her thoughts away from Alan. 
 
    “You are daft, Jean Maxwell!” Maura was hopping up and down in excitement.  “The whole castle can talk of nothing else, and there you are, with nothing but suds on your mind.” 
 
    “Well, tell me then,” Jean said, wiping her hands on her apron and turning to the other girl. 
 
    “There is to be a grand banquet!” Maura’s eyes were shining as brightly as marbles. “All of the women are to attend, dressed in their finest.  Alan has requested it himself!” 
 
    “Aye,” said Jean. “Well, that’s grand, I suppose.” 
 
    Maura approached her, whispering in her ear. “You don’t understand,” she said. “It is for all the women, not just the ladies.” She looked in Jean’s face.  “It means that you and I can go! And everyone!” 
 
    “What?” Jean thought she hadn’t heard her properly. 
 
    “Aye,” Maura whispered. “We can dress up and act as if we are ladies – just for one night! Oh Jean, I am so excited.” 
 
    Jean felt an upsurge of excitement herself but immediately suppressed it. “I am sure you will look lovely and have a great time, Maura,” she said. 
 
    Maura looked at her as if she had suddenly sprouted a third arm. “You are coming as well,” she said. “We have to go together. I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “I’ve nothing to wear,” Jean said, in a quiet voice. “I have no grand clothes. I have never been to a village dance, let alone a banquet.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Maura linked her arm with hers. “We will put our heads together and figure out our gowns! Even if we must go to the market and buy some material to make them ourselves. I know how to sew.  And we can copy the style of Lady High and Mighty.” 
 
    Jean giggled. “Lady Janet, you mean?” 
 
    “Aye, her.” A look of distaste came over Maura’s face. “She’s a cow, if ever I met one. Yelling at me because the fire went out, yapping on about what she was going to wear…poor Alan doesn’t know what he is in for, with that one.” 
 
    Jean thought of Alan, married to the uppity Lady Janet.  Her heart flipped in her chest. 
 
    “Maura! Jean!” 
 
    Both girls jumped guiltily.  It was Aggie, hands on hips and a frown darkening her brow. 
 
    “Stop your yapping and back to work, the both of you!” 
 
    “But, Cook…” 
 
    “I know you’re excited about the banquet,” Aggie said. “Lord knows I would be too, if I was a young lassie again! But there will be time enough to figure it out.  It happens in a weeks’ time.  So, get back to work before I clobber the both of you.” 
 
    They didn’t need to be told a second time. 
 
    As she plunged her hands back into the rapidly cooling water, Jean allowed herself a flicker of excitement. 
 
    A banquet.  Dressed up like a lady.  And Alan would be there. 
 
                                                                  *** 
 
    That night, in her family’s little cottage at the edge of the loch, Jean mentioned the banquet. 
 
    Her mother already knew, of course.  How could she not?  It was all the kitchen could talk about that day. Her father, on the other hand, had no idea.  He frowned slightly as Jean outlined what was planned. 
 
    “A fine banquet?” he repeated. “And all the young women in the district are invited?” 
 
    “Aye,” said Jean, a gleam of excitement in her eyes. “Isn’t it wonderful?” 
 
    Burns tapped his pipe, staring into their little fire. 
 
    “I am not sure, Jeanie, if you should go to such a thing,” he said eventually.  “It seems strange, somehow.  The nobles have banquets for themselves.  I have never heard of a banquet arranged so that the common folk can dress up and pretend to be lairds and ladies.” 
 
    Brenda looked at her husband. “Aye, that is true,” she said. “But just because it has never happened before doesn’t mean that it shouldn’t.”  She turned to her daughter. “I think Jean should be allowed to attend. It would be lovely to dress up for a night and forget for a while the hard life that we lead.” 
 
    Jean clapped her hands together. “Thank you, Mother!” 
 
    Burns stared into the fire. “Well, my love, if you think it acceptable, I will let her go.” He looked at this daughter. “But remember your place, lassie. It is only one night. You are not a lady, and never will be.” 
 
    “Don’t you think she knows that?” Brenda said. “She has a firm head on her shoulders, even if she daydreams a little too much for my liking.”  She gazed at Jean fondly. “But what will you wear? You have nothing that is nearly fine enough for such an occasion.” 
 
    “Maura and I were thinking of going to the market on Sunday,” Jean replied. “They sell material there. Maura can sew. If she really tries, she can get two dresses made before the week is out. Or so she says.” 
 
    Brenda frowned. “It is too much for her,” she said. “She barely has any time outside her work. It will be hard enough for her to finish her own gown in time, never mind two.” She tapped her fingers against the kitchen table, thinking. 
 
    Suddenly, she brightened. “I think I might have the solution,” she said, standing up and walking to an old chest in the corner. 
 
    Jean got up and followed her mother. “What are you thinking, Ma?” 
 
    Brenda was busy rummaging through the trunk. “It is old, of course. But it might just do the trick.” 
 
    She pulled out an old gown, shaking it as she laid it on the floor. 
 
    Jean gasped.  She had never seen anything as beautiful – not even Janet’s magnificent gown from the banquet the night before. 
 
    “Where did you get it?” she breathed, picking up a sleeve and stroking it. 
 
    Brenda smiled. “It was my wedding gown,” she whispered. She blinked suddenly, as if trying to keep back tears. “Your grandmother made it with her own hands.  She was a skilled seamstress.” 
 
    The gown was old and fraying a little. But Jean could see the craftsmanship in every stitch. It was made of lace and was a cream color – it reminded Jean of the color of a magnolia. The bodice was laced with yellowing ribbon. 
 
    “You wore this?” she whispered. “When you married Papa?” 
 
    “Aye,” Brenda said. “And I felt like a princess.  The one day of my life that I ever have.” 
 
    Burns had gotten up and approached them. His face softened as he stared at the gown. 
 
    “You were the most beautiful lassie in the land,” he said, gazing at it. “I still remember how amazed I was when I saw you walking toward me in it, Brenda. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was.” 
 
    Burns and Brenda stared at each other, obviously lost in the memory. 
 
    Jean felt tears prick behind her eyes. She knew her parents loved each other, but she hadn’t realized how much until this moment. 
 
    “I would be honored to wear the gown,” she said softly. “Grandmother did an amazing job.” 
 
    Brenda cleared her throat. “That she did,” she said. “We must air it, of course. It has been in the trunk for a long time.  And maybe repair a few bits – but I can do that.  I may not be the seamstress that my mother was, but I know how to thread a needle.” She looked at Jean, assessing. “Aye, I don’t think we have to adjust the size at all.  You are about as slim as I was on my wedding day.” 
 
    Jean picked the gown up, holding it against her. 
 
    It was becoming real.  She was going to the banquet.  She would wear this wonderful gown, and pretend that she was a lady for the night. 
 
    And maybe, just maybe, Alan would notice her at long last. 
 
    She knew he was engaged, to the awful Lady Janet. 
 
    She knew she was a kitchen maid, and he was a laird’s son. 
 
    She didn’t expect anything, just that maybe he would gaze on her with admiration, if only for a moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    Aggie was barking orders in the kitchen, her face flushed and drenched in sweat. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she screeched to a maid. “You don’t put currants into that dish! It will spoil it entirely!” She grabbed the offending fruit from the startled maid’s hands, flinging them into the fire. “Stand away! I must do it myself, like I have to do everything.” 
 
    Jean thought she had never seen Aggie so rattled.  But then, it was the night of the great banquet, and the orders were for an astronomical amount of food. It had tested Aggie’s capabilities. 
 
    “You’d think it was the wedding feast itself,” mumbled the cook as she vigorously stirred the pot. She looked up. “What are you still doing here, Jean? I said you could run down to your cottage and start getting yourself ready.” 
 
    Jean looked at Aggie gratefully. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” the cook stated, wiping her brow. “Everything is fine here. Off you go, before I change my mind and set you to stirring the custard.” 
 
    Jean surprised herself by going to the cook and planting a kiss on her forehead.  Aggie looked surprised, too. 
 
    “Thank you, Aggie,” she whispered. 
 
    “None of that nonsense, now,” Aggie blustered. “Off with you.” She waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    Jean turned and ran out the kitchen door. 
 
    She would be entering it again later that night – but dressed very differently. She felt a stab of excitement as she raced through the castle into the night air. 
 
                                                                               *** 
 
    “There. Turn around so that I can see you.” 
 
    Brenda finished adjusting the gown onto Jean, pulling at the bodice so it sat better on her chest. 
 
    Jean turned around.  Brenda gasped. 
 
    Her daughter looked like a princess.  
 
    They had repaired the gown and aired it out.  It almost looked as good as new; you might never know that it was twenty five years old. It fitted Jean like a glove, clinging to her ample bosom. Her daughter had grown into a beautiful young woman, thought Brenda. Her milky white skin was flawless. She had huge grey eyes, fringed by long, dark lashes in a heart-shaped face. 
 
     But her crowning glory was her long, red hair.  They had let it hang loose down one side, and threaded it with a bit of extra ribbon. It contrasted with the cream of the dress beautifully. 
 
    “Well?” Jean twirled around. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you will be the most beautiful girl there, my love,” her mother said. She shook her head, trying to fight off tears. 
 
    “Oh, Ma,” Jean said, hugging her tightly. 
 
    “What is this vision I see before me?” 
 
    The two women turned.  Burns stood at the doorway, home from the stables for the night. 
 
    He entered the cottage, going to stand in front of his daughter. He took her hand. 
 
    “You look beautiful, my Jeanie,” he said. “You are not my little lassie any more. Sometimes I forget.” He shook his head, and then kissed her gently on the forehead. “Have a lovely time this evening. Dance like there is no tomorrow.” He smiled, a little sadly. 
 
    “It is time.” Brenda broke in. “You should leave now, Jean, or you will be late.” 
 
    Jean took a deep breath. “Thank you! You are the best parents a lass could ever wish for.” 
 
    She walked to the doorway, not looking back. 
 
    She didn’t want her parents to see the tears that were coming down her face. 
 
                                                                    *** 
 
    She walked through the kitchen door, just like she had a thousand times before. 
 
    Aggie was ladling soup into a huge bowl.  She almost dropped the ladle when she saw Jean. 
 
    “Oh, my!” The cook looked dumbfounded. “Is that really our little Jean?” 
 
    The others stopped and stared, as well. 
 
    Jean blushed. “Am I late?” 
 
    “Aye, a little.” Aggie continued with her ladling. “Maura is already there. She looks very pretty, to be sure. But she doesn’t hold a candle to you, lassie.” 
 
    “I should go,” Jean said. “Should I use the main stairway?” She looked unsure. The enormity of entering the great hall, a little late, was starting to panic her. 
 
    “Aye. It’s quicker,” said Aggie. “Well, don’t just stand there, lassie.  Get going!” 
 
    Jean didn’t need to be told twice.  She picked up her skirts, and scurried to the staircase. 
 
    She was taking the stairs two at a time, when she heard a noise behind her. 
 
    Oh, no. It was Alan, dressed in his finest kilt.  As handsome as she had ever seen him. 
 
    He stared at her, as if he didn’t understand something. 
 
    Their eyes locked, and held for the longest time. 
 
    Jean couldn’t think of a thing to say. She knew that she shouldn’t be using the main staircase – it was for the nobles, after all.  But how could she explain herself? 
 
    She didn’t think. She just turned and bounded up the stairs, not looking back.  Her heart was racing. He would think her terribly rude, but it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    Alan stood there, frozen, staring after the girl as she ran. 
 
    His hand rested on the balustrade, gripping it as if he would fall in a heap if he let go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
    He entered the great hall as if in a dream.  
 
    The tables were groaning under the weight of the food, and the chatter was high.  Young women in their finest gowns flitted around, giggling nervously. He could see his men eyeing them appreciatively.  The wine was already flowing. 
 
    Where was she? The girl in the white gown? 
 
    He scanned the crowd. Ah.  He spotted her in the far corner, talking to another girl.  
 
    He elbowed his way through, finding his mother. He took her arm, turning her toward the girl.  
 
    “Who is she?” He pointed as he spoke. 
 
    His mother followed his gaze, squinting slightly. 
 
    “The girl in white?” she questioned. “That is Jean – she mops the floors in the kitchen. Helps Aggie in other tasks too, I think.” 
 
    “She works here?” Alan was frowning. “In the kitchens?” 
 
    “Aye.” Lady Margot smiled. “A good lassie, always smiling.  Her mother has worked in the kitchens since you were a wee laddie. Her father is Maxwell, who tends the horses.” 
 
    Alan nodded. “Maxwell is a great farrier. The best in the district, if not the whole of the Highlands.” 
 
    He gazed at the girl. How could he have never noticed her before? 
 
    She worked in the kitchens, and yet he had never seen her.  Not even once. 
 
    How that was possible was beyond Alan.  She was simply the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. 
 
    She was moving now, pushing through the crowd.  His eyes followed her anxiously.  Where was she going? 
 
    He started pushing through himself, following her. 
 
    It had taken so long to find her. The woman he had dreamt of. The one. 
 
     He wasn’t about to lose her now. 
 
                                                                   *** 
 
    Jean stood on the verandah, gazing out over the gardens and into the night sky. 
 
    She had wanted to do this forever.  Sometimes – not very often – she assisted cleaning the great hall after a major banquet, and she had always longed to step out here.  She would see just a snippet of the view from inside. There had never been a chance before. 
 
    She had always been too busy. It was not her place to do so. 
 
    Now, she had the chance.  She breathed in the sweet scent of the roses, brought especially by Lady Margot from England after she had visited there once. 
 
    She spotted bluebells and hollyhocks, growing in abundance.  She could see the edge of the extensive vegetable and herb gardens, as well. 
 
    The sky was navy blue, with a million tiny stars twinkling in the distance. Jean thought she had never seen anything as beautiful. 
 
    There was another reason she wanted to stand here, by herself. She needed to gain her composure after the accidental meeting with Alan on the staircase. 
 
    She couldn’t believe it. Of all the people to run into, it had to be him. 
 
    She should have spoken, apologized for the audacity of using the staircase. She would probably be in trouble.  He would tell his mother, the Lady Margot, and she would speak to Aggie about making sure her staff used the servants’ stairwell. 
 
    But right at this moment, gazing at this view and breathing in the perfume, she didn’t care. 
 
    Let tomorrow take care of itself. 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    She spun around. Alan stood there. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” he breathed, coming a little closer. 
 
    Her eyes were huge, the color of a sky on an overcast day, glinted with gold. He didn’t think he had ever seen such lovely eyes before. 
 
    “You’re not disturbing me,” she stammered, backing away.  Her heart had started to thump uncomfortably.  Why was he looking at her that way? 
 
    “You’re Jean, aren’t you?” He couldn’t stop staring at her. 
 
    “Aye.” She curtsied, hanging her head. So he knew who she was.  He would tell her off for daring to come out here. 
 
    “Jean.” He repeated her name, as if it were a talisman. “I have to tell you, Jean. You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.” 
 
    Jean started. “Sir?” 
 
    He came closer still. “It is true. I have met many fine ladies, but you are the most breathtaking.” 
 
    Jean blushed, looking down. “Oh, Sir, you are too kind. I am sure you must be mistaken. What of the Lady Janet?”  
 
    She could have bitten her tongue off as soon as she mentioned the name. His face darkened. 
 
    “Lady Janet is handsome, of course,” he said, through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Oh, Sir, I was too forward…” Jean bit her lip. 
 
    Alan shook his head. “I am sorry. It is nothing to do with you, and it certainly doesn’t have anything to do with this moment.” He took a deep breath. “It is beautiful here, isn’t it?” 
 
    Jean smiled. “It is the loveliest thing I have ever seen,” she breathed. “I have never seen gardens like this.” 
 
    “My mother loves her gardens.  She gets exotic plants sent from faraway places. The gardener does a good job,” he said. “Most castles have vegetable and herb gardens, of course.  But not many have gardens just for this – for the pleasure of looking at and smelling the flowers.” He took another deep breath, inhaling the scent of the garden. 
 
    Suddenly, he jumped the rail and was in the garden. He walked to a rose bush and picked one, cutting it carefully with his knife. 
 
    He jumped back over the rail, standing by her side. “For you,” he said. “It does not match your beauty, but it comes close.” 
 
    Jean looked down at the blood red rose.  Tears pricked at her eyes. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “Thank you.” 
 
    She looked up at him, staring into his blue eyes.  They were the color of the sea on a summer’s day. 
 
    “May I have the pleasure of the next dance?” He looked down at her, holding his arm out. 
 
    She hesitated and then took it.  He led her into the hall, where musicians were set up in one corner. Some couples were dancing. 
 
    She stopped. “I really don’t know how,” she breathed. 
 
    He looked down at her. “It’s easy,” he said. “Just follow my lead.” 
 
    He took her by the waist and led her. 
 
    His arms were around her. She put her arms around him.  It felt like coming home. 
 
    The music started. It was a slow, haunting song on the harp. A woman sung along to it in Gaelic. 
 
    Everyone stopped and stared at the couple: the handsome laird’s son, and the beautiful young woman in white. 
 
    Another pair of eyes watched them, also. 
 
    Janet, from the back of the room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
    She watched them twirl around the floor, the center of attention.  The other dancers had stopped to admire them, too. 
 
    Her betrothed, decked out in his finest, leading the young woman in white with the long red hair. 
 
    Janet cast appraising eyes over her. She looked lovely – even Janet conceded that. But her dress was old, made in a style of many years before. Janet cast her eyes down on her own gown, made from one of the most expensive materials shipped from France, by an Edinburgh dressmaker, no less. Its style had been copied from the courts of France. It was simply the latest fashion that these bumbling backwater folks would never have seen or imagined in a thousand years. 
 
    Why, then, were all eyes on the girl in white, rather than her? 
 
    It had simply never happened before.  She couldn’t remember a time when all eyes had been on another woman when she herself was present. 
 
    And who was she, anyway?  
 
    The dance finished. Janet watched as the girl curtseyed to the tall blonde man. He didn’t take his arms from her. Instead, he gazed down at her as if he was holding a very rare, precious jewel.  The girl gazed up at him with puppy dog eyes. 
 
    Janet felt an ugly emotion twisting through her, rearing up like a snake about to strike. 
 
    It was insufferable. She had condescended to marry into this backward clan – she, Lady Janet, who could have held out for a prince. 
 
    And she was being humiliated by her betrothed with a girl who – well, who was she? 
 
    No lady, that’s for certain. Her awkward dancing showed that. 
 
    She waited for Alan to raise his eyes and see her standing here, let go of the girl and claim her as he was supposed to. 
 
    It never happened. 
 
    They only had eyes for each other. 
 
                                                                         *** 
 
    Jean woke the next day tired, fighting to stay asleep. 
 
    Her eyes opened, and the events of the night before came flooding back to her. 
 
    The banquet.  Wearing the beautiful dress.  Alan, gazing at her with shining blue eyes.  Dancing with him.  Being held in his strong arms. 
 
    She pinched herself, not believing it was true. 
 
    It had simply been the most wonderful night of her life. 
 
    “Jean.” Her mother stood over her, shaking her. “I know that you had a late night, lassie.  But it’s back to work today. I’ve let you sleep a bit later, but you’d best get moving now.” 
 
    Jean flung the blankets back, stumbling to the floor.  It felt like ice beneath her feet. 
 
    She saw the magnolia dress flung over the back of a chair, where she had tiredly thrown it the night before. 
 
    Back to her real life. Back to reality. She was Jean, who mopped the kitchen floors and washed the dishes at the Castle.  He was the laird’s son, a great warrior who was engaged to the most beautiful lady in the Highlands. 
 
    She knew he wouldn’t acknowledge her today, or ever more. He probably wouldn’t even recognize her. 
 
    The night had been beautiful, and she would treasure it forever. 
 
    But it was fading now, like a wonderful dream. 
 
    It wasn’t real.  This was real – the coldness of the floor as she quickly dressed in the half light of the morning.  The long walk to the castle, rubbing her hands together to make herself warmer in the chill morning air.  Aggie, barking orders at her as soon as she walked through the kitchen doors. 
 
    This was her life. 
 
    It is alright, Jean told herself.  I can endure it. 
 
    At least I have that one night, when Alan looked at me as if I was the most beautiful woman in the world. 
 
                                                                     *** 
 
    Alan was gulping his breakfast. 
 
    “Slow down, laddie.” His mother was amused, looking at him. “No one is going to snatch away the food! Why are you in such a rush?” 
 
    Alan lowered his fork, looking sheepishly at his mother.  
 
    “I have a busy day,” he said.  He wasn’t about to tell her the real reason – that he simply had to find her again.  The girl in the white dress. Jean. 
 
    He had thought about her long into the night, and replayed everything that had happened between them. He still couldn’t believe that he had found her, and she had been here the whole time, underneath his nose.  In the same castle, walking the same floors. 
 
    His heart started beating rapidly as he pictured her in her gown, the long knot of red hair and her beautiful grey eyes. 
 
    Lady Margot gazed at her son, and saw the softening of his eyes. He was far away in his mind, her son.  She guessed the reason – she, along with everybody else, had seen how he had been entranced by Jean, barely leaving her side the whole night. It had been sweet, but it was something that couldn’t be encouraged.  For obvious reasons. 
 
    “Alan.” His mother cleared her throat. “That was very kind of you, the way you made a fuss over Jean who works in the kitchens.” She smiled at him. “The girl wouldn’t be used to such attention. But you must understand that you can’t see her again.” 
 
    Alan looked at his mother. “What must I understand?” 
 
    Lady Margot tittered. “Oh, Alan, really! She is a lovely lassie, to be sure, but she is a kitchen maid.  And may I remind you that you are an engaged man, betrothed to the most eligible lady in the Highlands?” 
 
    Alan reddened. “An engagement you and Father forced upon me.” 
 
    Lady Margot squared her shoulders. “It is the way that it has always been done,” she said. “I didn’t know your father before my parents arranged a match between us.  Don’t look so wounded, Alan. You are a man now.  This is the way of the world.” 
 
    Alan threw his napkin on the table. “And what about how I feel?” 
 
    His mother frowned. “Alan, it is simply not about how you feel. You have duties, and responsibilities, as your father’s son.  You will be laird of this castle one day.  You must make an appropriate match.” 
 
    Alan’s mouth tightened. He knew all about his duties.  He had been a dutiful son always. He had never disobeyed his parents. 
 
    But what about now? 
 
    His father walked into the room, taking his place at the head of the table. 
 
    “How are you feeling this morning, Alan?” He winked at his son. “Danced up a storm last night, hey? You are your father’s son, my lad.  I always did have an eye for the lassies – before I married you, my dear, of course.” He grinned at Lady Margot. 
 
    “I have to go.” Alan stood up, scraping his chair against the floor. 
 
    His father gazed at him, frowning. “Aye, saddle the horses; I’ve a mind to do some practise today.” 
 
    Alan turned and walked away. 
 
    “Oh, Alan.” He turned at his father’s voice. 
 
    “I know you had a bit of fun last night – that’s what the banquet was about, of course! But it is a new day today.” He looked his son in the eye. “I expect you to be attending to Janet today, and every day hereafter. We will be planning the wedding very soon.” 
 
    Leith smiled. “We can’t have Janet think that you are neglecting her, can we? She is a fine lady and will inform her father if she feels that she isn’t being treated properly.” 
 
    Alan nodded slowly. 
 
    He left the room.  His heart felt like it had been torn from his chest and thrown to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    He watched her walking across the courtyard, carrying a mop and a pail. 
 
    She carefully lifted the pail, throwing the dirty water into the trough.  Then she set both mop and pail against the wall, and sat down on a bench, picking up one foot and rubbing it. 
 
    She was as beautiful as he remembered from the night before. 
 
    The stunning white gown was gone, of course. She wore her everyday clothes, with an apron over them.  Her red hair, which had been shown to full advantage last night, was hidden beneath a cap. And yet, when she looked up from her foot, he saw the same face – those heartbreaking eyes and those full lips. 
 
    She looked tired.  Well, she would be, he thought.  It had been a late night, and she started work early.  She didn’t have the luxury of sleeping in like he did. 
 
    A wave of protectiveness washed over him as he looked at her. 
 
    He wanted to take her foot and rub it, telling her she never needed to wear those shoes again, or be on her feet so long as to make them ache. 
 
    She leaned her head against the wall, closing her eyes. Then a slow smile lit up her features. He knew she was thinking of the night before.  His heart started thumping uncomfortably. 
 
    Suddenly, her eyes flew open and she saw him, staring at her. 
 
    Her eyes widened, and they stared at each other. 
 
    There were people everywhere, going about their daily chores, but in that moment, it was as if there was only the two of them alive in the world. 
 
    He knew then. 
 
    His duties receded slowly in his mind, the responsibilities of his role, his parents words this morning, Janet.  Everything. 
 
    There was only her.   
 
    There would only ever be her. 
 
                                                                     *** 
 
    He met her in the gardens, later that day. 
 
    He had gone up to her in the courtyard, after they had locked eyes, and whispered for her to meet him there. She had looked fearful, but nodded. 
 
    He was unsure if she would come.  But here she was now, hesitantly walking toward him. 
 
    “Jean.” Her name sounded like a jewel in his ears. 
 
    “I can’t stay long,” she whispered, glancing around her. “Aggie has only given me a short time.  And people may see.” 
 
    “So what if they see?” He frowned. 
 
    “Oh, you know what people are like.” She smiled at him. “They gossip. I wouldn’t want silly talk to get back to your betrothed.” 
 
    “Let them say what they want.” He reached out and took her hand, bending low to kiss it. 
 
    Jean felt a slow warmth spreading through her. 
 
    He straightened, looking at her. 
 
    He didn’t know how it happened, just that it must.  It was as inevitable as the sun rising in the morning, or the swell of the tides against the shoreline. 
 
    He pulled her against him, claiming her lips. 
 
    They were as sweet as honey. His hands found her hair, absently ripping off the cap she wore. Her beautiful red hair came tumbling down, filling his hands like yards of silk. 
 
    The kiss deepened.  She moved against him.  He could feel the thud of her heart against his chest. 
 
    “You are beautiful,” he whispered, as he broke the kiss. 
 
    Jean looked up at him, in wonder. 
 
    “You really think so?” she whispered back. “Even like this?” She gestured to her plain gown and apron. 
 
    “Even like this,” he repeated. 
 
    She smiled for a moment, and then slowly frowned. 
 
    “It isn’t possible.” She stepped away from him. “You are the laird’s son. I am just a kitchen maid.” 
 
    “It is possible,” he said, reaching for her hand again. “I don’t care what you are. I have never felt like this before.” 
 
    “But what of the Lady Janet?” 
 
    “She is a cold woman,” he answered. “Vain and haughty. I care not a jolt for her.” 
 
    “And yet you must marry her.” She hung her head. 
 
    He felt his hands tighten into fists. “They say that I must. But I cannot – I cannot…” 
 
    Jean looked at him sadly. 
 
    “We all must do our duty,” she whispered. “I mustn’t come between that. Everyone would disapprove.  It is not the way of things in our world. A kitchen maid cannot be with the laird’s son.” 
 
    “Why not?” he flared up. “Just because it is usually not done, why can’t it happen?” 
 
    Jean looked at him, raising one hand to stroke his face. 
 
    “Goodbye,” she whispered, turning and running from him. 
 
    “Jean!” He called her name, but she didn’t turn her head. 
 
    He stood rooted to the spot, hanging his head. 
 
    From the veranda above, Janet gazed down. 
 
    She had seen it all.  The kitchen maid coming to him, and the kiss. His soft tender words to her. Then the girl turning and running. 
 
    How sweet, thought Janet, smiling to herself.  Love’s first blossoming. 
 
    Not if she had anything to do with it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    She tried.  She had really tried. 
 
    Jean thought back over the last few days since the banquet and everything that had happened. 
 
    She had meant what she said to Alan that day in the garden – they were as mismatched as two people could possibly be.  They had to think of their duties, and everyone else around them. No one would be cheering for them, wanting them to be together. The very opposite.  If anyone knew, they would be horrified. 
 
    His folk, and her own.  Everyone in the castle. 
 
    People knew their place; even if they bemoaned their life, they took comfort from knowing where they stood in the world.  A laird was a laird.  And a farrier’s daughter, who worked as a kitchen skivvy, had to know her place as well.   
 
    She had meant it, at the time. 
 
    But he was persistent, making excuses to come into the kitchen to see her. This was unusual; Alan had rarely entered the kitchen before.  Aggie had looked at him the first time as if a wild deer had suddenly walked in. Her eyes had widened like saucers. 
 
    He followed her when she left the castle after her working day was done, climbing the familiar track to her family’s little cottage beside the loch. 
 
    He had kissed her again beside the loch, taking her in his arms and whispering words of endearment to her.  She had melted like ice on a hot summer’s day in his arms. 
 
    “Jean,” he had said to her, burying his face in her hair. “I must tell you. I cannot think of anything but you.  As soon as my eyes open in the morning, I see your face before me.” He tilted her face up with his hands, so that she was staring into his blue eyes. 
 
    “I love you,” he breathed. “I don’t want to be with anyone but you.” 
 
    Her heart had stopped, for a moment. “I love you, too,” she whispered, barely able to speak the words. 
 
    It was amazing. It was more than she had ever hoped for, in this life. 
 
    It was also wrong. 
 
    She had left him that day, after their declaration of love to each other, skipping into the cottage as if she was a little girl again. Her mother had been there, stoking the fire. 
 
    She turned, and looked at her daughter, eyes ablaze and flushed with the first sweet stirrings of love. 
 
    Brenda had known, straight away. 
 
    “Jean,” she said. “Come and sit with me.  We have to talk.” 
 
    Jean had complied, taking a seat next to her mother. She was still, in her mind, beside the loch with Alan whispering that he loved her. 
 
    “My sweet lassie, it has to stop.” 
 
    Jean turned sharply to her mother, her lovely mood evaporating instantly. 
 
    “I know what you are doing,” her mother continued. “You are seeing the laird’s son, in a manner that is not appropriate. He is not for you, Jean.  He is betrothed to another, but besides, he is way above you.  There is no hope that he would ever make you his wife.” 
 
    Jean stiffened. “You don’t know that! He has said that he loves me.” 
 
    Brenda’s eyes widened. “He goes too far,” she hissed. “Playing with you, like you are a piece on a chess board.  I know men, my lassie.  He only says it to get one thing, believe me.” 
 
    Jean shook her head wildly. “No, Mama, you are wrong! He really does love me.”  She took a deep breath. “And I love him, too.” 
 
    “Oh, Jean, you are dazzled! Any lassie would be…” 
 
    “No.” Jean stood up, agitated. “It is real, and true.  He is not saying it just to woo me to lift my dress for him. He is a gentleman.” 
 
    Brenda shook her head. “A gentleman he may be, Jean, but he is still a man.  There is no possibility of him being honorable with you. He is betrothed to Lady Janet.  He must marry her – his family insists. And what will you be to him, when he does? Do you intend to be his mistress, bringing shame on your family?” 
 
    Jean’s eyes widened in horror, and she burst into tears, crossing herself. 
 
    “There, there, my Jean.” Her mother’s arms were around her, hugging her tightly. “I know you are a good girl and would never do such a thing.  That is why you must cease all contact with him, immediately.  He might lead you into doing things you do not want, out of love for him.” 
 
    Jean continued to weep quietly, laying her head on her mother’s shoulder. 
 
    “I do remember what it is like, to be young and in love.” Brenda smiled ruefully. “It is the most amazing feeling in the world. And when you love the right man, it is wonderful.  But he is not the right man for you, my love.” 
 
    Jean started to quiet, sobbing sporadically.  
 
    “The next time he contacts you, you must tell him.” Brenda’s voice hardened. “It is for the best, for both of you.  You will see the truth of what I say in the fullness of time, my lassie.” 
 
    Jean closed her eyes, still resting her head on Brenda’s shoulder. 
 
    How could she do it? 
 
    But she knew.  She had always known. She had just let herself be swept along, for a little while. 
 
    Why couldn’t she have fallen for one of the young men that were her equal? Why had she fallen for the laird’s son? It wasn’t fair.  It was too painful. 
 
    What was she going to do? 
 
                                                                    *** 
 
    Alan replayed the moment when he was alone in his room, at last. 
 
    Jean looking up at him with those huge grey eyes.  The moment he had told her he loved her. The look of joy that had come into those eyes, lighting up like a burst of sun splitting through the clouds on an overcast day. 
 
    It was true.  He loved her, would love her forever, could think of none but her. 
 
    What was he going to do? 
 
    He didn’t want to take her as his mistress, dishonoring her and her family. But he was so aflame with desire, he could think of little else but how she would feel in his arms as he softly stroked her, consummating their love. 
 
    Why did she have to be a kitchen maid? Why wasn’t she a lady, born his equal?  
 
    She had the grace and bearing of a lady, and the manners.  She wasn’t rough in any way – she didn’t look like a kitchen maid.  Even her hands, which she bemoaned were rough and ragged when he kissed them, were still as soft as any ladies he had kissed.  She could take her place by his side, and she would fit into his world with ease.  He could teach her what she didn’t know. 
 
    He started pacing the floor, trying to figure out how it could work. 
 
    Firstly, he must talk to his parents. They were young, once; they must understand how he felt. Janet would be humiliated, of course, and would be spitting venom.  There would be rumbles between the clans.  But it would all work itself out, in due course. 
 
    Wouldn’t it? 
 
    The thought of approaching his parents filled him with trepidation. They would be mightily disappointed, and would try to talk him around. He would have to steel himself for it, and become immune to their pleas and their threats. 
 
    He had been so obedient, up until now.  That would be the trump card that he would play with them. 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair, picturing the scene.  Seeing their shock and their anger. 
 
    But then he thought of Jean, with her long, red hair and fulsome figure. Her beauty was overwhelming.  She was also the sweetest girl he had ever known, naturally modest and soft spoken. 
 
    He simply couldn’t let her go. 
 
    Squaring his shoulders, he made up his mind. 
 
    Tonight. It would be tonight, after dinner, when Laird Leith and Lady Margot were replete with food and aglow with their evening wine.   
 
    His heart started to thump, uncomfortably. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven
  
 
    Janet was sitting at her dressing table, staring at her face in the mirror. Occasionally she would pick up the brush and stroke her long, black hair. 
 
    She thought about her betrothed and his infatuation. 
 
    She had been watching them, from a distance. 
 
    She had known, when he excused himself from the breakfast or lunch table, where he was going. 
 
    To her, the little strumpet with the red hair. His eyes would light up in anticipation. 
 
    She would follow at a discreet distance.  She saw when he entered the kitchen, with a new excuse each time. They needed more bread.  Lady Margot required a fresh pitcher of milk. A maid was required to mop up a spill.  It was laughable, the things he came up with.  
 
    All to see her, of course.  Feast his eyes on the harlot. 
 
    He never even looked at her anymore.  Not that he ever had, that much. 
 
    She, who was the most beautiful woman in the Highlands and known as such.  She, who was a great lady, who could sing and dance and embroider better than any lady she had ever met. 
 
    He preferred a kitchen skivvy to her. 
 
    The thought filled her with such fury she grabbed the hair brush on the dressing table and gripped it so hard she felt the bristles draw blood on her palm. 
 
    She looked down at the blood, in wonder.  
 
    She thought hard. She had to get rid of the harlot, that was obvious. Get rid of the competition.  
 
    Once she was out of sight, she would be out of mind.  Janet had seen how these things worked – her own father had had his infatuations over the years, sometimes sending her mother to distraction. But her mother had always known how to deal with it.  Lord Moncrieff would wake one day to find his latest amour suddenly gone, or her pretty face disfigured.  
 
    Janet had to smile at how ruthless her mother had been. 
 
    But how would she proceed? 
 
    She thought about the girl. 
 
    Jean was her name.  Her mother worked in the kitchen, alongside her. Her father was the farrier in the stables. 
 
    Janet tapped her fingers on the dressing table, thinking. Suddenly, it came to her. It was so brilliant she almost laughed out loud.  
 
    Mother would be proud of me, she smirked to herself.  
 
                                                         *** 
 
    Janet had dressed demurely, quickly entering the stables before she could be seen by anyone. 
 
    She knew how she had to play it. Talk to the man as if she cared about his opinion. Softly, so as not to rouse his suspicions or spook him.  She needed him to believe what she was saying, so much so that he wouldn’t check the accuracy of it with anyone else.  Not with the Laird, or Lady Margot, or Alan.  He had to leave straight away, carried away by her urgency. 
 
    She spotted him, in the last stable, rubbing down a horse. 
 
    He was a wiry man, with greying red hair. She turned his name over in her mind, so she wouldn’t forget it.  Maxwell. Burns Maxwell. The harlot’s father. 
 
    She walked up to the stable, coughing discreetly to warn him of her presence. 
 
    He turned, looking at her as if a fairy had suddenly popped up before him. 
 
    “It’s Maxwell, isn’t it?” She softened her voice, making it tremble slightly. 
 
    “Aye, my Lady.” He looked at her, nervously. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Oh, Maxwell.” She leaned against the partition in the stable. “I’m sorry, I am a bit out of breath. I ran all the way here, so we could catch you before you left for the day.” 
 
    “What is it?” The man’s eyebrows were raised as he stared at her. 
 
    “It is Adie Drummond, Laird of the Clan Gordon.  I have just heard, this very minute. I offered to come to you, because Laird Ross was busy with other business, and Alan could not be found anywhere.”  She sniffed. 
 
    “His horses, Maxwell.  They have all gone lame, and the farrier has no idea why.  Laird Drummond has heard that you are the best farrier in the Highlands, and sent a rider to ask you to go there, immediately.  There can be no delay; the horses are all coming down with this mystery ailment.” She paused, breathing heavily. 
 
    “You want me to travel, now? To Clan Gordon?” The man’s eyes had widened. 
 
    “Aye, Maxwell!” She looked at him, beseechingly.  “There is no time to tarry! The laird needs your service there right away.” 
 
    Burns blinked. “I should go and see my laird…” 
 
    “Maxwell.” She squared her shoulders.  “The laird is busy, as I have just said.  He expressly sent me to tell you this dastardly news, and get you to travel immediately to the Clan Gordon.  It was his direct order.” 
 
    Burns frowned. “Well, if the laird requests it…” 
 
    “He does, Maxwell.” She paused. “Straight away. The laird will send someone to your cottage, to say that you have been sent away. You must not stop to inform them; time is of the essence.” 
 
    Burns looked at her. 
 
    “Now, Maxwell!” 
 
    He started.  He was used to taking orders, and even though it was unusual for a lady to come and inform him like this, he must obey. 
 
    “At once, my Lady. I will saddle a horse and be on my way.” 
 
    Janet smiled. “Thank you, Maxwell.  Laird Drummond is awaiting you.” 
 
    She turned away. 
 
    She couldn’t stop the slow smile that spread over her face. 
 
    For there was no emergency with horses at the Clan Gordon. Laird Drummond had not requested the farrier’s assistance, nor did Laird Ross have any knowledge of it. 
 
    He would never have authorized it, even if there had been.  Clan Gordon was not on friendly terms with them; they were locked in skirmishes over land and had been for quite a while now. 
 
    Laird Ross would wonder why his farrier had suddenly taken off to the Clan Gordon, into the heart of his enemy. 
 
    Jean’s father was about to make the biggest mistake of his life. 
 
    One that might get rid of him, and his daughter, once and for all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve
  
 
    Alan entered the dining room that night, casting a nervous glance over who was assembled. 
 
    His mother and father were already there, enjoying their first goblet of wine for the evening. They were laughing together. That was good – they were already relaxed.  He would have to choose his moment with care, and make sure that nothing angered his father or distressed his mother before then.  Choose the topics of conversation with care. 
 
    He frowned. Janet was here, as well, sitting opposite his mother with a slight smile playing on her lips. 
 
    This was unusual.  Janet usually didn’t grace them with her presence at the dining table until the meal was well under way.  She loved to make a grand entrance, so that everyone’s eyes turned to her as she swept to the table in whatever grand dress and jewels she had chosen for the evening.  Never the same ones – Alan had never known a woman with so many dresses and jewels. 
 
    “Ah, Alan.” His mother gestured to a seat beside Janet. “You are here at last.  Lady Janet has been awaiting you.” 
 
    Janet smiled at him, gesturing to the seat as well. 
 
    He sat down next to her, kissing the hand she presented to him. 
 
    His mind was whirring through what he would say and when he would say it. Obviously, after Janet left, but that shouldn’t be a problem.  She usually retired to her quarters as soon as the meal was finished, as if she couldn’t bear to make small talk with them a second longer. 
 
    “So, Alan.” His father gestured to the servant to fill his son’s goblet. “A good day? How is the jousting practice going?” 
 
    “Very good, Father,” he smiled, taking a sip of the wine, and then another.  He shouldn’t overdo it, but he needed a bit of courage that the wine would give him. 
 
    Janet turned to him. “You are a most marvellous jouster, I am told. I must come and see you at it one day.” 
 
    “Of course,” Alan replied, surprised. She had never expressed any interest in watching him before. 
 
    Lady Margot simpered, looking from one to the other. 
 
    “Oh, you should go and watch Alan, Lady Janet! It used to be one of my favorite things to do when the Laird and I were first married, watching him joust.  Do you remember, my dear?” 
 
    Leith smiled. “How could I forget? You used to wave your handkerchief and let it flutter to the ground every time. I used to pick it up and wind it around my wrist, for luck.” 
 
    They smiled at each other, their eyes softening with the memory. 
 
    Alan breathed out, slowly.  This was good. His parents were obviously in a fine mood. 
 
    “Laird Ross.” Janet picked up her goblet, twirling the stem slowly in her hand. “Was it your farrier I saw riding like the devil toward the east tonight?” 
 
    Leith frowned. “Maxwell? What are you saying? The man was in the stables as normal when I looked in late afternoon.” 
 
    “Really?” Janet raised her eyebrows, slowly. “I am sure I saw him.  And his assistant told me he was riding east on your specific orders…now…where did he say he was going?” Janet paused, squinting her eyes to remember. “Oh aye, that’s it…to the Clan Gordon. To Laird Drummond.” 
 
    Leith’s eyes widened. “To where?” he hissed. 
 
    Janet raised a hand to her mouth. “Oh, dear, have I said something wrong? I am sure that is what the man said.  Now that you mention it…he did say it was on secret business.” 
 
    “Secret business?” The Laird had turned red. “What business has Maxwell with the Clan Gordon?  Those blaggards! Constantly trying to get our lands, claiming that they have the prior right.” 
 
    Janet blinked. “You have land issues with the Gordons? Well, that is very odd then, why your farrier would have been riding so hard to get to them after his work day was done.” 
 
    “Damn right!” Leith slammed his fist into the table. “Very strange – and I will find out what it is all about! If I find out that man is betraying me, I will not tolerate it.” 
 
    “Of course, Laird Ross,” Janet said. “My father is the same. You must trust your servants.  It would not do to find a viper living in your swallow’s nest!” 
 
    Alan frowned. “Father, I think there must be some mistake. Maxwell is a loyal man. I cannot think he would be doing anything untoward.  There will be a reasonable explanation.” 
 
    “Aye, Maxwell has been with us for years, and there has never been an issue,” Lady Margot agreed. 
 
    Leith rubbed his head, agitated. “That may be so, but any man can be turned with the promise of gold,” he muttered. 
 
    He stood up, draining his goblet. “I have business to see to.” 
 
    Alan stood as well, watching his father in alarm. “What are you planning, Father?” 
 
    Leith was striding to the door. “I will talk to the men.  See what they know.” He paused. “For starters.” He opened the door and was gone. 
 
    Alan threw his napkin down. This wasn’t good.  Maxwell was Jean’s father. If it was found he was a traitor, his whole family would be tainted by association. 
 
    Alan went cold.  He knew what happened to traitors. 
 
    “I will go to help my Father,” he said, aloud. He couldn’t sit there and eat while this was happening.  His stomach was churning in dread. 
 
    “Of course, Alan,” his mother said, frowning. “I do hope it turns out to be a misunderstanding. Maxwell is a nice man, and so is Brenda, his wife.  I shudder to think what will become of them if there is any truth to this.” 
 
    “My father always said that if a man turns traitor, you must treat the family the same.  As a lesson to all,” Janet smiled.  
 
    Alan looked at her, sharply. She was so serene, almost as if she was enjoying the whole thing. 
 
    Did she know something? 
 
    But there was no time to find out.  He had to contain his father, who was likely to run like a bull at a gate if his blood was up and he thought he was being betrayed. 
 
    “It won’t come to that,” he said, striding toward the door. “Maxwell will be cleared of any wrong doing, I can assure you.  The man is loyal; I have known him since I was a child.” 
 
    “I do hope so,” Janet chimed. She sat back in her chair, draining her goblet. 
 
    He turned and left. He must find his father, immediately. 
 
    Jean was in danger. His heart was cold with fear for her. 
 
                                                                *** 
 
    He was too late. 
 
    His father had assembled the men, and one of them had confirmed that Maxwell had ridden out late that afternoon, heading to the Clan Gordon. 
 
    “He said you sent him to see to their horses,” the man said. “Said he had your direct order, and that he mustn’t tarry. I thought it odd, but he was insistent.” 
 
    Leith was swearing. “A traitor! What is he telling Drummond? Feeding him information, I’ve no doubt, about what our plans are.” 
 
    “Father, I think you are being hasty…” Alan interjected, trying to calm things. 
 
    Leith turned to his son. “Hasty? You have a thing or two to learn about leadership, my lad.  A laird must be aware and ready to act at any given moment. There is no time for sentimentality. Aye, Maxwell has been a good and decent man until now. I won’t say I’m not surprised – and disappointed! But we have to respond quickly.” 
 
    He turned to the men. “I want two of you to ride out this instant.  See if you can catch him before he gets there, though it is probably too late.  He must have been riding for hours now.” 
 
    “What will we do if we find him?” one of the men asked. 
 
    “Don’t kill him. Drag him back here,” Leith responded. “We have to find out what he has been telling them, and how long he has been doing it for.  To think, we have had a spy in our midst all along! Now that I think of it, they have been aware of things they shouldn’t have known anything about.” 
 
    “What will happen to him when you get him back here?” Alan swallowed painfully, not quite believing the speed of events. 
 
    “Torture,” Leith said. “We will rack him, to get information. And then the traitor will be beheaded.” 
 
    “Beheaded?” Alan blanched. “Surely a trial is in order for a man who has always been loyal up until now?” 
 
    Leith turned to his son. “That is how we deal with traitors, lad. Swiftly. An example to all.” 
 
    He turned back to the men. “And two of you go to his cottage. Get the wife and daughter here; we will see what they know.” 
 
    He strode off, and the men dispersed to do his bidding. 
 
    Alan looked down at his hands.  They were shaking. 
 
    He thought of Jean, innocently having an evening meal with her mother in their little cottage by the loch. She would look up as they broke down the door, quaking in fear.  She would cry and weep as they dragged her and her mother out into the night, denying that her beloved father could be a traitor. 
 
    His heart twisted at the thought of his beloved frightened, and treated roughly. 
 
    What could he do? He had to save this situation. 
 
    Before it was all too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen
  
 
    Jean was looking out the window of the cottage, glancing anxiously down the track. 
 
    “I can’t see him yet,” she said to her mother. Her mother frowned, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Her father had not returned home after work.  This was highly unusual.  Burns wasn’t the type of man to stop at an Inn for a few ales on his way home.  He always arrived around the same time each evening, stepping through their little doorway, glad to be home to his two favorite women in the world. 
 
    Brenda breathed deeply. “Come away from the window, lass,” she said now, stirring the pot of soup boiling on the fire. “Dinner is almost ready. I will save some for your father. He must have been delayed by the laird.” 
 
    Jean turned and sat down as her mother requested. It wouldn’t do to become too anxious. She was superstitious that if she voiced her fears that harm had come to Burns, it would make it true. 
 
    Brenda ladled the soup into bowls, setting them on the table. 
 
    There was a knock at the door.  The two women looked at each other, fear springing in their eyes. They weren’t expecting company. 
 
    Brenda rose, and opened it. 
 
    Two of the laird’s men stood there. 
 
    “We need to come in, Mistress Maxwell,” one of them said. 
 
    Brenda widened the door, and they entered. 
 
    They dwarfed the space, seeming to fill it with the cold of the evening and their ragged breaths. Jean felt a stab of fear. 
 
    “And where is your good husband?” The man who spoke was walking around the room, picking up things and putting them down again. It was deliberate, and disrespectful. 
 
    Brenda cleared her throat. “We do not know,” she answered, in a small voice. “He hasn’t returned from the castle this evening. You did not see him on the track?” 
 
    The man picked up a clay pitcher, then looked at her. “Now, let’s be honest, Mistress Maxwell.” He turned the pitcher over in his hands. “You know that we haven’t seen him on the track.  He has disappeared entirely. Where is he?” 
 
    Brenda swallowed nervously. “Sir, I have said, I do not know.” 
 
    The man smiled, then turned and threw the pitcher against the wall. It smashed, sending pieces all over the room. 
 
    Jean screamed. Her mother ran to her, hugging her. They stared at the men, breathing rapidly. 
 
    The other man laughed. 
 
    “Mistress Maxwell,” the man said, “I do not believe you. I think you know your husband is a traitor to the laird. You are under his command. We are to take you to the Castle until this matter is resolved. Get your shawls on.” 
 
    The two women started crying. 
 
    “Please, Sir, you must be mistaken.” Jean found her voice, but it came out shaking from the sobs which were racking her body. “My father is a loyal man to the laird.  He would never do anything against him.” 
 
    The man came up to her, standing an inch from her face, forcing her to look at him. 
 
    “You’re Jean, aren’t you?” he breathed.  His breath stank of ale. “The one everyone’s been talking about. Got yourself kitted up for the banquet, hoping to snag the laird’s son.” He laughed, roughly. “We have names for women like you. I won’t say it again. You are both to come with us.” 
 
    He grabbed her arm, dragging her to the door. Brenda cried, reaching out for her daughter.  The other man grabbed her, pinning her arms to her side. 
 
    “No shawls, then.” The man pushed Jean out the door. “We tried to do it nicely, didn’t we, Fergus? But women like these don’t respond to courtesy. Get on the horse!” 
 
    The two women were pushed out the door, and it was slammed shut behind them. 
 
    The soup sat cooling in the bowls as they rode off into the night. 
 
                                                                           *** 
 
    Jean felt bruised all over by the time they rode through the Castle gates. 
 
    What was happening? She didn’t understand. One minute, they had been in their warm cottage, about to eat their evening meal and worrying about Burns.  The next, these two blaggards had walked in, making outrageous statements about her father and treating them as if they were thieves. 
 
    Jean had never been handled so roughly in her life.  Her fear felt like a stone sitting in her stomach, heavy and hard. 
 
    They pushed the women through the main doors, dragging them to a little room off the main hall. 
 
    Inside, Leith Ross was standing by the fire. Jean looked around. There was another figure, sitting in the corner. 
 
    Alan, white faced, staring at her with the same fear in his eyes that she felt. 
 
    She instinctively went to run to him, and then stopped.  
 
    She had to start thinking, and not reacting.  Whatever was happening here, it was serious.  She, her mother and her father were in grave danger. 
 
    And Alan was the laird’s son. On his side, presumably. 
 
    He wouldn’t be thinking of her so sweetly now, she’d wager. 
 
    Leith Ross stood up. “Sit down, both of you,” he commanded. 
 
    Jean and Brenda both sank into seats, staring at each other with wide eyes. 
 
    “Mistress Maxwell,” the laird continued. “Perhaps you can enlighten me.  Where is your good husband this evening?” 
 
    Brenda swallowed.  Her face was the color of milk that had spoilt slightly. 
 
    “My lord,” she whispered. “I have explained to the men who came and took us from our cottage. We haven’t seen my husband tonight.  He did not return after work, the way that he usually does. We were afraid for him. I thought he might have had an accident, and be lying in a ditch on the track somewhere.” 
 
    The laird looked at her coldly. 
 
    “You are lying,” he stated. “You know what is going on. I will give you one last chance: where is your husband?” 
 
    “I beseech you, my Lord, I do not know,” Brenda said. Her hands were shaking on the table. 
 
    Leith came up to her, his face twisting in anger. 
 
    “How long has he been feeding information to the Gordons?” he spat. 
 
    Both women gasped, looking at each other. 
 
    “My Lord, my father is your loyal servant,” Jean screamed. “He would never do what you say! Wherever he is, there must be a reasonable explanation. Please, my Lord!” 
 
    Leith looked at her, his eyes narrowing to slits. 
 
    “I tell you this,” he hissed. “You are both lying. Maxwell has this night fled to the Gordons, under no order of mine or anyone in this castle. The Gordons are sworn enemies of this clan. His actions amount to treason!” 
 
    Both women cried, imploring him. But he put a hand in the air to silence them. 
 
    “Enough of your lies,” he spat. “You will talk, but maybe you need greater persuasion to do so.” 
 
    “Father, no!” Alan was on his feet. “You mustn’t! Even if Maxwell is guilty, these women may be innocent.  They might know nothing of what he does. You can’t do it!” 
 
    His father turned to him. “I can, and I will.” He turned to the women. “You will both cool your heels at my pleasure, tonight.” He rapped on the door.  The two men who had taken them came in. 
 
    “Take these two to the dungeon,” he stated. “Maybe a night with the rats and the cobwebs might persuade them to think again about protecting a traitor.” 
 
    The two men grabbed Brenda and Jean, dragging them out of the room. 
 
    Their screams could be heard echoing down the corridor. 
 
    “Father!” Alan was pacing the room. “Maxwell has been a loyal servant to you, for years, as has his family. Please – let me find out what has happened.  There might yet be a reasonable explanation. Let me go to the dungeon and speak with them, before you pass sentence.” 
 
    Leith looked at his son, witheringly. 
 
    “Lad,” he stated. “It’s about time you started thinking with your head, as opposed to another body part.” 
 
    Alan gasped. 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know? That you’ve been panting after that lassie like a mutt after a bitch on heat?” 
 
    “Don’t speak of her like that!” A vein throbbed in Alan’s temple. He could feel his hands balling into fists. 
 
    Leith laughed. “You are an innocent, Alan,” he stated. “It’s obvious what that lass has been angling for. Anyone with half a brain can see it! You are all afire for her, now, but fires cool, ye ken? It doesn’t last forever. You are making a fool of yourself, and your betrothed.” 
 
    Alan reddened. “I won’t speak of it,” he stated. “And besides, it has nothing to do with what is happening now. Aye, I like Jean, I won’t deny it. I think her and her mother know nothing of what is going on. I am even convinced that Maxwell is innocent, too. Just let me prove it.” 
 
    Leith took a deep breath. 
 
    “You can go and talk with them,” he said eventually. “Maybe a lighter touch might loosen their tongues.  It is worth a try.”  He strode out of the room. 
 
    Alan tried to catch his breath.  His hands were shaking in fury. 
 
    To have his father treat Jean and her mother like common criminals. It was too much.  She had been quaking in fear.  His heart bled at seeing her so unjustly treated. 
 
    But the fact remained: where was Maxwell? Why had he ridden off into the night, supposedly to the Gordons? 
 
    He strode to the door. 
 
    If Jean or her mother knew, they had to be persuaded to talk. 
 
    He mightn’t be able to save the father, but he was determined to save her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen
  
 
    He saw her before she saw him. 
 
    She was in a corner of the dungeon, her mother by her side. Both women were huddled together, their arms around each other. Her mother was stroking her hair, looking off into the distance with a stricken expression on her face. 
 
    Dear God. This was barbaric. 
 
    He took a deep breath, and then walked into the dungeon. 
 
    The women jumped, turning to him with frightened eyes. 
 
    “Please,” he said, approaching them as he would a skittish colt. “I mean you no harm.” 
 
    They both looked at him, warily. 
 
    He crouched down at their sides, feeling useless. It was as cold as a cave when it snowed in here. Icicles dripped from the ceiling, creating pools of water on the floor.  He could see the growth of mold everywhere. 
 
    “Did they not even give you blankets?” He looked around, angrily. 
 
    Brenda sat up, staring at him. “Did you really think they would?” 
 
    Jean was looking at him, imploringly, but she said nothing. 
 
    “I am here to help,” he stated. “I know that you are innocent. But you must talk to me. I have to find out where Maxwell went.” 
 
    Brenda laughed, but it came out sounding like a sob. 
 
    “Why should you help us?” she spat. “You have all decided something, and nothing we say will shake your conviction! We have already told you we do not know where Burns is.  Why won’t you believe us?” 
 
    “I do believe you,” Alan said. He frowned, thinking. 
 
    “Did he say anything to either of you today about what his movements would be?” 
 
    Brenda snorted. “Nothing. It was a day like any other.  He got up, went to work.  I saw him around lunch time, taking some horses out of the stables.  I expected him home when he finished for the day.” 
 
    “He didn’t speak of anything with you, Jean?” He looked at her, pale and shivering in the cold. 
 
    Jean roused, looking up at him with her huge grey eyes. “I barely spoke with him today. I was so busy in the kitchen that I barely had time to eat.  Sometimes I visit him in the stables when I get a chance, but I couldn’t today.” She stared at him. “I don’t know where he is, Alan. But I know my father.  A better man never walked this earth.  He would never betray the laird – I swear it on my life!” 
 
    Alan could hear the conviction in her voice. He ached to hold her, but he knew it wasn’t the time, or the place.  Her mother would be shocked.  And there were more urgent things to think about. 
 
    Like proving her father’s innocence, and freeing her from this nightmare. 
 
    “Alright.” He stood up. “I am convinced you both know nothing about Maxwell’s movements tonight. I shall speak to my father. Hopefully, I can get you both released soon.” 
 
    “Oh, Alan, can you try?” Jean’s voice was small. She blinked back tears. 
 
    “Keep heart.” He looked at them both a while longer.   
 
    Then he walked to the door, rapping on it for the guard to let him out. 
 
    He couldn’t look back at them; it would break his heart anew, to see how pitiful they were. 
 
                                                                  *** 
 
    Alan found his father in his den.  He hadn’t retired for the night, then.  There was still hope he could secure Jean and her mother’s release, and escort them back to their cottage. 
 
    “Father.” He stood at the doorway. “May I speak with you?” 
 
    Leith ran a hand over his face.  He looked tired. 
 
    “Well, then,” he said. “Come in.” 
 
    Alan entered. “Father, I have spoken to the women,” he said. “They both know nothing of where Maxwell has gone, or why.  I believe them.  Can you release them, at least until we have a better understanding of what is going on? People will talk.  They will not look well on us, throwing a mother and daughter in the dungeon on supposition of their knowledge of Maxwell’s plans.” 
 
    Leith looked at him, hard. “Not yet,” he said.   
 
    At that moment, the men who had been sent to find Maxwell entered the room.  They looked tired after a long ride. 
 
    “Well, talk!” Leith looked at them impatiently. 
 
    “It is as you feared, Laird,” said one. “We rode to the Clan Gordon. The farrier has been taken in by them.” 
 
    “I knew it!” Leith smashed a fist on his desk, shaking it. 
 
    “That is it, then. I order that the man be beheaded for treason.” 
 
    Alan blanched. “Father, no, please reflect…” 
 
    Leith looked at him. “It is too late,” he said. “The family is doomed.” 
 
                                                                          *** 
 
    Janet hid behind a pillar, watching Alan walk out of his father’s den with a face as white as death. 
 
    She smiled to herself.  It was playing out exactly as she had anticipated. 
 
    The farrier had taken the bait, riding to the Gordons like being led on a string.  The girl and her mother had been thrown into the dungeon, and would probably be banished once the father was beheaded for treason. 
 
    It had all been so easy, like moving pieces on a chess board.  
 
    She watched Alan, struggling to contain his composure. She had to stifle a laugh.  Bent out of shape by a peasant girl! Didn’t he have any pride? Couldn’t he see that he was making a fool of himself, begging for mercy on her behalf? 
 
    Janet touched her expensive necklace, feeling the coldness of the jewels. It was an old necklace, and she was sick of it. 
 
    She would demand another, as payment for the suffering she had to endure at the hands of Alan, dallying like a lovesick puppy with his harlot. Emeralds, perhaps? Or rubies? 
 
    She deserved it, after all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen
  
 
    The guards came at first light, slopping gruel into bowls for their breakfast. 
 
    Jean couldn’t eat, anyway. She pushed it away. Her mother frowned at her. 
 
    “Jean, you have to keep your strength up.” Brenda took her daughter’s hand. “It won’t do your father any good, if you waste away from worry.” 
 
    Suddenly, the guards returned. 
 
    “Finish up.  We’re to take you to the laird.” 
 
    Jean and Brenda looked at each other, fearfully. Was it good news, or bad? 
 
    They squinted as the light hit them on the narrow stairwell, blinking rapidly.  They had already become accustomed to the dim light of the dungeon. 
 
    They were led into the laird’s den.  He was standing beside the fireplace, warming himself. 
 
    “Sit down, both of you.” He indicated the chairs. 
 
    “We know Maxwell’s movements last night.” He stood in front of them. “He did indeed go to the Clan Gordon, where he is now ensconced, in the heart of enemy territory! I must inform you that the situation is very grave, indeed.  I have ordered that he is to be beheaded, for treason.” 
 
    “No!” Jean sprang up, rushing to the laird. She fell at his feet, wrapping her arms around his legs, looking up at him pleadingly. 
 
    “Mercy, laird! Have mercy!” 
 
    He looked down at her. “Get up, girl,” he said, coldly. He turned to Brenda. “Mistress, please take your daughter in hand.” 
 
    Brenda rushed to her daughter, pulling her up.  Her face was ashen. 
 
    “My decision is made.  The evidence is irrefutable.  Maxwell had no reason to flee to the Gordons; no one commanded it.  He left of his own accord, and there can be only one reason for it: he was feeding them information about our movements.” Leith’s voice was hard. 
 
    “Please, laird,” Jean was weeping. “I will take his punishment.” 
 
    “Jean!” Her mother looked at her as if she had gone mad. “Say not another word, daughter! Your father would not want it.  If he is guilty or innocent, I can no longer say anymore.  But I know this: he loves you, and would never send you to die in his place!” 
 
    Jean collapsed in her mother’s arms, weeping copiously. 
 
    “What are we to do?” Brenda whispered, stroking her daughter’s hair. 
 
    “You may return to your cottage,” the laird continued, “where you will start packing. As of this moment, you are both banished from my lands, as befits the family of a traitor.” 
 
    The women clung to each other, tighter.  Would this nightmare ever end? 
 
    At that moment, Alan walked through the door, stopping abruptly when he saw the scene in front of him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” His voice was tremulous with fear. 
 
    “I have just been informing Mistress Maxwell and her daughter that they are banished from the Ross lands,” his father said. “They can think themselves lucky.  Lairds from other clans would hang them alongside the traitor, as an example to all.” 
 
    “Father!” Alan tried to think quickly.  How could he salvage the situation? 
 
    If Maxwell was a traitor, he deserved everything he got.  Alan was loyal to his clan and would always put their interest before his own.   
 
    But he loved Jean.  He couldn’t see her banished, just because of the actions of her father. 
 
    He felt torn, unable to decide what was the best way forward. Then an idea came to him. 
 
    “Father,” he said, still formulating his idea as he spoke, “I have a proposition.” 
 
    “Aye?” His father had sat back down at his desk. He looked distracted. 
 
    “What if I bring back the head of the laird, Adie Drummond?” 
 
    His father looked at him. “Continue.” 
 
    “I will lead a party of men and ambush the Gordons,” Alan said. “I will take the laird’s head, and bring it back to you, if you will promise to revoke the order to behead Maxwell.” 
 
    “You want to fight on his behalf?” Leith looked at Alan in amazement. 
 
    “I do.” Alan dropped in front of his father, bowing his head. “This is my pledge: I shall bring his head to you, and Maxwell shall keep his.” 
 
    His father looked at him, assessing. “It is a brave and reckless scheme,” he said. “But I admire your conviction, lad.  Agreed!  A head for a head. But you must not tarry – make your arrangements quickly.  Your leadership skills will be put to the test.” He looked at his son with a grudging admiration. 
 
    Alan nodded. He got up and walked out of the room. At the last moment, he glanced back at Jean and her mother. 
 
    Jean was gazing at him, tears swimming in her huge grey eyes.  But they weren’t the only thing in them. 
 
    Alan could see something else shining through: love. 
 
    Love.  For him. 
 
    It struck him like a ray of warm sunshine on a cold, cold day. 
 
                                                                             *** 
 
    “Gather the horses! Prepare the weapons!” 
 
    Alan was barking orders to his men as he strode around the courtyard, carrying a document in his hands. 
 
    Mason, his right-hand man, strode alongside him. They found a bench and spread the parchment on it, grabbing rocks to pin it down and straighten it out. 
 
    “The Gordon castle?” Alan cast an appraising eye over it. 
 
    “Aye. A bit old, but I can’t see that much would have changed,” Mason said. 
 
    Alan looked at it. “I see two pressure points,” he said, pointing to the map of the castle. “Here, and here.  If we ambush from this point, taking down their archers, we should be able to gain entry at either spot.  We will assess when we get there which is the easiest, or the least guarded.” He rolled up the map, handing it to Mason. “Guard it well. We will need it before we attack.” 
 
    He strode to the center of the courtyard, weaving amongst the horses and men. 
 
    His father and mother had come out and were standing on the steps. 
 
    “Father. Mother.” Alan knelt in front of them. “It would warm my heart to have your blessing on my endeavor.” 
 
    “You have it, Alan,” his mother said. “Only, please, come back alive!”  
 
    “Bring back the head of Adie Drummond, lad,” his father said, gruffly. “And try not to get yourself killed in the process.” 
 
    “I will try,” Alan said, feeling tears welling in his eyes.  He looked away, not trusting his voice to speak clearly. 
 
    He strode from his parents, mounting his horse. “Ready?” 
 
    “Aye,” the men responded, brandishing their swords. 
 
    Alan kicked his horse, spurring it into motion.  He galloped through the castle gates, the party of men following him. 
 
    Two sets of eyes watched him long after the horses were gone. 
 
    Janet, from an upstairs window, watched the party of men galloping over the fields. She was frowning.  This was veering from her plan.  Alan wasn’t supposed to attack the Gordons, brokering a deal with his father to take Adie Drummond’s head instead of the farrier’s. No, no, no. For the first time, Janet felt a trickle of fear. 
 
    Jean watched from the window of the laird’s den.  Her beloved, riding out to the Gordons, risking his life for her. Jean knew that he wasn’t doing it for her father.  He might respect Burns, but he certainly wouldn’t have gone to all this trouble for him, if not for her. 
 
    She felt a warm glow in her belly, spreading outwards through her limbs. 
 
    She had loved him, forever.  And that love had deepened, becoming a glowing orb inside of her. 
 
    Her love, riding into battle for her. 
 
    She prayed, harder than she had ever prayed before.  Please God, let him be safe. Return my father and my love to my side. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen
  
 
    Alan rode on, down valleys and over glens, on the way to Clan Gordon. 
 
    Adie Drummond.  He had never met the man, but knew he had been locked in land disputes with his father forever. 
 
    And now he had promised to take his head, so that Burns Maxwell could keep his. 
 
    He knew it was the only way.  He liked Maxwell – he was a good farrier, and a pleasant and loyal man.  He had never caused any trouble before.  That was what was so mysterious – how did a man, who had been a loyal subject his whole life, suddenly turn traitor? Alan shook his head, trying to figure it out. Something was wrong with the whole picture.  It just didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Admittedly, he couldn’t explain Maxwell’s behavior. And that was what had led his father to draw his conclusions.  There was no evidence, but there was no other explanation. His father was a rash man, but he had to be, on occasion. Sometimes a laird had to make quick decisions, based on the information available. 
 
    He felt a prickling of unease.  He didn’t think that Maxwell was guilty.  But what – or who? – had led him to ride into the night, straight into the heart of enemy territory? 
 
    Frowning, he spurred his horse on.  It no longer mattered.  To save Maxwell, he had to kill Adie Drummond. 
 
    It was as simple as that. 
 
                                                                        *** 
 
    Leith Ross had come back into the den, walking up to the two women. 
 
    “You are both very lucky,” he said.  “My son has a kind heart.  There aren’t many who would do what he has done, to save you.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we know that?” Jean cried. “He might be killed! I never asked for any of this!” 
 
    “Hush, daughter,” Brenda soothed. She took Jean in her arms, hugging her tightly.  Both women looked tired and drained, like they could barely keep standing. 
 
    “Laird Ross!” 
 
    The laird turned.  There was a servant in the doorway. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, laird, but there is a messenger here.  He says he has come from the Clan Gordon!” 
 
    “What trickery is this?” Leith strode to the door. “He says he is come from the Gordons?” 
 
    “Aye,” the servant said. “He says he has ridden all night, and must speak with the laird.  He has an important letter to deliver.” 
 
    Leith frowned, thinking. 
 
    “Well, it cannot hurt to see the rider,” he said.  “Bring him in.  But make sure men are stationed in here – I will not become the victim of an assassin’s blade.” 
 
    The servant left and then returned with a short man with bushy eyebrows and wild dark hair.  He introduced himself as Rory Young. 
 
    “My lord.” The man knelt at Leith’s feet. “I have an important letter to deliver from Adie Drummond, laird of the Clan Gordon.” 
 
    “Give it then, man,” said Leith, holding out his hand. 
 
    Young handed the letter, sealed with red wax and stamped with the Gordon seal. 
 
    Leith ripped it open, scanning it quickly. Then he stopped, going back over it. His eyes widened in amazement. He slowly sank into a seat, his eyes glued to the parchment. 
 
    “The saints preserve us,” he whispered. Then he roused himself, turning to Young. 
 
    “This is genuine?” Leith looked at the man. “Everything that is said in here is the truth?” 
 
    “Aye, laird,” Young answered. 
 
    Leith ran a hand through his hair, thinking.  Then he started laughing.  The sound started small, before filling the den, startling Jean and Brenda who were still entwined in the corner. Young, the messenger, stared in astonishment at the laird who was shaking with paroxysms of mirth. 
 
    Then he stopped, just as suddenly.  He ran to the doorway, yelling. 
 
    “A rider, quickly! Someone must ride to my son and his party – immediately!” 
 
    A man appeared at the doorway. “Laird?” 
 
    “A rider! Find my son – he must not attack the Gordons!” 
 
                                                                              *** 
 
    The rider was sent out, told to ride like the wind and find Alan before the attack could take place. He must stop Alan on pain of death. 
 
    Jean and her mother looked at each other, perplexed.  What was going on? 
 
    Rory Young was sent to the kitchen for refreshment after his long ride, and Leith came back into the den.  He turned to the two women. 
 
    “You’ll be pleased to know,” he said, “that your good husband and father is entirely innocent, and has been cleared of any wrongdoing.  Why he suddenly went to the Gordons is still a mystery, but the fact remains – he is no traitor.” 
 
    Jean and Brenda could scarcely believe their ears, hugging each other tightly while tears of joy fell down their faces. 
 
    “I told you!” said Jean, wiping her eyes.  “I know my father.  He has never been, nor ever could be, a traitor!” She crossed herself, looking upwards in thanks. 
 
    “It seems that Laird Drummond’s horses have been plagued with hoof disease, and Maxwell has stopped it.  Saved his horses from wasting away.  Laird Drummond thanks me for sending such a talented farrier to help him, although Lord knows, I did no such thing.  Perhaps Maxwell heard of the Laird’s problems through another source, I just don’t know.” He paused. 
 
    Jean and Brenda were agog, waiting to hear more. 
 
    “Anyway, Laird Drummond is so grateful he is extending the hand of friendship to our clan!  He wants to sit down and reason about our land disputes, enact a reconciliation. What do you think about that? Your good husband and father has brokered a truce.” 
 
    Brenda spoke, her voice wavering slightly. “From the bottom of our hearts, we thank you, laird. For sparing our husband and father. For showing mercy.” Her voice caught for a moment and then she continued. “We always knew he was innocent.  He is a loyal and good man. It is only as we always knew.” 
 
    “How did he know?” Leith spoke as if to himself. “How did he know the Gordons needed help?” 
 
    The two women looked at him. They had no idea, either. 
 
    “Let us just hope the rider gets to Alan in time. We have no need of Adie Drummond’s head in a sack now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     Chapter Seventeen
  
 
    Alan was crouched behind a rock, spying the main gates of the castle. 
 
    “The guards change at the noon hour,” he said. “That will be our chance. I will lead a small party of men away into the castle, while the rest of you ambush.  Distract them. I will try to get to Adie Drummond and do the deed.” 
 
    The men nodded.  They were ready for battle. 
 
    “Rider approaching!” 
 
    The men turned, watching the rider who was wearing the Grant tartan. He galloped to them, sliding from the saddle and approaching them. 
 
    “I have a message of urgency from the laird.” The man was panting. “You have to stand down.  You are not to attack the Clan Gordon.  The laird has had word that the farrier has cured the Gordons’ hoof disease and a truce is declared between the two clans.” 
 
    Alan stared. “Is it true?” 
 
    The man nodded.  
 
    Alan slowly sank back down.  A smile spread across his features.   
 
    “But this is wonderful news!” He looked at the men. “The farrier is innocent! I knew it!” 
 
    He thought for a moment and then turned to his men again. 
 
    “I think we should approach the castle gates,” he said. “Ask for entry.  We can speak to Maxwell ourselves, and escort him home.” 
 
    He couldn’t stop the smile getting wider. 
 
    Jean was saved. 
 
                                                                           *** 
 
    Leith saw them in the distance, the party of men approaching. 
 
    “My son returns!” he yelled. “Food and ale in the grand hall!” 
 
    The people scattered, doing their laird’s bidding. 
 
    The party of men trooped into the courtyard, sliding off their horses. 
 
    Jean spotted Burns straight away. “Papa!” she cried, running to her father and enveloping him in her arms.  Brenda wasn’t far behind. The three of them hugged as if they would never let go. 
 
    Alan watched them, smiling.  He wouldn’t disturb them, for the moment. 
 
    The men trailed into the hall, where a multitude of dishes and ale awaited them.  They swooped on it, tucking in with abandon. 
 
    “Well?” said Leith, looking at his son. “What happened?” 
 
    “The rider got to us in time,” he answered. “We were almost ready to ambush.  Instead, we approached the castle gates and requested entry.  The Gordons were very hospitable.  Adie Drummond said he looks forward to when you both sit down to broker negotiations. He was so grateful that Maxwell had been such a help with their problem of hoof disease.” 
 
    Leith nodded.  “Have you spoken to Maxwell? How did he know they had an issue, and why did he take off without informing anyone?” 
 
    Alan smiled grimly. “Someone told him to go. Said it was on your command.” 
 
    “Who?” Leith looked perplexed. 
 
    Alan looked across the hall, to where Janet stood, surveying the proceedings with an anxious look on her face. 
 
    Leith followed his glance. 
 
    They watched the lady, until she turned her face their way.  
 
    Her breath caught in her throat and she froze, like a fish caught in a net. 
 
                                                                          *** 
 
    Janet was packed and gone before the day was out. Leith made sure of that. 
 
    “That woman is not to be trusted,” he said. “We cannot allow you to marry someone so manipulative. It is like having a viper in our nest.  You never know when she will next strike.” 
 
    Janet had remained haughty until the end, refusing to acknowledge anyone as she rode away, back to her own castle and her long-suffering father. 
 
    “I must say, this is all for the best,” she said loudly, as her horse was led away. “Such a backwater! So better in my own castle.” She tossed her hair imperiously. 
 
    They never saw her again. 
 
    “I must say, I am glad she didn’t marry our Alan,” Lady Margot whispered. “I never liked her.” 
 
    Alan nodded.  He wouldn’t contradict her. He had more important things to do. 
 
    He found Jean on the staircase, resting her hand on the balustrade. 
 
    “My love,” he whispered softly as he approached her. She turned, startled. 
 
    “Alan! Oh, Alan!” she cried out, running to him. 
 
    He reached for her and then they were in each other’s arms. It felt like forever since they had been this way. 
 
    He kissed her, gathering her up into him. They were both breathless when they broke away. 
 
    “Is it true?” she whispered. “About the Lady Janet?” 
 
    “It is true,” he said. “She deliberately sent your father to the Gordons to get him into trouble. But what she didn’t realize was that the Gordons were having issues with their horses! She had made it up, but it turned out to be the truth.  So really, we should thank her.  Not only did she make your father a hero, but she instigated the truce between the clans!” 
 
    “I don’t think she would be happy about that,” Jean remarked. 
 
    “No,” Alan agreed. “Her face was so sour when we confronted her she could have spoilt the milk! But she knew the game was up.  She didn’t try to deny it.  Father has sent her packing.” 
 
    “She’s gone?” Jean couldn’t believe her ears. 
 
    “She’s gone,” Alan confirmed. “Forever.  Never more will Lady Janet weave her web of evil in this castle!” 
 
    “Oh, Alan.” Jean collapsed against him, overcome. 
 
    “But that’s not the only thing,” he said.  He looked at her and then slowly sank to his knees. 
 
    “Jean, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” 
 
    Jean gasped. “Alan, it’s not possible! I am still a kitchen maid!” 
 
    “I have talked to my father,” Alan said. “Because of the service that your father has done for our clan, he is willing to overlook the difference in our stations.  He has given his consent. He said I can marry you – if you say aye, of course.”  He looked at her expectantly. 
 
    Jean burst into tears. “Aye!” She could barely contain her happiness. 
 
    Her father was safe.  Her family was back together. 
 
    And now, she was to marry Alan – the man who had been her secret love, forever. 
 
                                                                            *** 
 
    There was great rejoicing in the Castle of the Clan Grant the day that Alan took Jean as his wife. 
 
    The church bells rang all day long, and the feasting went well into the night. 
 
    Not that the new husband and wife knew.   
 
    They had stolen away from the banquet, and ridden to the loch, where they lay side by side on its banks, gazing at each other. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” Jean whispered.  “I am to be the lady of the Castle!” 
 
    “Believe it,” Alan whispered back. “You have always been a lady, by nature.  Now it is official!” 
 
    They turned and kissed. Side by side, forevermore. 
 
    THE END 
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    Chapter 1
  
 
    Blane was still the most magnificent man Lorna had ever seen.  
 
    Wearing only his kilt, his muscled chest bare and his Ramsay plaid discarded on the ground despite the chill in the early March morning, Blane was a sight to set her cheeks aflame. He sat at the edge of the river, surrounded by his brother’s three bastard children, his head thrown back as his laughter rang out in the bright morning. 
 
    The children with him were a symphony of autumn colors, their scarlet curls tumbling around their shoulders, the red and black of the Ramsay plaid they each wore the perfect foil for their delicate but fierce Sidhe features. From the look of them, they could have easily been taken for Blane’s children.  
 
    But they belonged to his brother, Gillis, a good man nearly two years dead. Beside Blane and within easy reach, lay his sheathed sword. The deaths of his father and brother, both in war, had left him in a constant state of readiness, all too aware of how quickly a peaceful moment could end. At least that’s what he’d told her years ago. 
 
    Blane shifted on his rocky seat, elbows balanced on his spread knees, teeth glinting in a smile. The sun caught him at the perfect angle then, illuminating every strong and beautiful part of him. 
 
    Lorna’s breath caught in her throat as she watched him, a tall and flame haired god with the mist-wreathed mountains of the highlands rising behind him, the emerald and kelly greens of the meadow spread out like such lush carpet for his steps alone.  
 
    Lorna was still so foolishly in love with him. 
 
    She bit back a sigh and kept walking, the skirts of her plain gray dress kicking before her as she made her way over the still damp ground toward the scattering of rocks at the river’s edge where Blane sat with his two nephews and niece. Wet grass already marked the hem of her dress and the sturdy leather of her boots. She adjusted the cloth bag filled with herbs over her shoulder. 
 
    After a year of not seeing Blane, she felt as nervous as a bride on her marriage night. 
 
    Up ahead, the older boy, Nevin, was describing something to his uncle, his hands moving in the air, barely able to catch his own breath as he giggled at whatever was making his uncle laugh as well. The other two children were fishing. 
 
    "’Tis nae possible!" Blane crowed even as the boy nodded, his head full of bright red curls ruffling in the slight breeze. 
 
    Selma, a girl Lorna knew from the village and who had been taken on to mind the children, sat nearby on a blanket, alternately paying attention to the children and the knitting in her hands. She and Lorna exchanged smiles of greeting. 
 
    The sky was cloudless, the sparkling green of the meadow stretched out as far as the eye could see, the silver filaments of the river running through the fertile valley that was the crown jewel of the Ramsay lands. Another perfect morning in the highlands, which was why Lorna’s father, the Ramsay family physician, had insisted on coming to tend to Lady Morna today when she’d given him the choice. At least the pretty day would make up for the lady’s bitter mood and on the way back into the village they would stop at the Garrow orchard and pick some apples to bake with the evening meal.  
 
    The fishing pole in the hand of the youngest, Sheena, jerked and she cried out. 
 
    "Uncle Blane! A fish!" Sheena jumped up, and even from so far away Lorna could see that her hold on the fishing pole was fierce. 
 
    "Are you sure ‘tis not a selkie?" Blane teased, leaning down to help her with the pole. “You have to throw it back if it is.” 
 
    “It isn’t, I swear!” 
 
    The sound of their voices was joyous, happy. A sweet pain bloomed in Lorna’s chest. 
 
    It had been over a year since she’d seen Blane, a year since she tried not to love the boy who'd grown up into a man right before her eyes and took her heart as easily as he took breath each day.  
 
    When Blane’s father, the old Lord of Nairn, died, Lorna had felt the pain of his loss—the loss of his father, and the loss of his childhood, the loss of freedom that came with being suddenly a Laird and having the responsibilities of the title, the castle, and the vast lands tied to it. She'd comforted Blane during that hard time five years ago, but it had become too difficult to be near him but not be with him.  
 
    The tenderness he seemed to feel for her that was no more than the caring for a friend. It hurt. And coward that she was, she fled back to her home in the village as soon as Blane was well again, helping her father with his physician responsibilities. 
 
    During the year away, she'd hoped her calfling feelings would disappear, but they'd only grown stronger. She knew her father was tired of her pestering him for news of Blane each time he went to the Laird's castle to tend to Lady Morna, Blane’s poor mother who hadn't been the same since her husband died. 
 
    “You should come with me to the castle instead of asking after him,” her father always said. 
 
    But she’d been firm in her decision to stay away from Blane. Until today, when her father confirmed the rumors from the village. Blane was engaged. In only a few weeks, he was due to marry Edana Innes, a woman the whole village knew wasn't fit to wash his plaid. 
 
    "Lady Lorna!" 
 
    She came back to the present at the sound of Logan calling her name, at least the name he and other children called no matter how much she protested to them that she was no lady, just the daughter of a lowly village doctor. 
 
    Blane was watching her now, his attention drawn with Logan’s boisterous greeting. Her heart stumbled in her chest, and she felt as if she was drowning in the endless green pool of his eyes. How had she lasted a year without seeing him? Without feeling this giddy joy of her love for him bubbling up like a hot spring from the very depths of her? 
 
    Dear God, please protect me, she prayed in desperation. I cannae feel this thing. Not for him. 
 
    From across the small distance still separating them, Blane still watched her, his eyes widening even though she was sure she hadn’t changed very much in the last year. She kept her fingers twisted in her skirts to stop herself from fussing with her hair, black and wildly curly that she wore tamed in a tight braid down her back. An unreadable look touched his face and he only smiled as she came closer.  
 
    Flustered, her cheeks growing hot with a blush, Lorna turned to the relative safety of the children and waved. "Logan! You are looking spry this morning."  
 
    Although he was the middle child, he was the smallest and most sickly, and the reason she suspected Blane often took the children out of the castle to breathe in the fresh air. Logan needed exercise and the water of the rivers even more than the others, the poor wee thing. 
 
    "You always say that, Lady Lorna!" But the boy's smile was wide, revealing the gap between his two front teeth. He waved her over, his smile spreading even wider. "Come see what Sheena caught.” 
 
    Lorna smiled back at the boy and walked faster, gathering the skirts of her dress in one hand to clamber the last few steps to the water’s edge.  
 
    Looking down to make sure she didn't step on a craggy rock and twist her ankle, she didn't know Blane was close until she felt a steadying hold on her arm. She gasped from the warmth of his big hand against her skin, and shivered. 
 
    "Careful," he said in his deep and rumbling voice. "It rained last night. The bairns were slipping and sliding the whole way here." 
 
    "We were nae!" Logan called out but his brother and sister laughed, giving away the truth that he was the one who'd almost fallen many times. 
 
    Blane didn’t let go of Lorna’s arm. Still suffering tiny shocks of pleasure just from his touch alone, Lorna bit the inside of her lip and tried not to act like some sheltered miss. In the meantime, Blane carried on as if it had been hours instead of months since they’d seen each other last, his touch familiar and his smile its usual teasing tilt. As if for him, nothing had changed.  
 
    But many things had, though. His new engagement to Edana for one. 
 
    Lorna fiddled with the end of her braid, tried to focus on walking next to Blane and breathing properly at the same time. She snatched at the conversation with Logan like it was a lifeline. 
 
    "There's nothing wrong with seeing the world from a lower point of view every once in a while, Logan. It gives you a more thorough world view when you're big and strong like your uncle." 
 
    “I want to be big and strong like Uncle Blane!” Logan said. 
 
    His brother and sister chimed in with “Me, too!” 
 
    At her side, Blane gave her a rakish look, his eyes slipping over her in a way she was not used to. 
 
    "Big and strong, eh?" 
 
    "Aye, like a giant brute!" she teased, lightly shoving away his hand that seemed to burn through to her very soul.  
 
    Her heart pounded like a mad thing in her chest. Blane did look bigger than when she’d seen him last. More handsome, too. Up close, she could see other differences. A scar just below his left eye, his knuckles more scarred from another year of fighting in the incessant skirmishes that broke out in the highlands.  
 
    All those things should have made him seem rougher, more intimidating, but instead he felt more settled. The green of his eyes ageless and wondrous, like he was remembering beautiful and faraway places instead of the fields of blood, bone, and agony he had surely witnessed on the battlefields. 
 
    Blane led her to one of the smoother rocks at the edge of the river, grabbed his plaid and spread it out for her to sit on. The children peppered her with their happy chatter, questions about what she carried in her bag, and what she was doing at Castle Nairn before they wandered farther down the river with their fishing poles. 
 
    Hands on his narrow hips, Blane watched to make sure the children weren’t doing anything to kill themselves before he sat down next to Lorna with a soft grunt. "Your father is here, then? At the castle?" It was more a statement than a question. 
 
    She nodded. "He is with your lady mother now." But Blane already knew that. He was the one who had sent for her father, asking him to come before the week was at an end. 
 
    “Maybe he can give her some respite to cure her many ills.” 
 
    “’Tis naught but old age,” Lorna said. “Although Lady Morna is hardly old, just…” She paused, not wanting to offend him. “Just unhappy,” she finished, darting a look at his face that was suddenly closed off to her, its expression as smooth as the surface of the loch with no sign of what was happening beneath. 
 
    “Aye.” Blane nodded, his eyes lifting up and toward the castle where his mother most likely lay in her sickbed. “I wish I could help her, but she is so rough with me and with the bairns that some days all I want to do is get them away from her, protect them.” He turned away from the castle and his thick, sunset hair tumbled over his freckled shoulders and down his back. 
 
    Lady Morna was likely rough with him, too, but it was so like him to be more concerned about the children. He loved them like they were his own.  
 
    Blane had never hesitated about taking care of his brother’s children, once telling Lorna's father while she listened in the corner that no Ramsay child, no matter what side of the blanket they were born, would find themselves without shelter as long as he was Laird. 
 
    A sigh heaved the impressive width of Blane’s chest and Lorna quickly looked away although the curling red hairs furring the muscled expanse of skin lingered in the corner of her eye and at the forefront of her awareness. Her fingers tingled with the desire to touch him there, to feel if that hair was as soft as it looked. She bit the inside of her lip until she tasted blood. 
 
    Stop it, she chided herself. He’s an engaged man now. He’ll never be yours.  
 
    Lorna fiddled with the cloth bag in her lap, plucking at the clasp that kept the herbs she’d picked that morning from spilling out. Blane remained quiet at her side. She wondered if he regretted not attending to his lady mother while she was seeing her physician. 
 
    Before, he had always been nearby while Lorna’s father tended to Lady Morna. But as the years passed, Blane’s mother had grown sour and sometimes cruel, snapping at the servants, being rude to her physician, barely acknowledging Lorna's existence, and becoming even more controlling of her sons' lives. Lorna understood and knew the reason why she changed and tried to be sympathetic, but the good lord knew it was hard. 
 
    After the death of her husband, Lady Morna seemed to age overnight and became withered on the vine of her life.  
 
    Years before, Lorna had envied her. She and her husband had married for love and it showed in the way they treated each other, in the proud carriage of their sons who knew what love was and wanted to spread it to everyone they met. Gillis and Blane spread that love in different ways, Gillis always eager to spread the thighs of any bonnie lass who would have him. But for Blane, it was in the way he treated the servants, the people in the village, Gillis’s children. 
 
    But those years of love were long gone. Gillis and Laird Donnan were dead. Lady Morna lingered, a cold-eyed banshee who people no longer felt sorry for. And Blane was engaged to a woman who likely would get rid of Gillis’s children and see the castle filled, instead, with her own children. Blane’s children.  
 
    Lorna swallowed the surge of sickness that threatened to rise up in her throat.  
 
    A few feet away, the children had grown bored with fishing and were now playing in the water, laughing and splashing each other, their fishing rods abandoned on the shore. The servant, Selma, hovered close, keeping an eye on them.  
 
    "Enough of this gloom," Blane said suddenly. "What brings you back up here after so long away? I dropped in to see your father a time or two but you were never there." 
 
    Lorna ducked her head, embarrassed. The times she'd known Blane planned to visit her father, she hid in the fields, pretending to harvest herbs or some other nonsense until he left. It was because of her skill in avoiding Blane that she was so good with herbs now, even surpassing her father’s knowledge. 
 
    At least that time away from Blane had been good for something. It surely hadn't helped to cure her of her love for him. The sight of him a year ago had made her breathless. Now, just with him a few feet away, she wanted to touch him, wanted him to kiss her. But even as desperately as she wanted these things, she knew it was wrong. He was engaged now. She needed to get him out of her heart. 
 
    The wind stirred around them, bringing the scent of Blane's skin, male and faintly salty with sweat, to her nose. Lorna’s heart started its infernal pounding again. 
 
    Question. He’d asked her a question about why she was suddenly back at Castle Nairn.  
 
    "I...um. I have a new poultice I wanted to send for Logan." It wasn't a lie. But she could have easily sent it with her father, just like she'd done the last few times. She lowered her voice so the child wouldn’t hear. "I've been treating a few children in the village who were underweight like him and they've responded very well.” 
 
    "You've been the one treating the children? I thought it was your father." He sounded curious instead of outraged that a woman was doing a man’s job. 
 
    "Papa has been giving me more responsibilities so he can travel more and see his patients who cannae come to him." 
 
    "That is a very good thing. Thank you. I thought it was your father who was helping cook with her sore legs. But that is you, right?" 
 
    She nodded, a smile splitting her face at his admiring tone. "I am happy I can help her." 
 
    "That is exactly what a good physician would say." He smiled down at her, and she nearly melted into a puddle next to him.  
 
    The wind rose up suddenly around them and swirled Blane’s sherry colored locks over his broad shoulders. He was leaning so close that a few thick strands brushed Lorna’s face, flooding her senses with a familiar scent. A mixture of mint, sage, and other herbs she'd made for him not long after she decided not to see him anymore. Lorna found herself leaning even closer, inhaling deeply, loving how the herbs combined with the masculine spice of his body. It was unique. Addictive. 
 
    She licked her lips and saw him do the same. His endless green eyes came closer. 
 
    "There you are Blane!" 
 
    Lorna jumped back at the sound of the loud voice. Lady Morna. A mask dropped over Blane's face a moment before he slowly stood up and turned to his mother. Lorna stared. She lay reclined on some sort of bed, her body covered all the way to the chin with furs while four big men, servants from the castle, carried her, one man at each of the four corners of the palanquin. Lorna’s father picked his careful way beside the portable bed. 
 
    "Mother, you should be resting," this version of Blane said. His mouth was a thin and unhappy line. 
 
    But even though Lady Morna was talking with her son, it was Lorna she stared at. Her usually faded blue eyes were vibrant with suspicion and animosity.  
 
    “Your father told me you were here, Lorna,” Lady Morna said, her voice trembling with age but vicious. “I wonder why you came all this way without paying your respects to the lady of the castle. I’m hoping when my son is married, your manners will improve. I doubt that Lady Edana would be as understanding as I.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
  
 
    For a few wild moments, Blane was almost happy to see his mother out of the bed she had taken to so often in recent months. Out in the crisp morning air, she’d gained some color in her cheeks and Dr. Morrison seemed pleased enough by her progress if his air of satisfaction was anything to go by. Then Lady Morna opened her mouth, cutting at Lorna as if she were nothing more than a cheap piece of ribbon, and Blane remembered why he kept the children and anyone he cared about away from his mother. 
 
    “Mother.” He kept his tone respectful though he made sure a hard warning lay beneath it. 
 
    “Yes, my son.” His mother looked up at him as if she were innocence itself, but that look hadn’t reflected the truth, or fooled anyone, in years. 
 
    It was obvious to anyone with ears what she had been doing, trying to put Lorna in whatever place Lady Morna thought her more fit for, while reminding all who stood near that Blane was soon to make an alliance with Edana Innes. A marriage that stood to benefit Edana and her family more than Blane’s own. Other than children, he could see no reason to join his life with hers. And Clan Ramsay had more than enough children with Gillis’s two boys and little Selma. 
 
    Lady Morna knew very well Blane didn’t want to hear about his upcoming marriage to Lady Edana, a marriage he had only grudgingly agreed to since his mother despaired out loud nearly every day of him ever having children of his own. He didn’t want the marriage, but could think of no legitimate reason to refuse it.               
 
    No, he didn’t want to hear about the day when Edana Innes would take over the duties as Lady of Castle Nairn. And he certainly didn’t want Lady Morna to be cruel to Lorna, a lass who had done nothing but be kind to his family, who had been a treasured family friend, and now…now stirred a fire of both protectiveness and lust in him. 
 
    His mother hadn’t always been this way, and that was what frustrated him on most days, and made him frightened of what she had become and how easily she had allowed herself to transform into this creature. Cruel. Intemperate. Conniving. Savage with those she thought beneath her. Sometimes he thanked the heavens his father had not lived to see her transformed so. Then he realized it was because of his father’s death that she had become this…thing. 
 
    His mother dropped her mask of innocence and flashed a malevolent look at Lorna. 
 
    Blane clenched his teeth, reaching deep for patience. Beside him, Lorna had her gaze lowered to the thick carpet of grass beneath her feet but not before he saw the spark of fire in her pale gray eyes. Her father, who had been pleased moments before, now looked uncomfortable, a hint of anger in his reed thin frame. But Blane knew neither Lorna nor her father felt free to express their displeasure with the lady of the castle, even if she was the wife of a long dead Laird. 
 
    Blane tucked his hands behind his back, wanting more than anything to touch Lorna, even just on her arm, to try and soothe the prick of hurt his mother had caused. Instead, he did the next best thing.  
 
    “Dr. Morrison.” He reached out to warmly clasp the doctor’s arm. “Thank you for coming up here from the village. I know ‘tis not the most comfortable journey, even on horseback.” Castle Nairn was high up on a hill, a hard and rocky climb up from the village, even with the beautiful view of the lush meadows and the river rippling out behind the castle to make it bearable. 
 
    “’Twas fine, Blane—” 
 
    “That’s Laird Nairn to you,” his mother snapped and Blane jerked around, his neck stiff, the anger bubbling up quickly and nearly bringing words he knew he would regret later rushing up behind his teeth. 
 
    “Mother, does the man who cares for your aches and complaints not deserve even a small bit of your courtesy?” Again, he made the question a reprimand, a gentle one, but a reprimand just the same. Temperance was something he had learned at his father’s knee and he’d needed every dram of it when dealing with his lady mother in recent times. 
 
    His mother sniffed loudly, drawing up her body on the palanquin and crossing her arms over her thin bosom. But she did not apologize. Blane had no more patience for her. 
 
    “Doctor, Lorna.” He turned his back to his mother. “Walk with me a moment, if you please.” 
 
     Blane gestured for them to come with him and they stepped away, leaving his mother still looking offended. The servants holding up her litter stared into space, trying their best to look as if they hadn't heard any of what just happened. 
 
    Deliberately, he chose a path that was behind his mother so she could not watch them unless she ordered the servants to turn her around. He wouldn't put it past her to do just that, but that action on her part would also admit to an insecurity, a wanting to know what Blane discussed with the doctor away from her prying ears. 
 
    They walked in silence for a moment, the wind brushing through his hair and cooling his body of some of the anger his mother had caused.  
 
    "My apologies for how my lady mother behaved, Doctor. To you and to your fair daughter." 
 
    Dr. Morrison had been the Laird's physician ever since he started practicing medicine, taking over the position from his own father who had been the doctor for the previous Laird. Of the people who visited the castle--earls begging a boon from the Laird, tenants asking for lower taxes, the doctor was the one who least deserved Lady Morna's sharp tongue and ill manners.  
 
    But Doctor Morrison was as gracious as he was good at his job. "After all these years, I am used to it, Blane—ah Laird Nairn." 
 
    The title made Blane bristle. "Please, don't let her foolishness change what is and has always been between us."  
 
    The doctor was older, someone Blane respected, and he was Lorna's father. He had always called him “Dr. Morrison” and would always want the doctor to call him by his given name.  
 
    He paused, waiting to see what else the doctor would say. But he only deferred with a nod of his snowy head, smiling. "Verra well. Blane."  
 
    At his other side, he noted the pleased—and pleasing—curve of Lorna's lips. "So tell me, how fares my lady mother?" Blane asked. 
 
    "She is as can be expected. I suspect that it is displeasure and unhappiness that cause her so much pain. She does not need to ride about in that rig of hers." He threw an aborted stare over his shoulder at where Lady Morna had directed the servants carrying her litter to face them. "By insisting on riding around instead of walking, she will only make herself worse. You see how fresh air does little Logan good. If your mother would allow it, regular walks on the heath would also benefit her."   
 
    "She is ever stubborn," Blane said, saying nothing all three did not know. "But I thank you for coming." 
 
    "Of course, Blane. I left cook with a tincture Lorna put together to help her with her energy. If she drinks it with her regular tea, she might see fit to leave the house and that chair, and may even be dancing by summer." 
 
    Although the doctor's words were positive, there was also a thread of doubt in his voice. He knew Lady Morna's bloody mindedness alone would make her stay in the house and harass the servants instead of doing what her doctor recommended. 
 
    "Thank you, Doctor. And thank you, my lady Lorna for the tincture. Although she will not be grateful, please know that I am." 
 
    "I already told you and the children," Lorna began the start of her usual protest. "I am no Lady." 
 
    "You are more than many I have met," Blane said. Including the Lady Edana his mother had unfortunately linked him to. Although he knew he had no real reason to suspect it, he thought the lady had her heart set elsewhere, not on him. Nothing about their interactions in the past had ever given him the inkling she felt anything in her heart for him other than lust for the title of his wife. He bit back a sigh. 
 
    "I really do thank you for coming here and helping to care for my mother." 
 
    Lorna blushed, a rush of new color in her already ruddy cheeks. Her eyelashes fluttered down to hide her expression. Interesting. As if it was not for that reason alone that she had come to the castle. He tucked that suspicion away at the back of his mind. 
 
    "I was glad to come, Blane. I... It was good to see the children after so long." Her lashes lifted and the warmth in her eyes nearly undid him, reminding him that moments before his mother had made her presence known, he had been just a breath from kissing her.  
 
    Although he had been appalled at himself once his mother arrived and pulled him from whatever foolishness his body was leading him into, he still wondered what her mouth tasted like. As a young girl and later as a teenager, she’d always been chewing heather leaves. Would her lips taste like it now? 
 
    Blane’s gaze dropped to Lorna’s plump, red mouth. 
 
    It seemed then that the doctor looked significantly at Blane and he thanked God that he'd outgrown childhood blushes years before. War and his mother’s tactlessness had cured him of most of those betraying flushes of color, otherwise he'd be betraying himself now as he looked at the doctor and tried not to seem as if he'd just been wondering what his daughter tasted like. Or how it would feel to press her into the high grass behind the castle and have her soft body yielding sweetly to him. 
 
    Blane cleared his throat. "The children have been asking about you this past year, Lorna. I'm happy they got the chance to see you today. I'm happy I got the chance to see you today, too." 
 
    Lorna pressed a smile into the shoulder of her dress, pale eyes sparkling. Blane hadn't imagined it. The doctor looked between him and Lorna, a suspicious look on his face. There was no need for the doctor to worry. Blane was an engaged man. He would never compromise such a sweet and innocent maid as Lorna, especially for a momentary lust he could easily slake with any of the willing servant women in the castle. 
 
    Truthfully though, something that casual had little appeal for Blane. Watching Gillis—who had been younger than Blane but had easily surpassed him in his lust for female company—impregnate woman after woman, some of whom hadn't survived the birth nor left a living child after their deaths, made him leery of where and how he sought his bodily release. When Blane tupped a woman, he preferred one who knew what she was doing, knew how to prevent pregnancy and keep herself safe. 
 
    Against his will, Blane's eyes slipped to Lorna. Would she...? No. He cut off that thought before it could bear poisonous fruit. 
 
    Blane cleared his throat. "Please stay and have your mid-day meal here at the castle before leaving for home. We have plenty of food."  
 
    A flash of pleasure lightened Lorna's eyes, but she looked at her father. And the expression on the doctor's face said it all.  
 
    "Thank you, Blane, but we cannae." The doctor even managed to put a note of regret in his low voice. "Lorna and I have arranged for other things this afternoon. Maybe another day."    
 
    Blane knew there had been a time when the doctor wouldn’t have thought twice about the offer to share a meal at the castle. But he suspected those times were long behind them now. He knew that just as surely as the man had caught him lusting after his only daughter.  
 
    "No need to apologize, Doctor. You have your duties just as I have mine." He exchanged a glance with the doctor to let him know he clearly understood everything. If, years from now, Selma had been offered to stay and dine with a man who looked at her the way Blane knew he had been looking at Lorna, he'd rather his daughter go hungry than risk her virtue. 
 
    "Let me have cook pack you something for later on then,” he said by way of compromise. There was no use for the doctor and Lorna to go hungry because Blane couldn’t control himself. “She made a wondrous mutton pie just this morning." 
 
    The doctor looked relieved. But Blane couldn’t bring himself to move his eyes to Lorna. Suddenly feeling as green and untried as a teenage virgin, he couldn’t bear it if he saw the same relief in her face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once the doctor and Lorna left, Blane had no more stomach for his mother. He took the children and their nanny and set off for the moors, intent on escaping his mother and all that she represented. He knew he set a bad example for them by ignoring her strident calls as they walked away, Selma chasing Logan with her walking stick raised above her head and Nevin tramping soberly at Blane's side. 
 
    When Blane wasn't immersed in the business of over-seeing the Lairdship and making sure the borders of their lands were safe, the children were his whole world. He offered them the unconditional love, happiness, and joy they missed now that his brother was gone. And his father, too. Some aches, no matter how old, never went away. 
 
    "Lady Lorna is verra bonnie," Nevin said, and Blane had to laugh. 
 
    "What do you know about ladies at your age?" he asked, although he absolutely agreed. But he didn't want his eleven-year-old nephew noticing how beautiful Lorna was. 
 
    "I have two good eyes, Uncle!" 
 
    Blane chuckled. Two good eyes indeed. But even a blind man could sense and see how very appealing Lorna was. It wasn’t just her looks—which were an appealing mixture of angel and minx—it was also in the way she simply cared. 
 
    With her own laughter ringing out, Selma ran back to them to jump into the conversation. "Lady Lorna is so nice!" She stabbed at the air with her walking stick, playing at sword fighting the way Blane had taught her. "We don't know any other lady who is so good to us," Selma went on. "She talks to us like she wants to hear what we have to say, not just to make you look at her." Unlike Lady Edana, was the unspoken comment. 
 
    Before the engagement, Lady Edana had begun making trips to the castle, mostly in the company of her father, the Laird of Shetland. She'd constantly sought out Blane who most times, if he wasn't in his study or keeping up his fighting skills with his men, was with the children, encouraging them in their studies or just taking them out onto the moors to enjoy the beautiful bounty that the highlands had been blessed with.  
 
    The few times Edana had gone with him and the children on one of their treks across the moors, she'd been alternately cold and overly friendly, laughing at things with the children that the children themselves didn't find the least bit amusing. It had been awkward, and Blane finally suggested that she wait for him in the castle from now on.  
 
    "Aye, uncle,” Logan agreed. “We like Lady Lorna." 
 
    "Why can't you marry her instead of Lady Edana?" Selma asked, looking up at him with Gillis's dark green eyes. Then Logan cried out ahead "Look, a fox!" and Selma ran off to investigate, leaving Blane thoroughly shocked. 
 
    "Are you all right, Uncle?" Nevin asked. 
 
    It took him a few moments to answer, but once he did, distractedly saying, "Right as rain," he wondered just how true that was. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He could blame it all on the children, Blane decided as he rode his horse down the winding, cobblestoned streets to Dr. Morrison’s cottage at the edge of the village. Although his manservant knew where he would be, Blane had left him behind so there would be no one else to witness his foolishness. 
 
    Days before, after the doctor had left Castle Nairn and took Lorna with him, Blane decided to leave her alone. He was engaged. She was his childhood friend. She deserved more than to be bothered by a man who had nothing honorable to offer her. And that was if she was even interested in him. 
 
    Then he decided he would simply be her friend. Just like when they were growing up together. So what if she was distractingly beautiful? He would try his hardest to forget she was the same bonnie lass who kept appearing in his dreams, dreams that left him with the phantom taste of her kisses on his lips, his body sweaty and aching in the sheets. 
 
    It was the pursuit of this noble friendship with Lorna, a gentlewoman who treated the children well and who they liked, that led Blane to saddle his horse and head toward the Morrison’s small stone cottage.  
 
    He didn't look too closely at why he chose to visit the cottage when he knew the doctor was away in a nearby village, tending to a sick family of five, a task that would keep him away for many hours.  
 
    At the gate to the cottage, he let himself in, calling out the Doctor's name, then Lorna's. The yard was quiet and the smell of fresh bread wafted from the wide open windows. Somewhere near, a dog barked. Lorna must not have gone far. 
 
    His horse's hooves thumped against the solid packed dirt of the front yard as he guided the roan beast to the fence post and left him near a patch of hay to nibble and pass the time. Blane called out Lorna's name again. 
 
    Had he mistimed his visit and missed her entirely? 
 
    The sound of barking came closer, and then a brown dog, slender with teeth snapping, came around the side of the house. Blane's heart thudded in his chest, and he was glad for his sturdy leather boots that came up to his knees. He didn't want to harm the dog, especially if it belonged to the doctor and Lorna. Maybe he could just throw it over the fence and lock it in with the chickens if it decided to bite. 
 
    When the dog came closer, its warning barks becoming tongue-wagging pants of greeting, Blane let out a sigh of relief. It was old Osla, a dog that had long been Lorna's favorite and who she’d kept through all her father’s protests that they couldn’t afford to keep one. The old girl and Lorna loved each other. 
 
    Osla panted as she got close to Blane, sniffing his hands and wagging her tongue. 
 
    "Hello, girl. That's a good girl." He scratched the dog behind the ears and patted her head. "Where's your mistress?" 
 
    Osla seemed to understand him perfectly. She barked once, dashed around the side of the house, and then came back, when Blane was too slow in following her. She barked again and pointed her nose back where she had come.  
 
    "I’m coming," he said, laughing. 
 
    And he followed Osla’s sleek, brown body around the well-kept yard, past a garden overgrown with purple flowered rosemary, fat red tomatoes, and vibrant yellow peppers. Out through the back gate and over high grass, up a hill. The dog ran, her tongue lolling in a doggie grin, and Blane couldn't help but smile, too. Especially, when he saw Lorna in the midst of a tall field, a basket over her arm that was nearly full of herbs and plants of various types and colors.  
 
    "Good girl," Blane praised Osla again and promised himself to bring her a nice piece of meat the next time he came to visit. 
 
    He patted Osla on the head again, and she barked sharply once then ran off to join her mistress, darting through the purple and white wildflowers. As she capered through the field toward Lorna, Blane took the moment to truly enjoy looking at the woman he couldn’t get out of his mind, appreciating all the ways she had grown up since they were children. 
 
    No doubt about it, she was a beautiful woman, and had become even more so since the last time he saw her. Today, her hair was down, the waist-length black curls rioting over her shoulders and down her back, dancing in the breeze. She should have looked plain in the gray dress, but the drab color only highlighted the bright red in her cheeks and lips, the midnight black of her hair, and the slender grace of her figure. In the sea of wildflowers, Lorna was like a swan perched on water.  
 
    God, how he’d missed her.  
 
    Although he’d managed to keep from himself how much her absence had affected him, Blane knew now that the year away from her had been a small torture. He’d missed his friend who had comforted him after his brother’s death then later after Gillis was taken. He had desperately longed for the girl who knew him as Blane and didn’t expect him to always be Laird Nairn, especially on those days when being Laird nearly crushed him with its heavy and unfamiliar weight.  
 
    It had been agony not knowing why she had disappeared, wondering what it was he’d done that chased her from the castle, even from her own house when he tried to visit. Which was why, today, he’d decided not to let anyone else know he was stopping by her cottage. He didn’t want to give her the chance to run again. 
 
    Lorna looked up just then, smiling toward Osla at the sound of her dog’s bark. Blane knew the moment she saw him, as her smile slipped and became something else. Something warm and filled, he thought, with yearning. Then she lifted her hand to wave at him. 
 
    "Blane!" she called out. "How did you find me?" 
 
    He waded through the tall wildflowers, taking his time to get to her, enjoying the way the breeze toyed with her hair and her dress. Strands of her midnight hair fanned across her face and for a moment, she looked at him through the veil of black, a seductive sorceress with her eyes the silver of the loch under moonlight. Then the wind shifted again and she was simply Lorna.  
 
    “Osla gave away the game," he called out once he was close enough to meet the silver in her eyes.  
 
    "She found you and dragged you all the way from the castle?" She teased him with another smile. 
 
    "Nay," he said. "Only as far as your front gate." he paused. "I was looking for you." 
 
    "And now you've found me," she said. 
 
    "Aye. That I have." 
 
    "Is something wrong? Are you looking for more of the poultice I sent for Logan the last time?" she frowned. "Your lady mother? Is she well?" 
 
    "Everyone is well," he said, trying to reassure her with a smile. "I only want to see you for a time—." But perhaps that wasn't quite proper. "—and check to make sure you have everything you need for the upcoming winter." It was only spring so winter was far away indeed. All in all, this was a very transparent excuse to see her with no other reason than he wanted to. Blane ran a hand through his loose hair, and then cleared his throat, the Lairdly bearing he'd cultivated in the last few years deserting him in the face of her knowing smile.  
 
    You're a man, not a boy, he chided himself.  
 
    But what did that mean when he was following a boyish impulse to see her again and maybe recapture some of the feeling that had been between them before his betrothal to Edana. Before his father died. Before...everything. 
 
    Blane swallowed, and then simply allowed himself the luxury of looking at her.  
 
    When he only stared at her, in no hurry to move the air between them with useless conversation, she looked away, still smiling, a blush climbing into her cheeks.  
 
    How beautiful she was! 
 
    After a moment, Lorna turned back to him. "Well since you're here, you might as well help me." She gave him her nearly full basket and the smell of herbs, sweet and minty, floated up from it. "We're going up there—," she pointed. "—to look for chamomile." 
 
    "Verra well," he said, glad for direction. "Lead on, my lady." 
 
    He fell in step with her, the grass and wildflowers brushing over his booted legs and up to his thighs. Each step through the flowers brought their crushed sweetness rushing up. He and Lorna walked in silence for long moments, and Blane simply breathed it all in.  
 
    There was no discomfort or awkwardness between them, simply good friends taking the air together. Then his eyes slipped over her, and he couldn't ignore the bareness of her throat, the sloping line of soft-looking skin leading to her covered breasts. The cloth shaped itself over the tempting feminine flesh and it was easy to imagine his hands following the shape, teasing out her nipples while soft cries fell from her lips.  
 
    He swallowed and forced himself to look away. 
 
    "Father will be sad he missed you," she said after a while. 
 
    I doubt that very much, Blane thought. "I will visit again and he and I can catch upon with a dram of whiskey. The barrels from two years ago are ready now. I think he will like this batch very well." 
 
    "Papa does like his whiskey." 
 
    "The doctor's medicine," Blane said, remembering what Dr. Morrison used to call whiskey when he drank it after seeing a particularly difficult patient. Usually Lady Morna. 
 
    Lorna's white teeth flashed and her cheeks dimpled as she smiled. "You remembered." 
 
    "I could never forget," he said. 
 
    Just like he could never forget Lorna's favorite color was green. That she enjoyed heights but was scared of the dark. That she loved it when someone else brushed her hair but hated to have it combed.  
 
    She brushed a fall of hair from her face and tilted her face up to look at him as they walked, her smile wide. "Papa likes that about you. The small things you do, say, and remember that make you a good Laird and a good man." 
 
    His gaze bounced away from the sweetness and trust in her eyes. He squirmed, unable to forget how he'd been thinking about her just moments before. Of touching her in the most unseemly way. 
 
    "I don't think I'm a good man, Lorna." 
 
    She stopped. "But you are," she said. "One of the very best men I know." 
 
    Blane forced a smile, reached out without thinking and brushed his thumb along the smooth line of her jaw. "I think you don't know very many men then." 
 
    "My father is a doctor and he sees many things in the village. I’ve seen these things, too, and I know about the different kinds of men in the world, about who is good, and who is not." She bit her lower lip and when she released it from between the clasp of her white teeth, it was even redder than before. "You are one of the best men, Blane," she said. 
 
    But he couldn't let her think something so wrong. "No," he said, already leaning close to do what he knew he should not. "I'm not." 
 
    Her gasp of surprise slipped into his mouth, brushed over his tongue and made him sigh with the simple pleasure of it. Breathless, Blane held himself still, waiting for her to refuse him, to push him away since she knew all about good men. But she only made a soft noise, a soft kittenish sound of desire that undid him, and pulled him closer. She welcomed him into her mouth, and he almost died on the spot. 
 
    Sweet. She tasted so sweet. Her soft lips under his, her arms wrapped around his neck as she slid closer. She was timid, gentle, the faint press of her mouth betraying that she had little experience with kissing. But even her innocence inflamed Blane. He groaned again, the sound of his desire vibrating through his body.  
 
    She felt perfect against him, and soft, her clothed breasts pressing against his chest, the floral scent of her hair all around him. Blane buried his hands in the thick, black locks and held her still. He felt his body harden from his desire, readying itself to take her.  
 
    But no, not yet. 
 
    He forced himself to slow down. Lightly tasting her mouth, the sweet corners of her lips, the scented spot just beneath her ear. But Lorna became impatient. Her fingers clenched tight into the back of his neck, and she dragged his mouth back to hers. Her unexpected aggression set Blane's blood on fire. Then there was no more tentativeness. He claimed her mouth utterly. And she kissed him back just as passionately, her tongue slick and delving deeply into his mouth in a way that inflamed his desire even more. 
 
    The basket of flowers tumbled from Blane's arm. He gripped her even more tightly. The ground under them was soft, the wildflowers and grasses high enough to hide them. Blane squeezed Lorna's waist, ready to guide her down to the ground under their feet. The taste of her mouth, the breathless sounds she made as she kissed him, all these things made him want more. Her throat. Her breasts. The softness between her thighs. 
 
    Christ, he wanted her! 
 
    But the close by sound of a dog barking pulled him from the drugging intoxication of Lorna's kisses. He lifted his head to see Osla with her head pointed down the hill where he had come from, her tail pointed straight out. Someone was coming.  
 
    Blane brushed his hand down the slender warmth of Lorna's back then allowed himself one last grip of her cool hair. He kissed the corner of her mouth and slowly pulled back. 
 
    "Laird!"  
 
    Lorna shivered in alarm against him and Blane quickly put her behind him, shielding her with his body from this man running up the hill. She gripped the back of his shirt and he could feel her face, warm and soft, pressing into his back through the thin cotton. 
 
    His manservant dashed up the hill, breathless as if he'd come a long way. "Laird! There is trouble on the eastern border. You must come at once." 
 
    Behind him, Lorna trembled again, but for a different reason this time. 
 
    "What's wrong?" she asked, her voice shaking. 
 
    For a few months now, violent clashes had exploded on the border. Other clans, rumors of an attempt by the English king to take from him by force. Blane cursed. 
 
    "I have to go," Blane said. 
 
    "I know." She bit her lip. "Be careful. Please." 
 
    Now that he had even more to look forward to, yes, he would. Instead of the purgatory of a future with Edana, perhaps this life, this woman, were things that could be his. "I will." Then he kissed her briefly on the mouth.  
 
    "Wait for me," he said. Then he followed his man down the hill. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3
  
 
    Edana had never wanted to get married so urgently in her life. Even though it was not to the man she loved and imagined spending the rest of her life with. 
 
    She stood in her room high in Castle Shetland while the rain poured down on the lush grass and wildflowers outside her window. The mirror reflected back at her the image she'd long had of herself—changeling golden hair pulled up to the top of her head in an ornate braid her maid had been particularly proud of producing, an emerald gown reflecting the green of her eyes and cut just high enough to keep her decent but low enough to provoke the lusts of the man she loved.  
 
    The dress clung to her breasts but draped loosely over her stomach that she hoped would stay flat for just a few more weeks. Five more weeks to be exact. As long as it took for her wedding to Blane, Laird of Nairn, to come to pass. Just enough time for her to bed him and pretend the child already in her belly belonged to him. 
 
    She turned away from the mirror in self-disgust. 
 
    How could she have been so stupid as to allow this to happen? She and Rory had been careful for weeks, months. Kissing and making love in other ways that could not make a babe. But one day, their ardor had been at its highest and the usually careful precautions she often took flew out the window at Rory's touch. And now, she had to marry. But she couldn't marry Rory, the one she loved. No. 
 
    Castle Shetland was nearly in financial ruins. Her family needed the money. And Rory's did, too. His older brother, Aiken, who had followed Blane into war and died on a battlefield miles away from home, had been the one with a head for business. He'd been the one their father groomed to be Laird. Rory had been the spare, happily so, living a life of pleasure and enjoying the fortune and notoriety that came with belonging to a noble family. 
 
    Then his brother died, leaving him a Laird-to-be with no experience, no idea how to manage a castle and the lands that came with the title. His father had never gotten over his grief at losing his older son, or the disappointment his younger son continued to be. 
 
    Rory was such a great big man child. But Edana loved him. She would do anything for him. Even if that meant marrying Blane, the man he blamed for his brother's death. 
 
    A knock rattled Edana's bedroom door. Then after barely a moment's pause, her mother breezed in. 
 
    "Are you still in here primping in front of the mirror?" But her mother paused in front of the mirror herself, trailing her fingers along the still handsome line of her jaw, smoothing the silk brocade of her periwinkle dress. "Your betrothed is downstairs and would like a word with you." 
 
    Standing at the window, Edana curled her fingers into a fist. Not long before, she'd seen Blane arrive with his two manservants and who she'd assumed was his mother in a carriage he'd ridden beside. Neither Blane nor his manservant had seemed to mind, or even notice, the rain. Edana didn’t want to see him. 
 
    Despite her own distaste, she'd been trying to make it seem as if she actually wanted to be around Blane and his bratty nephews and niece. But sometimes the pretense wore her out. And there was also the tiredness that came with having the babe in her belly. 
 
    "I wasn't expecting him." 
 
    "Liar," her mother said, but without true ire. "He sent word days ago that he wanted to discuss certain things with you." 
 
    He had, but Edana had ignored the letter. Instead, she'd pretended to spend the afternoon with her cousins and had instead enjoyed the day in bed with Rory, indulging themselves in every carnal pleasure since the damage of her pregnancy was already done. 
 
    "Come," her mother said. "You can look at yourself in the mirror once he has gone." 
 
    Edana pouted but got ready to do as she was told. She trailed her diners through the pale ringlets surrounding her face, pinched color into her cheeks and pressed her lips together for the blood to rush there and add to their plump look. Blane may not have been the man she wanted, but he was still a man. 
 
    "Very well, Mother." 
 
    Edana and her mother made their way downstairs. With each step through the castle and down to the receiving hall where she assumed Blane and his mother waited, Edana noticed the shabbiness of her surroundings. The faded tapestries. Marble stands with missing silver candelabras that had been sold to help keep the castle afloat.  
 
    It was humiliating, especially since with every visit she made to Castle Nairn, she saw how well they lived. They had the most delicious foods, gorgeous tapestries with gold and silks, silver in nearly every corner, a fire to light and warm every room. Almost too many servants. Yes, their wealth was insulting. The only thing that made her feel better was knowing that very soon, in five weeks, it would be hers, too.  
 
    Hers and Rory's. 
 
    In the receiving room, her father waited, posed by the fireplace although there was no fire burning. A reminder for Edana of how cold it was in the room and in the entire castle. Nearby, Blane waited with his bitch of a mother, Lady Morna. Edana didn't have anything against the woman personally but she could already see that when she married Blane she'd have to get rid of his mother as soon as possible, otherwise, the old woman would think she could rule Edana's life, too. 
 
    She wasn't as relaxed as Edana's own mother, a woman who simply wanted her pleasures—young men in her bed, aged whiskey on the dining table, jewels around her neck—and didn't care to ripple the waters as long as she had them. Which was why she was so set on Edana marrying Blane. She hadn't had the proper jewels at her throat in a very long time. 
 
    When she and her mother walked into the room, Edana couldn't help but notice that Lady Morna had been fiercely whispering something to Blane. Blane though, seemed unmoved.  
 
    They sat in the overstuffed chairs surrounded by tapestries and the remains of their fortune that her father insisted on keeping "just so." There was no profit in letting any visitors know just how poor they were. Blane’s servants had been sent off to the kitchens, Edana assumed, to get dry and eat up some of the already limited food in their pantry. 
 
    "To what do we owe this great pleasure, Laird Blane, Lady Morna?" Her mother put on her best manners, sweeping into the hall at her most regal and sinking into the chaise lounge before a darkened fireplace.  
 
    Edana performed a less queenly motion, sitting in a pretty chair and taking up the knitting one of the maids started and left as a prop in the chair for just such an occasion. Blane would be very surprised once they married that she didn't know the first thing about sewing a stitch. She'd had more important things to concern herself with. 
 
    "I've come with some unfortunate news," Blane said. He stood up, legs braced wide, hands on his sword belt. He looked like a man on a mission. 
 
    His mother made a few noises from her chair, looking up at her son with disappointment. "Think of what you're doing, Blane." 
 
    "I have thought, Mother. And I have made my decision."  
 
    Trepidation twisted a knot in Edana's stomach. She looked between Blane and his mother, frowning. In her seat, her own mother was no longer lounging. Her feet hit the floor.  
 
    "What is the matter?" 
 
    "I can no longer marry your daughter," Blane said, the same moment his mother burst out, "He just needs time to re-think what he's about to do."  
 
    "What?" Edana's father jumped to his feet. In his mind, Edana knew he'd already spent the money from the marriage. "This is preposterous!" 
 
    "You can't do this!" Lady Shetland quavered. She had her own plans for the money that included new diamonds on her wrists and pearls in her hair. 
 
    Edana suddenly felt sick. She wasn't sure whether it was from nerves or the baby. Which, she admitted with nausea rising up in her throat, was becoming one and the same. Even though it wasn't her place, she stood up. "You can't!" 
 
    Blane was unmoved. "I'm sorry, Edana," he said, although he didn't look the least bit repentant. "I can't marry you. I'm in love with another, and it wouldn't be fair to you." 
 
    A pox on fair. She had a babe on the way and Rory had a plan. 
 
    "Who is this woman?" Edana's mother demanded. 
 
    "It is no one you should—" 
 
    "Lorna Morrison," Lady Morna said at the same time. "That dreadful daughter of my physician." 
 
    "Mother..." Blane's voice rumbled with warning. 
 
    "Well, she is. You can't tell me she didn't seduce you into this farce. She throws up her skirts for you and within a fortnight you’re ready to throw away everything I've planned for you." 
 
    "Your short-sighted plans have nothing to do with me, Mother. I told you that when you first came up with this idea." 
 
    "We have money, Shetland has the old name. We need this alliance." 
 
    "I need nothing but to be happy," Blane said, as if that decided everything. 
 
    "No!" Edana shouted. "You cannot do this." Her head spun and she felt as if her world was falling apart around her shoulders, just like this stupid castle. "We will marry!" she shouted into Blane's face. "And if you don't, I'll kill myself." 
 
    Gasps sounded around the room. Blane stared at her as if he'd never seen her in his life. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "You heard me. If you don't make me your wife, I will throw myself from the highest window in your castle. Everyone will know you for an oath breaker and the man responsible for my death." 
 
    Then Edana spun away and ran from the room, a hand clutched to her mouth, sickness already rising up to choke her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
  
 
    She was living in a dream. There was no other way to describe it.  
 
    Blane had kissed her. And she had kissed him back. The moment lived in her mind over and over again, making her break out into a thousand smiles. 
 
    “What has gotten into you, daughter?” her father asked when she dropped a bowl for the second time. “You’re barely paying attention.” 
 
    They sat in his workroom, her papa restocking his medical bag while she gathered bowls of fresh herbs to make more poultices. It was a bright and sunny day, and they were making use of the daylight while they still had it. Her father found it hard to work by candlelight most nights. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Papa. I’m just…” And she blushed like a fool. 
 
    And unlike her, her papa was anything but a fool. “It’s Blane, isn’t it?” 
 
    Her face flamed even more. There was no way she could lie to him. “Yes, Papa.” 
 
    A sigh gusted her way from her papa. “I knew when I saw you together the other week,” he said. “I knew it was trouble. And I knew then why you had stayed away from him for an entire year. That was admirable self-control on your part, my daughter.” 
 
    Lorna bit her lip. “I tried verra hard, Papa. But…when you told me he was to marry Lady Edana Innes, I…I couldn’t stay away anymore.” 
 
    “And now that you are close to him again, Blane is tempted.” Her father gave her a stern look. “Don’t think I dinnae know he has come by to see you when I’m not here.” 
 
    Good Lord in heaven, how did he find out?  
 
    She nearly dropped another bowl. “Nothing improper happened between us, Papa. I promise!” 
 
    “I know, child.” Her father’s hand settled on top of hers. “I trust you. It’s him I don’t trust.” 
 
    “But you’ve known him since he was a boy,” she protested. 
 
    “Yes, but a man’s passions are strong; particularly a young man’s passions. He may not mean to harm you and your prospects for making a good marriage, but you’re a beauty, and I see the way he looks at you.” 
 
    She wanted to ask him how Blane was looking at her, but didn’t dare. What had her father seen that she’d so clearly missed that day? 
 
    "He's an honorable man, Papa. I swear." 
 
    Just then, Lorna heard the clop of horse hooves turning into their yard. While they worked, she'd tuned out the other sounds that came with living so near the main road to the village, the far off canter of horses, voices in conversation as people walked by, the laughter of children. But this noise, this was different. It was the sound of someone coming deliberately to their small cottage. Was it someone in need of doctoring? 
 
    "Someone is coming, Papa." 
 
    Her father paused shuffling through the small glass bottles of medicine he was carefully wrapping in leather so they wouldn't clink together and break. 
 
    "Go see who it is, please." 
 
    "Of course." If it was someone in need of help, her father would need to make sure his basic potions and tools were ready at a moment's notice. He'd just returned from a long and difficult visit to a family that had lost the father from a fall from the roof. Her father had tried to fix his broken leg and had almost succeeded in healing him completely when the man got taken over by the ague. It came in one night, leaving him shivering hard enough to rattle his teeth and bringing a fever so high that his sweat soaked the sheets thrice over. The ague killed the man faster than anyone could’ve imagined. 
 
    Lorna wiped her hands on her apron and went to greet whoever it was, hoping what they needed was nothing so serious that it would take all day to fix. Her papa was tired. Even though he didn't admit it, she could see it in the droop of his eyes, in the slowing of his movements. He needed rest. 
 
    But when she got to the front door, it wasn't a patient who needed care. 
 
    "Blane." 
 
    His name fell from her lips in a pleased rush. Then she fell silent, fearing her father was listening and would immediately know that she and Blane had done more than hold hands the last time he had visited. A feverish warmth rushed through Lorna as she remembered the kisses they’d shared among the wildflowers, the intoxicating touch of his big hands on her back and in her hair. She pressed her lips together to try to hold in her smile but from the answering grin on Blane's face, she knew she hadn't succeeded. 
 
    "'Tis good to see you, Lorna." 
 
    She crossed her arms over her stomach to hold herself down and to hold in some of the happiness that threatened to spill from her and rush over to him the way she wished she was free to. 
 
    "Aye," she said. Her cheeks hurt from the force of her smile. 
 
    "Is your father at home?" Blane stood in the doorway, looked around the yard as if he suspected her papa would jump from a bush any moment. Her smile deepened. 
 
    "Yes, he is in the work room." 
 
    "Then I should," he paused to take a breath. "I should speak to him now before this visit goes on for a moment longer." 
 
    "Oh... Verra well." What was this about? 
 
    She clutched the strings of her apron, staring at him, trying to read his expression. But aside from a hint of nervousness, there was nothing she could see. 
 
    "Can I come in?" Blane asked. 
 
    "Oh! I'm sorry. Yes, of course." She moved out of the doorway and invited him in. "Would you care for something to drink? Or to eat?" 
 
    "No, not right now. But I do have something for your father." He hefted the heavy-looking bag that hung from his side. Then a smile twitched the corner of his mouth. "And for you." 
 
    "Oh." What was wrong with her? Was that all she was capable of saying now? Blane had the power to make her lose even the simplest words. Very soon he'd think her a simpleton in truth. She tried again. 
 
    "That is very lovely of you." 
 
    "Yes," he said, his smile growing. "Lovely. That's me." 
 
    And she dipped her head, a small laugh leaping from her lips. For so many years they had been comfortable with each other—at least mostly—and now, here they were, barely able to say two clear words to each other. Well, at least she was having problems. Blane was...perfect as always. 
 
    She shook her head at herself and swept out of the way, inviting him to sit down in the small kitchen with its simple table and four chairs. "I will get Papa for you," she said, then ran to her father's workroom before she could make any more of a fool of herself. 
 
    "Who was it, child?" her father asked, but the twinkle in his eyes let her know he knew perfectly well who was currently sitting in their kitchen. But she told him anyway. 
 
    "'Tis Blane, Papa. He would like to speak with you." 
 
    A look of surprise, then pleasure, moved across his face. As if what waited for him in the kitchen was something he'd expected. 
 
    "What is it, Papa? What do you know that I do not?" She frowned at him, resisting the urge to wag her finger at him and treat him like he was the child. 
 
    Of course, he didn't answer her. He patted her shoulder and smiled his way past her and into the kitchen with her trailing behind him. In the kitchen, she grabbed her shawl to protect her head from the sun and swept out the door, knowing that Blane wanted the conversation to be private. 
 
    But she didn't go far. Instead, after loudly closing the front door and taking exaggerated and loud steps to clop her shoes against the packed earth and make it seem as if she was walking away, she slipped noiselessly back to the house and along the wall, keeping low to hover beneath the kitchen window.   
 
    "'Tis a pleasure to see you, Blane." She heard her father greet the Laird she loved and heard the chair scrape against the floor as he drew a chair back to sit down. "What brings you so far from Castle Nairn?" Her father sounded downright cheerful. 
 
    "Dr. Morrison." Something thudded against the wood of the kitchen table, or at least that was what it sounded like to Lorna. "I brought you some of the whiskey you like." 
 
    "Thank you! You know I appreciate a good drink every once in a while." 
 
    "Indeed, I do." A pause. "Would you like a dram now?" 
 
    "Of course." 
 
    One of them scraped their chair away from the table and soon the sounds of heavy cups against the wooden table came through the window, the sound of liquid pouring. 
 
    Her father sighed after obviously taking a drink. "If possible, this is even better than the last batch." 
 
    "I'll pass it on to my distiller. He likes his work to be appreciated." 
 
    A few moments passed in silence, with only the quiet sounds of drinking, swallowing, cups tapping gently against the table.  
 
    "So tell me," her father said after a while. "Why did you bring the whiskey? Is this your attempt to seduce me since you've succeeded so well in seducing my daughter?" 
 
    There was a loud thud of a cup on top of the table, then the sound of Blane coughing. "Not at all, sir. I would never..." 
 
    A low laugh came from Lorna's father, cutting off the rest of what Blane was going to say. "Really now?" 
 
    "Really, Dr. Morrison. I would never try to seduce your daughter—" Lorna's heart fell. "—without knowing I wanted more from her than being just a beautiful woman I cannae get out of my mind." 
 
    "What are your intentions then, my boy." 
 
    And Lorna gasped and quickly clapped her hands over her mouth to hide the sound, although she suspected it was too late. Her father called the Laird his boy? 
 
    "I want to pay court to your daughter, Dr. Morrison." 
 
    Another gasped squeezed Lorna's chest. She bit into her palm to keep herself quiet. 
 
    "As far as I and the whole village are aware, you are already engaged, Laird." Her father sounded stern, but there was something else playing at the edges of this seriousness of his. Was he playing with Blane? 
 
    "I am, or I was engaged,” Blane said. “But it was a business arrangement made by my mother. Already I have broken the arrangement that was never something I wanted. Now, if Lorna would allow me, I would like to court her, and if she is willing to have me and if we suit, I would very much like to marry her." 
 
      Happiness rocketed inside Lorna’s chest. Court her? Marriage? She bit into her palm so hard she thought she tasted blood. 
 
    “Are you all right, daughter?” Her father’s voice sailed out to her through the window. 
 
    She shrieked, her voice barely muffled beneath her hands and felt her face just about catch fire. Before she could give her feet permission, she found herself running away from the house, footsteps pounding against the dirt then across the grass, the fields of flowers, the smell of them being crushed under her feet and rising up to intoxicate her. 
 
    Blane wanted her. 
 
    He wanted to court her. 
 
    He asked her father permission. 
 
    He was no longer engaged to that dreadful Lady Edana Innes. 
 
    The dream she’d had of belonging to him, of him belonging to her, was coming true. 
 
    A scream of pure happiness clambered up in her throat but she ran and ran, waited until she was waist high in the field of purple and white wildflowers up the hill from their cottage before she set it free. Then she fell into the wildflowers onto her back, staring up at the bluest sky she’d ever seen while her heart rattled with love in her chest. 
 
    He wants me… 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her hands over her chest, feeling it beat hard and fast, vibrating her entire body. Long moments later, a shadow fell over her and blocked the sun. She opened her eyes to see Blane standing above her, his features in shadow but his beloved form outlined by the sky’s brilliance. 
 
    “Was it something I said?” Blane teased, his voice deep and warm. He moved so the sunlight fell over her with its warmth again. 
 
    She lay, surrounded by the sweetness of the flowers and covered in the heat of the sun. Happy.  
 
    “You’re a terrible tease,” she said finally. 
 
    “But I always satisfy.” He gave her a devilish grin, his long red hair falling around his face like an autumn halo. “Do you want what I brought for you?” 
 
    Lorna sat up. What else could he bring her that was more marvelous than this, an engagement and the fulfilment of a dream? “What is it?” 
 
    Blane pulled something small and wrapped in thin paper from his bag, the bag that had held the whiskey. “For you.” He put it in her hands. 
 
    Slowly, Lorna unwrapped it. And gasped. “You remembered.” 
 
    It was a hairbrush, silver-backed and shining in the sun. The bristles were white and fine and firm. Wordlessly, she unwound her hair and turned her back to him. His fingers trailed through the thick strands and she sighed, and then shivered at the sensation of him tugging lightly on them. Then he began to brush her hair. 
 
    Long, soothing strokes. One after another until she felt as if she had fallen into a heaven. Lorna didn’t want him to stop, but he had to. Otherwise, she would do just about anything he asked. As if she wouldn’t already. 
 
    She silently laughed at herself, and took the brush back from him, wrapped it in its delicate paper and tucked it away in Blane’s bag. For another time. Soon.   
 
    Still smiling, she held the feeling inside of her then breathed it out. Slowly, reality began to intrude. 
 
    “Are you sure about this? This engagement to me?” she asked him, her heart still light from the thousand strokes of the beautiful brush. “Lady Morna will be very displeased.” 
 
    “I am very sure about the decision I’ve made, and my mother is displeased. But unless she will marry Lady Edana herself, my family will nae join with the Inness.” He sank down into the wildflowers on his knees next to her. “You are the woman I want in my life, Lorna Morrison. If you will have me, that is.” 
 
    Foolish man. “I will always have you,” she said, cursing when her voice trembled. 
 
    “God above…” he said softly. His seawater eyes washed over her. “Thank you for coming back to me.” 
 
    The wildflowers rustled when he lay down next to her, legs brushing hers, his lips just a breath away. Sighing, he kissed her gently on the cheek, then on each corner of her mouth, her nose, her forehead, before resting his lips, butterfly light, on her mouth. She breathed into him, and he breathed into her. They exchanged kisses with the sweet scent of sun-heated flowers washing over her. A long, long moment later, Lorna pulled back, her lips tingling from the wonder of his kisses. 
 
    “I’ve always been here,” she said. “It just took a while for you to see it.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
  
 
    The bastard won’t do it. 
 
    Edana seethed, turning this way and that as she paced the small bedroom in the cottage her lover had secured for them. Another place she had no right to that was falling apart everywhere she looked. The skirts of her dress flew in the wake of her own furious breeze, legs kicking out, crumpling the kerchief in her fist while she thought of Blane's smug face when he told her "no." Despite all of his mother's pleading and threatening, Edana's own threats of hurting herself and ruining his reputation, he had refused to continue with the plan to marry her. 
 
    She pressed her knuckles to her mouth and screamed. And screamed. It didn't make her feel any better. What else was there to do? Blane wouldn't marry her. She was ruined. Her parents would be furious with her. And Rory? 
 
    Her heart pounding, her stomach roiling with anxiety and the breakfast that had refused to go down properly, Edana spun to face the door where she expected him to enter at any moment. 
 
    The door shoved open and Rory himself filled the doorway of the shabby but intimate room. Quickly, he came in and shoved the door shut behind him, latched it. 
 
    "What is it, my love? You couldn't wait for me to bed you again so soon?" Rory crossed the room, his eyes dark with lust. His hair, thick and blond, just like hers but with a bare touch of red in it, tumbled over the velvet surcoat he wore, the fine gold stitching blending with the glorious blond of his hair.  
 
    For a moment, Edana could only stare at him, this man who was hers. Her lover. The father of her child. And although she knew things were dire and unsafe, a throb of happiness made her momentarily speechless. He was so pretty. A man of the like that the Scottish Highlands had never seen. 
 
    Rory pulled her into his arms and overwhelmed her with his kisses and the thick strength of his arms. For those moments, Edana forgot about their plot, forgot all about that stupid Blane and his awful mother. All that mattered was this man who she loved and the precious moments they would spend together. 
 
    With a growl of her name, Rory began tugging up her dress, the press of his arousal against her telling her exactly what he had in mind. It would be easy, so easy, to just allow this thing to happen between them. The lust that was easy and all consuming. And so good.  
 
    But no. 
 
    She still kissed him, nibbling on his firm lips and sighing into his mouth, while she pushed him away. "I have news," she said. Her hands pressed hard into his firm and wide chest, fingers curling in despite her determination to focus on the news that threatened to destroy all their plans. 
 
    Rory didn't listen though; a hand gripped her thigh, already on her naked skin, while the other fumbled with the front of his trews. Edana's middle was shimmery with companion desire, wanting him to take her right then and there where they stood. 
 
    "Blane won't marry me!" 
 
    That got Rory's attention. "What?" 
 
    "He broke our engagement," she hissed, allowing her anger to show. "There is another who had claimed his attention. Blane wants to marry her instead of me." 
 
    Growling for an entirely different reason now, Rory dropped her skirts and stepped back, his golden brow scowling. "He cannae do that. I have plans!" He gripped Edana's shoulder, the press of fingers painful even through the layers of cloth. "We have plans." His scowl deepened. "Tell me exactly what happened." 
 
    She told him everything. How Blane had shown up at Castle Shetland with his mother and no room for negotiation. Hadn’t even eaten the food her father had brought out for him and his mother, only delivered the news, made a bare apology, and—after she'd stormed off to her rooms—left the castle, tendering other apologies to her mother and father and leaving them too furious to even speak to each other the rest of the day.  
 
    Then her mother had rushed to her room to ask Edana what she had done to turn the man off. She'd had to forcefully remind her mother that Blane had found another woman, had another lover. There was nothing Edana could do to convince him if his manly passions were otherwise engaged elsewhere, and he intended to set up a household with the other woman forever. 
 
    "Who is this bitch?" Rory paced the room, taking up the same position Edana had many minutes before while she sat on the bed, her hands clenched in her lap. 
 
    "Lorna Morrison. The daughter of Nathanial Morrison, physician to Castle Nairn." 
 
    "And didn’t this fool of a physician know to keep his daughter away from the rutting attentions of a man like Blane?" 
 
    Edana flushed at Rory's words. Her own father had not known this, had no control when she saw Rory and instantly fell in love with his golden beauty. What was he saying about her own father, about her? But Rory showed no awareness of what he'd just said. 
 
    "We cannae allow them to ruin our plans," he said and slammed his fist on top of the wobbly wooden bureau that held a change of clothes for them both. "There has to be something we can do." His hair flashed golden in the light as he spun one more time to face Lorna. 
 
    "Short of killing him, there is nothing we can do," she cried, furious with him and with herself, too. Had she given herself to a man who thought so little of her even though he had been the one who had gleefully and passionately accepted the gift she had given him, taken it with pleasure again and again with no hesitation about what they were doing? 
 
    Rory stopped his furious pacing, his eyes glinting in that way she was growing not to trust even as it inflamed her and made her thighs quiver. Even now. "We may not be able to kill him," Rory said, crossing the room until his knees pushed against the bed and into Edana's skirts. "But we can kill the whore." 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    "The woman he wants to marry out of guilt or whatever foolish emotion that has him making this foolish decision." 
 
    Whore. Edana's skin blotched with embarrassment. Was that how he saw her, too? 
 
    Again, he looked unaware of how his words affected her. 
 
    "Yes," he insisted. "We can kill this doctor's daughter. Without another woman to marry he would have to keep his engagement to you and fall back in line with our plan." 
 
    But another murder? So soon? Edana's belly quivered alarmingly, and she covered it with trembling hands. It may have been her imagination, but it seemed as if the babe moved within her, almost recoiling from what Rory suggested. It was one thing to do away with the man who had led her beloved’s brother to his death, but this woman, bitch though she was for ruining their plans, was only guilty of falling in love. Just like Edana.  
 
    She tightened her jaw, stiffened her back. If this was what he needed, though, she would do it. 
 
    "She's a nobody," Rory said, a sneer twisting his mouth, obviously thinking he still had to convince her. "No one will miss this girl. Except her would-be husband, of course." He laughed, snide and wicked, making a throw away gesture with one of his beautiful hands. "And soon, he won’t be of concern to anybody either. Once we deal with this doctor’s brat, everything will be well again." 
 
    He was standing dangerously close to her and the scent of his perfume along with his sweat and horseflesh he'd rode in on did dangerous things to her senses. Smiling, Edana reached up for him, purring in pleasure when his mouth fell upon hers to feast and devour. Her body quickened for him. Her heart pounded the moors of her chest like a runaway horse, obliterating everything else. And she was glad. 
 
    Sometimes Edana worried for herself where Rory was concerned. Before meeting him, she'd been more or less a sane and sensible girl, a little selfish, she could admit, but loved her parents, was kind enough to animals as long as they didn't drop feces on her shoes, and was okay with most people. But one look from his mesmerizing amber eyes, one touch of his rough hands—so very much in contrast to his fine and polished looks—she'd gained the wildness of a forest animal. Ready to tear up anything and anyone who displeased him, anyone who threatened to take him away from her. 
 
    She'd never given much thought to marriage and, when she was being honest with herself, she'd immediately fallen into the fantasy of being his wife the moment she realized her desire was returned.  
 
    But then he'd suggested that she marry Blane, a rich Laird with the ability to turn around the fortunes of both their households, then kill him so they could control his fortune through the child she carried, Edana’s agreement had come so easily. It had been a frighteningly quick transformation from good and biddable girl to willing murderer. And even after thinking on it, Edana thought she would feel some...some awful human feeling about it all. All she felt, though, was anticipation at being Rory's wife. Eagerness to suckle his babe at her breast and help him revenge himself on the man who had essentially killed her brother, the man who could, with his death, give them all—her parents, Rory's family, Edana herself—all that they needed to be happy. 
 
    No, she had no regrets. One day she would be Lady Orkney in truth and she would do anything to make that a reality. 
 
    The ropes holding the bed together beneath the blankets and expensive sheets groaned when they fell back into the sheets. Edana quivered in anticipation of what was to come, Rory caressing the dress up and away from her thighs, pushing her legs wide so he could settle between them. His heated breath huffed against her throat. His hand gripped her hip while fingers prepared her for his intrusion.  
 
    Edana whimpered with pleasure, her ardor rising higher with each touch of his hands. 
 
    "I'll do it." Rory puffed into her throat, his man's flesh nudging her, pushing into her with a vicious swiftness. He groaned and cursed softly, already moving and setting a quick rhythm that made Edana lose her breath. "I'll kill her. You don't have to do it. You don't have to see any of it. I'll do the hard things, all you have to do is marry him, let him try to plant his seed between your legs at least once." Rory huffed and twisted inside her, the scent of his sweat rising up to suffocate her in the headiest desire. 
 
    She fisted her hands in his beautiful hair, groaning her love for him while he poured his between her legs and into the very heart of her. 
 
    “I love you,” she gasped. “I love you so much!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
  
 
    The past two weeks had been the best of Blane's life.  
 
    Not since before his father's death with his family whole and happy around him had he felt anything remotely like it.  
 
    Used to being fearless on the battlefield, or at least faking it so his men had the confidence to follow him anywhere he led, he had been shocked to feel the tremor in his legs when he appeared at Dr. Morrison’s door and declared his intentions toward Lorna. His knees hadn't stopped knocking even when the doctor sat down across from him at the kitchen table and accepted the small cask of whiskey, an unreadable smile on his face. He'd been too afraid to guess what it all could mean. After all, the last time he saw the doctor, Blane had been lusting after Lorna with the doctor practically telling him he wasn't good enough to touch the hem of his daughter's dress. And now... 
 
    And now, he could touch more than the hem of her dress because she was to be his wife. When she said yes, it felt like sunlight had taken to living inside his chest, filling him with the most incomparable joy. It didn't matter that his mother was angry, refused to have the doctor care for her any longer, and constantly berated Blane for not doing his duty and joining the Nairn Lairdship with an equally old and noble house, one with connections and fighting men that would only work to make the Nairn Lairdship stronger. Blane had lived with her shrewishness for so long that he turned away from her with relative ease, brushing off her vitriol like so much dust on his leather surcoat.  
 
    His mother did not bedevil the children. She knew better than that, and because she had drawn the line and kept her venom spewing only toward him (and the few unlucky servants having to tend to her) it was just fine. It was bloody excellent, really. 
 
    Riding his roan mare toward Lorna and Dr. Morrison's cottage, Blane felt mighty fine. The lowering sun warmed his hair, and the bare skin of his shoulders, chest, and back. The simple pleasure of that heat felt like a prelude to seeing Lorna. After a brief trip to the border to tend to yet another conflict with a neighboring clan that couldn’t seem to get enough of war, he was back and eager to see Lorna again. Through the looking glass of her love, everything glowed with a fine and magical sheen. How had he lived without her before now? 
 
    He swayed in the saddle, the horse's gentle canter lulling his already exhausted body just a little bit more. All he'd done after getting back was have a quick soap and wash in the stream behind the castle, too eager in his haste to wait for them to heat water and bring it to his rooms. The water had been cold, bloody freezing really, but it helped to wake him up just a little after riding straight for an entire day. But the horse's leisurely canter—and he allowed her the ease because she had served him so well in battle—only made him more tired. His shoulders felt heavy and the sun itself, though pleasant, didn't make it any easier to ignore how exhausted he was. But he wanted to see Lorna, and he wanted to see her now.  
 
    A soft laugh of relief left his lips when he saw the familiar shape of her cottage around the bend. Although it was close to supper time, no smoke rose from the chimney. But that did not mean she wasn't home.  
 
    In the last few days before he’d had to go to the border, Blane had gotten into the habit of taking the last meal with Lorna and her father, either at their modest cottage or at the castle. But it didn’t matter that she had no food waiting for him this eve. The nourishment he was after was nothing that would fill his belly. He wanted to feast his eyes on her, and afterward, after touching her, smelling her, listening to the sweet and laughing sound of her voice, only then would he go home and rest in his own bed. 
 
    At the cottage, he tied his horse to the usual post, rubbed her nose in reward for bringing him where he needed to be, then gave her the apple he'd been saving. After giving the horse a bite of the apple from his hand, Blane lobbed it into the pile of hay that Lorna now left just for them. Leaving his horse to her supper, he headed toward the house.  
 
    God, he felt like whistling. 
 
    His knock on the sturdy door yielded no answering "hello," no sound of footsteps heading to greet him. After a long silence, he realized what that meant: neither she nor her father was at home. It was too late in the day for her to pick herbs; that was a task Lorna usually did after the midday meal but before suppertime so that her father would have a hot meal after his long working day. 
 
    She was off helping her father with his doctoring. Blane was sure of it.  
 
    He looked out the cottage’s window to the winding trail he'd just come from, and briefly considered making the long journey back to the castle. 
 
    No. He would wait. 
 
    But the wait he'd anticipated—no more than one half hour perhaps a bit more—became much longer. His exhaustion dragged at him, and he thought more seriously of heading home. But his eyes drooped so much and his body felt so heavy that he probably wouldn't make it very far before he fell off his horse.  
 
    Maybe he could rest in Lorna’s bed for an hour or two. But as soon as the thought flit through his brain, it felt wrong somehow.  
 
    ‘Tis her bed, you fool! 
 
    He paced the rooms of the small cottage, once then twice, before ending up in the kitchen where he had shared a drink and many meals with Lorna's father, with Lorna herself. The cottage was warm and felt more welcoming to him on some days than the massive and richly decorated castle he shared with his increasingly disagreeable mother. Blane was very much at home in the Morrison cottage although he didn't fool himself into thinking this was his home. He would never impose himself like that. At least not usually. Now though, he was tired enough to drop where he stood.  
 
    Blane sat down at the kitchen table. His shoulders began feeling even heavier, his eyes began falling shut against his will. Sighing, he leaned back in the chair and propped his feet up on a low stool. His eyes fell shut. 
 
    No. Blane opened his eyes wide and kept them open. He would still wait. It was only the courteous thing to do.  
 
    With his back ramrod straight in the chair, he kept his eye on the door to watch for Lorna's arrival. 
 
    The thud of his feet hitting the floor startled him awake. Blane blinked. He hadn't even realized he had fallen asleep. 
 
    For God's sake. This was ridiculous. He should just go and rest for a bit in Lorna’s bed. It would only be sleeping. It wasn't as if he'd made himself at his ease in her bed before. No. He had been very careful with her, and with himself. Limiting their expressions of love to kisses and caresses on top of their clothes. He didn't want to dishonor her. Nor did he want to dishonor her father. 
 
    With a quick shake of his head, Blane jerked himself more fully awake. Then he got to his feet and tumbled toward the door he knew only from speculation and hot imaginings that led to where Lorna slept. 
 
    Despite his exhaustion, he was aware the room smelled like lavender, and the mint and heather mix of soap she made for him. It smelled so much of Lorna that it was like coming home. With a sigh of surrender, Blane pulled off his boots and put them out of the way so Lorna wouldn't trip over them should she return home and find him thus. Then, after folding his plaid on the stool nearby, he settled himself, bare-chested, into her bed and pulled the covers up and over his shoulders. He fell instantly asleep.   
 
    Some sound startled Blane from a deep sleep. Or maybe it was a peculiar sense, the back of his neck and down his back prickling like when he was in the middle of war. He was in a bedroom. It was dark. Lorna’s room. The cottage she shared with her father.  
 
    All those details came to Blane as he rolled in the bed away from the source of the alarm, his hand already reaching for his sword—a sword that wasn’t there—when a slicing pain tore along his arm. A low and animalistic growl rumbled toward him in the shadowed room. 
 
    “Stay where you are, bitch!” 
 
     A man. Blane narrowed his eyes, squinting to see better in the darkness as he rolled off the bed to land on his feet. The smell of blood, his own, tightened his jaw. Danger had come for him. Someone wanted to see him dead.  
 
    He backed away from the bed, readying himself for another attack while his eyes grew used to the dark and quickly found the source of the unexpected danger. A tall man with a dagger glinting in the meager light from the window. He raised the blade and rushed toward Blane again. 
 
    Blane easily dodged the blow, kicking his discarded boots under the bed and out of the way. This man was no soldier. Already, he was breathing hard and smelled like recent sex, the stables, and expensive perfume.  
 
    What kind of enemy was this, and how had he found Blane here? 
 
    The moment he had that thought, he dismissed it. No, not an enemy of his, but someone who wanted to harm Lorna. That awareness brought the battle lust rising quickly in him. It was like turning a lever that released a wave of liquid flame. Destructive and unstoppable. Blane was no longer going to dodge and avoid this assassin’s blade. He would destroy him, just like he’d planned to do to Lorna.  
 
    He roared in rage, his chest vibrating with the loud and savage sound. 
 
    The shape in Lorna's dark room stumbled at the sound of his voice. "Who the devil?"  
 
    The man stepped closer to the bed and Blane saw the thin and pale features of Rory Knox, the weak younger brother to a man he’d respected and who had fought at his side in battle. He spared a moment to wonder why the man was there, in Lorna’s cottage, then immediately dismissed the question. There was no acceptable reason for Knox to be here with a knife. In his woman’s house. 
 
    No one harmed Lorna. No one! He rushed Knox, grappling with him for the silver dagger gripped in his fist. 
 
    "You are always ruining my plans, Nairn!" Knox roared as he thrashed and struggled in Blane's grip. The man was strong, stronger than Blane had ever given him credit for. He slashed at Blane with his elbows and knees, the animal gleam of his teeth and eyes almost fae-like in the mostly dark room. Knox twisted his body under Blane, his knife flashing in the light as it slashed down, and Blane gasped at the bright pain along his side.  
 
    Knox growled in triumph, and raised the dagger to strike again. But no! He would not kill Blane and get the chance to attack Lorna afterwards. Roaring loud enough to rattle every piece of furniture in the room, Blane reared up his fist and slammed it into Knox's face, again and again, ignoring the dagger that slashed at him again, catching his thigh. He twisted and managed to twist the knife from Knox's hand and ram it with a satisfying shout between his ribs. Knox howled in pain, bucking under Blane and trying to dislodge Blane’s arm from its crushing press against his throat. But Blane wasn’t going to give him the chance to get away and harm Lorna. He used his leverage on Knox’s throat to twist the knife and shove it in deeper between the man’s ribs. 
 
    "Is that what you had hoped to do to Lorna?" He roared the question in Knox’s face even as Knox struggled mightily, the sound of blood gurgling in his throat and lungs. Then the blond man was still. 
 
    But Blane didn't let go, didn't stop pressing his arm into Knox's throat, afraid the man would rise up again and go after Lorna.  
 
    Blane knew what death looked like, and this was it. But his mind swam with confusion. The smell of blood and expelled bowels sickened the room. The wet warmth of freshly spilled blood ran down his own shoulder, his side, his thigh. 
 
    Lorna needed to be safe.  
 
    He pressed harder into Knox's unresisting throat then, when he couldn’t hold himself up any longer, he slumped over, his entire body tumbling onto the man who'd tried to take Lorna from him. He roared again, but it was a weak sound. 
 
    Lorna. 
 
    He called her name but he couldn't hear his own voice. He tried again, but all he heard was silence. Then he fell completely into darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
  
 
    The babe had been so wee and so pretty.  
 
    With one hand holding the lamp high so she and her father could make their way in the otherwise dark night, Lorna pushed open the front gate, happy to be home. But she was also happy she'd gotten the chance to experience such a miracle. Childbirth.  
 
    Janet Currie had her first baby, and she was scared. Her husband had been right to send for Lorna's father, and she was happy to have been there to help him. He had soothed Janet, turning the baby the proper way so it could be born alive and shout its new existence into the world. And they'd saved Janet too, the first time mother who thought she would die from the pain, screaming that she hated her husband while he twisted his hands and paced, generally making a nuisance of himself while Lorna's father had saved the baby and mother. And Lorna had helped. 
 
    She couldn't stop smiling.  
 
    Despite the obvious pain of it, the blood, she hoped to give a babe or three to Blane after they were married. She looked forward to the presence of babies in their lives just as much as she anticipated making those babies. She blushed and darted a look at her father. But her father seemed concerned about other things. 
 
    "I locked this door when we left earlier," he said and pushed the door further open. It had been open enough to let Osla in if she'd wanted to wander into the house and help herself to the biscuits left over from the afternoon meal. 
 
    "'Tis nothing, Papa. You just forgot. It isn't the first time." But when she walked into the room, she immediately smelled something that did not belong in their small cottage. 
 
    "Papa!" 
 
    But her father was already rushing forward to the open door of her bedroom. Lorna knew she had shut that before they left.  
 
    "Bring the light, daughter!" her father shouted, already disappearing into her room.  
 
    The smells that did not belong were all over her room. Blood. Bile. The smell of death. She swung the lamp and gasped again. A dead man lay sprawled on her bedroom floor. Blood soaked the front of his shirt and swam across the floor to soak into the wooden feet of her bed. The sound of harsh breathing sounded. Another man. Fighting to live. 
 
    "Papa?" 
 
    "No time for that now, girl. Help me get him into the bed." He rushed to the other man lying limp on the floor, face-first. Her father gently turned him over as Lorna held the light high. 
 
    “Blane?” She screamed his name and almost dropped the lamp. 
 
    "Steady, girl." 
 
    He'd never had to tell her that before in all the time she had worked with him. Lorna straightened her spine and held the lamp tighter. Her father needed her, and Blane needed her father to do his job well.  
 
    He already had his bag open and was tearing at Blane's clothes to see what damage had been done. With her heart thudding high enough in her throat to choke her, Lorna quickly put the lamp on the bureau and rushed into her father's workroom to get clean cloths and water, the things he needed to tend to wounds such as these. 
 
    Wounds. But who would...? 
 
    No. Now wasn't the time. She had to be strong for her father; she had to be capable for Blane. With everything she needed gathered in her skirts, Lorna rushed back into the room to help her father save the man she loved. 
 
    Only once Blane was safely cared for and his survival guaranteed, did Lorna set about dealing with the dead man in her house. She recognized his features enough to know he was Rory, heir to the Lairdship of Orkney. But that was all. She had no idea what he had been doing in her house. But it was obvious enough that he had tried to kill Blane, and her love had only defended himself. He was still groggy from the blood loss and could not say very much. 
 
    For now, Lorna dragged Knox out of the house and far behind the cottage to the grove of tall trees. While her father tended to Blane, she dug a hole, praying that she was doing the right thing. On her own, it took her well into the night but she would have it no other way. Blane needed her father there. This was the only way she could help them. 
 
    Once she was finished with the body, she cleaned up her small room, wiping up the blood and the signs of the man's death, cleaning around her father while he cared for Blane.  
 
    She was still on her knees, scrubbing the last of the blood from the floor when Blane stirred. 
 
    "Lorna?"  
 
    She jumped up at the sound of her name on his lips, the cleaning brush clattering from her hands to the floor. Relief made her drop to her knees beside the bed. On the other side of the bed, her father tended to the bandage on his shoulder that was coming loose. 
 
    "Blane! You gave us such a fright." She gripped his hand. It didn't feel feverish. She silently thanked God. 
 
    "You’re all right?" He croaked the question, his eyes barely open but staring hard at her. 
 
    "Me?" She squeezed his hand again, willing her runaway heart to slow down and calm now that Blane was well. "You were the one who was almost killed." 
 
    "Only almost, my love.” He spoke slowly, wetting his lips that were dry and cracking. Lorna wet a cloth with clean water and put it to his lips. “I'm only happy I was here instead of you."  
 
    When Blane’s tongue reached out for more water from the cloth, Lorna realized just how thirsty he was. She got him some in a cup. 
 
    "What are you saying?" Her father left off with the bandage to hover over Blane. 
 
    "He was here to kill Lorna. I'm sure of it." 
 
    "Kill...? But why?" Lorna gaped at Blane, feeling the shock of his words resonate through her entire body. But she kept focused enough to slowly spoon water into his mouth from the cup.  
 
    "I'm not sure yet," Blane said, already beginning to sound more like himself. "But I plan to find out." He drank the water carefully, lifting his head to receive each spoonful. 
 
    Lorna felt, more than saw, her father look down at the place where the other man had been sprawled, his life spilled out onto the floor. 
 
    "In that case, I'm happy you were here, my boy. Truly." 
 
    "Me, too. Right now, I wouldn't want to be any place else." And although he was the one with the stab wounds and too much blood lost, Blane sounded truly relieved. "Whatever the reason for you not to be here," he squeezed Lorna's hand and she gripped him back, unwilling to let him go. "I'm glad for it. Although this will probably be the first and last time I'll be happy for you not to be where I expect." His eyes glimmered with faint humor. 
 
    "You're probably right, my boy. She'll make you happy, but she won't be an obedient wife." 
 
    "I love her just as she is, doctor. As I always have." 
 
    Lorna blushed and pressed her heated cheeks into the bedding next to Blane's chest. She peeked up at him through the thick fall of her hair that she had loosened during all the frantic activity of the night. "I'm exactly the kind of wife you deserve." 
 
    "You're exactly right," he said. "I deserve the very best, and I know I've found that in you." 
 
    They stared at each other for a long while. 
 
    "I think my job here is done for now." Her father began to gather his things, a smile on his face. "Stay here and rest, Blane. I will send word to the castle of what happened and let them know you are safe." 
 
    Lorna could feel Blane stiffen, like he was about to tell her father not to bother. She put a hand on his bare chest. "Allow them ease of mind, my love. The children will be especially relieved to know what is amiss since you are in no shape to ride back home tonight." Although it probably would’ve been more accurate to say “this morning” as it was very late. 
 
    His muscles were hard under her hand, flexing and releasing as he fought with himself. "Verra well." 
 
    Once her father left, he lowered his voice, the sound of it soft and teasing despite his wounds. "My first time in your bed with you nearby isn't as fulfilling as I’d imagined." 
 
    Lorna blushed again, and refused to dwell on the images his words conjured. "Behave yourself, Laird," she chided him. 
 
    His laugh was weak when it came, but it was a sound she cherished.    
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lorna woke up to the sound of her father and Blane talking. She sat up on the small cot in the workroom that doubled as a sickroom when patients came to her father. She rubbed at the ache in her neck. Someone would have to be truly sick to appreciate the cot. Lorna was neither sick nor overcome with appreciation.  
 
    Even sleeping on the floor of her own room would’ve been better than the cot. 
 
    But her father had insisted she sleep in the workroom while he tended to Blane on and off during the night. And despite her father going to bed very late, he was already up and sounded very alert. 
 
    Quietly, she crept closer toward her open door to hear what they were talking about. 
 
    "—that my cousin who tends his sheep near Castle Orkney said it wasn't the first time he saw them together," her father was saying. 
 
    Saw who together? 
 
    "Is your cousin sure it was Lady Edana he saw with Knox." 
 
    "Yes. He says there is no doubt.  I sent a message to him last night once I realized it was Knox we have dead under the trees. He came straight to me and told it to me himself." 
 
    Blane hummed, a thoughtful sound that brought goose bumps to Lorna's arms. "If he and Lady Edana were lovers, why would he try to kill Lorna?"  
 
    But it sounded like Blane didn't want to think of anyone trying to kill her. Lorna could sympathize. She didn't want anyone in the world to hate her that much. 
 
    "Think, my boy. She wanted to marry you. Mayhap she thought with my sweet daughter dead, you would be more ready to sign over your life and castle to her along with the marriage vows." 
 
    Blane cursed, a blistering combination of blasphemies that had Lorna blushing and backing away from the door. But she was too curious about the rest to go far. 
 
    "She has to know she's the last woman in all of Christendom I'd marry. No matter the circumstances." 
 
    "Well, I imagine for her the circumstances are very dire now." 
 
    "What do you mean?" Blane asked. 
 
    Lorna pressed her fingers to her lips to stop herself from speaking and giving herself away. God knew she loved him, but her father was one of the biggest gossips in the village. He wasn't one of the types that constantly told everyone's business, but he knew just about everything about everyone. Which was how Lorna had found out about Blane's now terminated engagement to Lady Edana. 
 
    "There's rumor in the castle that Lady Edana is with child," her father said. 
 
    What? And Lorna gasped, unable to stifle the sound this time, just as Blane said with conviction and certainty: "Knox." 
 
    "Exactly," her father agreed. Then he raised his voice. "Lorna, you know 'tis not polite to listen to conversations that dinnae concern you." 
 
    She came fully into the room, looked quickly at Blane to see with her own eyes how he was doing, before addressing her father. "Of course this concerns me, Papa. They tried to kill me." Even as she said it—"they tried to kill me”—she could scarcely believe it. All she wanted to do was love Blane and have his wee babies. 
 
    Then she thought of the news she'd just heard about Edana. She sighed, overcome with sudden and unwelcome sympathy.  
 
    Maybe those were the things Lady Edana had wanted, too. Just somewhere along it had become twisted in her mind, and in her heart. 
 
    Lorna sat down in the chair across from her father. “What can I do to help?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
  
 
    Blane stood in the church, shaking in his leather boots, stitched and dyed especially for his wedding. He was nervous. There was no hiding it, not that he wanted to. He wanted Lorna to know he was taking this marriage as seriously as death. 
 
    Ever since Knox had tried to kill him, Blane had cherished Lorna and the start of his new life with her even more.  
 
    And because of the circumstances of the murder attempt—Lady Edana with a babe in her belly and no marriage, no father for the bairn—he had been more determined than ever to keep his passions to himself until after their marriage. He wanted nothing to keep this from being a happy day for Lorna. Nothing was promised, and as surely as he loved her and wanted to spend the rest of his time below heaven with her, life in the Highlands could be dangerous. If he was to die, he wanted her and any possible babe that resulted from their love to have the protection of his name, his lands, and his people. He would not risk that by losing himself to his lusts. No matter how Lorna tempted him. 
 
    Looking out on the sinuous green hills of the property behind the church, he remembered how Lorna had kissed him days before, the delicate touch of her lips on his throat and down his chest, her wee hands pushing his plaid out of the way to make room for more of her kisses that had become increasingly bolder, pressing into the muscles of his belly, her teeth worrying at his skin in a sweet and nearly unbearable pain.  
 
    He’d whimpered under her ministrations, his strength to resist her completely gone, his tongue heavy and awkward in his mouth from desire, his strength on the verge of recovering enough to beg Lorna to go just a little lower. To kiss him just right there where his kilt rose up and his flesh throbbed for more intimate attention.  
 
    And Lorna had hovered there, a seductive innocent, obviously wanting something she didn't quite know what, but was willing to discover it with him there and then. Blane somehow found the strength to draw the line. Her father would've killed him. Just as he would’ve killed any man who tried to have his way with Selma before marriage. 
 
    So he pulled away from her, his plaid rumpled in a mound on his lap to hide how inflamed she had made him. Then he'd run off to jump in the icy stream behind the castle, convinced he was getting ready to marry a siren in the flesh. 
 
    That was one week ago. Today, she was to be his wife. 
 
    Lorna, Lady Nairn. 
 
    Blane’s entire body tightened in anticipation.  
 
    "Are you ready, Uncle Blane?" 
 
    Nevin stood at the entrance to the little room in the church where Blane had hidden himself away in, tucked away from his so-called helpers—the retinue his mother had hired to tend to him, mostly out of guilt after she discovered Edana had intended to murder him and throw her out after the wedding she’d concocted.  
 
    Nevin looked strong and capable, older than his eleven years but with a warmth and humor Blane hoped he would never lose. His brother's first child. 
 
    "Yes," Blane said and extended his hand. His nephew came to him and Blane squeezed the boy's shoulder. "Yes, I am." 
 
    Nevin flashed a grin and squeezed Blane's shoulder in return. "Everyone is waiting." 
 
    He took another breath. "Alright." With trembling hands, he adjusted the ornate surcoat over his chest, shifted his shoulders to get used to the surcoat's unfamiliar lines and heavy weight. 
 
    "Verra well, Nevin. Let them wait no more." 
 
    They walked toward the front of the church where he knew that everyone was waiting for him. Lorna would be in her bridal tower, weaving more flowers into her bouquet to stem her own nervousness. A nervousness that had nothing to do with any fears of him not showing up to complete this ritual that would officially join them together for eternity. 
 
    He and Nevin walked together, the heavy ceremonial kilt brushing the backs of his calves, his sword a comfort on his hip, his surcoat fancier than anything he'd ever worn before. Just for Lorna. 
 
    "Let me see him!" 
 
    The sudden rumble of dozens of voices and a raucous from nearby stopped Blane just as Nevin jumped in front of him, his thin arms held wide in protection. His nephew’s protectiveness would’ve been funny if the situation wasn’t so potentially dangerous. 
 
    Growling, Blane dragged his nephew out of the way, a hand on his sword, just in time to see a wild-haired blond woman come bursting up the stairs. She wore a thin green gown that eerily matched her eyes, and she was visibly pregnant. Except for her round belly, she was thin everywhere. Her face was gaunt, her fingers skeletal, and her neck like a series of tightly drawn strings.  
 
    "Blane!" She screamed his name when she saw him. "You owe me. You owe me EVERYTHING!"  
 
    Her voice rose higher and higher and soon there were people emerging from every corner of the church to stare at her. This was not the same Lady Edana Innes who Blane had known a few months before. That poised and cold woman would've never subjected herself to such public ridicule.  
 
    Then again, he would have never imagined that she would agree to murder Lorna, or him for that matter. Never imagined she would let a selfish and useless fool like Knox bed her without the protection of marriage then convince her to pass the resulting child off as another man’s. Edana had spilled the entire sordid story once confronted with Knox’s death and his attempt to murder Blane. Only Lorna's pity had saved her from the gallows.  
 
    "Uncle, she cannae be here," Nevin said, his young voice trembling. He looked at Blane with real fear in his face. "Will she stop the wedding?" 
 
    "No." He squeezed Nevin's shoulder in reassurance just as four of his men pushed through the crowd and gently took hold of Lady Edana. She kicked and screamed at them, flashing the dirty bottoms of her bare feet as they dragged her away. 
 
    Delicate footsteps ran toward Blane. Moments later, a vision in white broke through the rough line of Blane's men, his family, and the overly-curious wedding guests.  
 
    Lorna.  
 
    Blane almost stumbled back, reaching out to grip his nephew's arm as his bride-to-be floated into the wide hall, her black hair braided thick and beautiful on top of her head, her thin veil like a mist over her features. Her dress long and white, the train nearly as long as the hall itself. 
 
    "Blane!" Lorna was breathless, her bosom heaving under the pale gown that glittered with silver threads. "Are you alright?" 
 
    Even with the fading cries of Lady Edana as she was being led away, he couldn't help but smile. "Isn't that what I'm supposed to ask you?" 
 
    She lifted the veil up and out of her face. Her clear eyes shone up at him. "I heard screaming. I worried." 
 
    "There's nothing to worry for, love," he said. "Lady Edana Innes is a sad and desperate woman. Without Knox, she's just more lost than ever." 
 
    "I'm not worried about her," she said, her delicate hands resting like twin blessings against his chest. "I just don't want to lose you." 
 
    Blane shook his head, turning once to make sure Lady Edana was being taken away to get the help she needed. "The only way you'll lose me is if you leave me standing at the altar all alone. Will you come now and make an honest Laird out of me?" He teased her with a light stroke of the backs of his fingers against her cheek.  
 
    Lorna smiled softly, showing off the brilliant white of her teeth, and leaned into him. “You’re already an honest man,” she said, her voice overflowing with love. “Now all we need to do is officially make you mine.” She took Blane’s hand and tugged him down the hall toward where the bishop and both their families waited.   
 
    Blane squeezed her hand in his and happily walked by her side. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Prologue-1545 AD 
 
      
 
    Gavin had watched for hours as maids went back and forth from the room where his mother labored, carrying cloths covered in her blood. He had heard her screams, and now they had finally stopped. Surely, any other child would be fearful of what was going on around him, especially at the tender age of six, but his father was the great laird of Elgin; part of clan Sutherland. Gavin had been raised by the sword to be brave, strong, and chivalrous. He also knew that having a child was no easy feat for a woman; something that gave him great respect for their form and position in life. 
 
    He waited patiently to be called upon to see what new child had been birthed by his mother, Deidre, wondering if it was a little brother he would have rivalries with or a little lass he must protect with his sword.  
 
    His father came bursting from the room, his big hands covered in muck and his long hair plastered to the sides of his head with sweat. He looked as if a great burden was on his shoulders at the same time as a triumph. He kneeled down in front of Gavin, hanging his head a bit. Gavin could only guess what that could mean. “Son, I need you to be strong like me. Can you do that?” he asked, and Gavin nodded. It was his duty. He would be in his father’s position one day and see so much worse than what might be waiting in that room for him. “Come meet your sister.”  
 
    Gavin took his father’s hand even though it was filthy and let himself be led into the room where his mother had finally given birth to a little baby girl. Gavin noticed that the room was now dark, and he could hardly make out the maid in the corner as she held what looked mostly like a pile of rags. It must have been his sister. He tried not to look too hard at the bed, though the coppery smell of blood was overwhelming. He could hear her shallow breathing, which let him know his mother was still alive, if only barely.  
 
    He walked over to the bundle wrapped up, and the maid leaned the bundle over so he could see. Gavin immediately was stricken by the deep blue eyes like the sea staring back at him. Her skin was light and flawless from what he could see, and her head was covered with a patch of hair darker than his own, though it was glued to her little head by the mess from birth that was still on her. “Her name is Lilias,” Gavin’s father told him. The name was as beautiful as the child, and Gavin instantly knew he would protect this little girl with everything he had. 
 
    “You will never know that you do not have two parents. I will teach you to fight and how to be a lady, and I will always protect you,” Gavin told the little baby as it cooed at him.  
 
    Then, it was time, as a heavy silence came over the room. He knew his mother’s life had ended due to the brutal beating her body had taken with this birth. She had given her life to bring another human being to the highlands; one Gavin was sure would be great in every way.  
 
    He did not accept his father’s hand this time. He walked over to the bed where his mother lay there as if in sleep, though her eyes stared at the ceiling. Getting on his tip toes he kissed his mother’s clammy forehead and used his fingers to shut her eyes. Then, he leaned in to whisper in her ear. If her spirit was near she might be able to hear him still. “Hae a guid journey, Mama.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1-1556 AD 
 
      
 
    Lilias ran through the towering castle she called home, barreling past servants to find her older brother, Gavin, walking with his best friend, Boyd, through the halls. Lilias stopped behind them, being as quiet as possible on her bare feet. Though, it made her toes a little cold. She followed them down the hall, their voices echoing off the stone. Their hands were behind their backs and their heads straight forward, looking like the young royalty they were meant to be. It was funny, though, to see Gavin that way, knowing they played at sword fighting and chase as children. He was 17 now and expected to take on more responsibility to prepare to take the throne one day, but for now, Lilias felt there should still be time for her. After all, she was only 11, and Gavin was the only entertainment she had on a daily basis, no matter how full of beautiful butterflies their gardens were.  
 
    Lilias glided her hand along the stone, following them as they talked about things she didn't understand and some things she did; like girls. She looked into the polished silver in her father’s chambers once in a while to see what kind of beauty she might grow into. Everyone had always mentioned how stunning her mother was in appearance with hair the color of sand and eyes the color of the green marshes. Instead of taking after her mother, Lilias looked much like her father with a stronger jaw, long, dark curls, and deep blue eyes like the mysterious seas before a storm.  
 
    She was barely old enough to have such thoughts, but though her brother, Gavin, had done all in his power to protect her, roughing it with him and her father had done nothing to slow her maturity in many ways. She still liked to play, but her eyes often wandered onto boys and men from visiting kingdoms. Unfortunately, though, there seemed to be someone right there in her own kingdom that had begun to take notice of her; none other than Boyd. It was only something silly; he was 15 and still growing as well, but it annoyed her. He was not kind or anything but very oafish and brutish with his care. Lilias could only hope some other woman might capture his attention one day; one of the more refined, older girls of the Sutherland clan.  
 
    As soon as they rounded a corner and the two parted, Lilias reached out to tug at the cloth hanging form the back of Gavin’s top with a giggle, backing up to dodge his instinctive blow. “What has gotten into ye?” Gavin asked, looking at his little sister in annoyance for a moment before softening his glare with a smile. “You know I can’t play all the time now, Lilias. I am a man now, and I have to act like one. I have to be ready to take over for Father when he…” Gavin trailed off, and Lilias understood why. The loss of their mother had hit him hard even if he would never say it out loud. The thought of losing another parent was too much for him to mention, even as strong a man as he was becoming. 
 
    “I don’t see you on a throne now,” Lilias teased, lightening the mood again. “Surely you can spare some time. It’s such a lovely day.” And that it was. The sky was clear and blue, making the grass even greener and brighter. Though, there were still some wet puddles from the last rain in places she planned on pushing him into when he least expected it. “Unless you’re afraid a little girl might beat you,” she teased him, knowing it would make him do what she wished. He was 17, and no way would he be insulted by the idea of an 11-year-old girl scaring him. 
 
    “You better run with that statement, Lilias, before I end this right here and now,” he threatened, and it sent Lilias running with a squeal, straight out the door. She was sure her father could hear them from wherever he was, and he would be angry, or at least pretend to be, if he caught them. But any punishment was worth one more day of play; one more day without having to care about duty and growing up. 
 
    Gavin’s stride was rather long now that he was older and had grown like a weed. She was growing, too, but size could easily beat her out if she let it. It was the smarts that she had to fight him with, so she had to get out of his path quickly, or he would win in an instant. 
 
    Lilias began to weave in and out between the trees and the wet landscape, leaping swiftly over puddles until she would tire him out enough to confuse him. Sure enough, he was falling behind a bit, and she darted to the side of the stone building they called home, its massive towers easy to get lost in whether you wanted to or not. She hung out in the shadow that the wall cast and waited for him to come looking, spotting the perfect puddle. Surprise was her only advantage. 
 
    Gavin came around the corner, thinking he was being stealthy. Lilias stifled a laugh with her hand until he got close to her and tackled him, forcing him face down into the mud. She meant to hop up, sparing all but the bottom hem of her dress, but Gavin was too quick for that. He grabbed her hands around his neck so she went down with him, and he rolled her onto her back as they began to wrestle in the mud, playfully. Lilias hardly noticed when they had onlookers until someone cleared their throat.  
 
    Lilias and Gavin both paused, looking up at the three men who had varying expressions on their faces. One was their father who looked embarrassed that guests had seen them in that state. The other older man was the Laird from Inverness in clan Morgan; a neighboring clan that often broke bread with the Sutherlands. He looked amused, openly chortling with his big, happy belly. That was when Lilias’ eyes jumped to the other man standing there who she had barely recognized before. It was Hamish, the heir to the lairdship in Inverness. He usually visited often, but he had been on a quest for over a year now.  
 
    Lilias had always had a bit of a girlish crush on him. He almost always beat Gavin in duels. He was cunning and strong, but now, the same age as Gavin, he looked so different; so much more mature. His red hair had been cut short to his ears, and he had grown part of a beard. His green eyes met hers, and she was instantly humiliated to be seen with her beautiful blue gown covered in mud, rolling around with her older brother. “Hello Lilias, Gavin, I see things have not changed much around here,” he said, still looking right at her. She wanted to crawl under a rock. She never would have started anything with Gavin if she knew Hamish would have shown up.  
 
    Gavin stood up, offering his hand to Lilias so she could as well. She took it and tried to avoid any more eye contact. “Come to know what defeat is like?” Gavin asked, challenging Hamish already. Their rivalry was legendary and always entertaining for the two families. Lilias was always secretly rooting for Hamish, even as much as she loved her brother. 
 
    “We will see,” Hamish answered with a curt nod.  
 
    “Lilias, Gavin, why don't you go make yourselves presentable?” their father sighed. Lilias didn't have to be told twice. She took off in a run towards her chambers where her lady in waiting would be there to help her get clean from head to toe for the friendly duel between the two men. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Lilias looked at her wide, dark eyes in the polished silver mirror that she was allowed to borrow from her father on occasions like these. It had taken nearly an hour to get all the mud out from under her nails and out of her long, brown hair. Her lady in waiting had picked a beautiful dress for her in royal purple to watch the duel and then celebrate the winner at supper afterward. Her father always invited the whole castle and some of the subjects who lived nearby to come celebrate afterward when the Sutherland clan was the host for these duels between the two heirs to lairdship. It was a jovial event, although Lilias had always sensed the rivalry to be more real. Hamish and Gavin were not enemies, but she would not have called them the best of friends either.  
 
    “Everyone is waiting for ye,” her lady in waiting’s voice shocked her away from looking at herself. She had been wondering if her small frame and large eyes could ever mean anything to someone like Hamish.  
 
    She found her way out to the lawn where the sword fight would happen. The boys already had their claymores at their sides, their traditional tartan colors dawned on their kilts to represent who each of them was representing. She never had understood the reason for such a show between two clans who were not at war, but she couldn’t complain after all the fun they had with the Morgan clan over the years.  
 
    Lilias took her seat next to her father, briefly glancing over at the large, wooden seats to her father’s left where the Laird of Inverness and his other children sat. The cups were already filled with the strong drinks they used to celebrate before supper even began, and they raised them high to begin the battle. “Guid luck! May the best man win!” 
 
    The boys had their swords in front of each other so fast, her eyes could not hope to follow all the movements. Her vision focused instead on Hamish’s grace; where his feet scuffled and where his muscles rippled with the effort of beating Gavin. She found herself scooting to the edge of her seat and balling her fists up in anticipation. Lilias had never been so attentive to the duels before now.  
 
    Lilias was startled by a hand on her back, and she turned towards her shoulder to find Boyd behind her, his black hair swinging over his face awkwardly. If only he would cut it or pull it back, he might be a better looking young man. “Don’t worry about your brother. I think he really has him this time,” Boyd commented with a sly grin on his face. Lilias turned back to the action. If only he understood the real reason she was on the edge of her chair. Maybe then he would leave her be. 
 
    Her distraction had torn her away for too long, and the winner was clear. Gavin was on the ground, and both boys were covered in sweat and grass. Gavin had been beat again, and he looked none too happy about it. It didn't matter, though, because he still had to be polite, shaking hands with Hamish. They all gathered to walk into the great dining hall where the servants would have a feast waiting for them all, and the winner would get to sit at the head of the table. 
 
     Lilias stood up and lingered, making sure she was with Hamish. “Looks like you won again,” she commented, trying to make conversation as Gavin sulked and stomped away to clean up for supper. He was always the sorest of losers.  
 
    “That I did, and yer brother seems to be quite distraught over it, my dear,” Hamish said. “I almost didn't recognize ye,” he whispered, leaning down towards Lilias’ ear. She tried to stop the chills running down her spine at his closeness, but she just couldn’t. She did not know much of love or what it felt like to fall for a man. She had never known her mother, nor heard many stories from her father who was still aggrieved about her death after all these years. She did know that she had a crush, and it was a big one. It was the kind that made her heart flutter and her pores sweat. “You know, without the mud and all,” he teased, standing back up. The smell of his musk lingered in her nostrils. 
 
    Lilias laughed with Hamish, but it didn't sound right in her ears as she heard her heartbeat thumping in there instead. “Yes, well, I can be tough and pretty. I am Scottish, after all,” she told him wittily, hiding the effect he had on her. 
 
    “Yes, you are right there. I will see you at supper. I cannot be celebrated looking like a pig in the slop.” He smiled, and Lilias let herself calm down, leaning against the wall until she was ready to take her place at the table and wait for the dinner to begin. She found herself pinned between the head of the table where Hamish would sit and her brother Gavin; her father and Boyd across from them. When Hamish finally came in, completely cleaned up and in yet another kilt of blue and black that brought out his red hair, everyone raised their glasses. 
 
    Lilias caught him smiling at her, and she looked away quickly, her own smile spreading as well.  
 
    “You know, I don't know why you like him so much,” Gavin told her sourly, ever the sore loser as she expected. She remembered when the duels had once been more fun than competitive when they were younger, but it had gotten worse every year. It didn't help that Gavin had won less than half of them. But she didn't see why he had to be so rude about it the older he got. Hamish was so kind and gracious. 
 
    “I don't see why you have such a problem with him. You are a fine fighter, Gavin, he's just a little bigger and faster, that's all. You are the heir to Elgin. It isn't like he could ever take that from you. He is nice, and he could be your friend,” Lilias explained.  
 
    Gavin scoffed, and Lilias shot him a look before paying attention to her father who was getting ready for a true toast for Hamish. She would have to get her brother later for being so uninviting to their guest of honor. Her father stood up, cup in hand, his beard framing a happy grin. He did enjoy a good meal with those he cared about. Any other time he was a hard ruler, making sure that his territory was defended in the name of clan Sutherland, but when there was a chance for a party, he knew how to have one. “I want to welcome our friends from clan Morgan to our home; the Laird of Inverness and his children. We are lucky to be breaking bread with our neighbors instead of being at war like many of our brethren choose to be. I dedicate this glass to a long-lasting relationship between the clans as well as to the winner of the fight today; Hamish. Everyone say a cheer for him! He will surely be a great laird one day and follow in his father’s footsteps.”  
 
    A series of clanks, grunts, and hollers surrounded the table, and Lilias smiled, clinking her glass with Hamish’s as well as Gavin’s before urging Gavin to clink his with Hamish’s. They were supposed to continue the friendliness between the two lairds when they became the leaders, so it was about time they got over themselves. Gavin did as she wanted, though reluctantly, and they went back to their elaborate fears, finding flavorful boar and fruit pie, among other delights. It was the best dinner she had had in a while, and Lilias found herself laughing along with everyone as they shared stories.  
 
    When it was time for Hamish and his family to leave the next morning, Lilias found herself feeling a sadness she had not felt in the past. Maybe it was part of growing up, appreciating those around you. Even Gavin showed up to see them off, to her surprise. The two shook hands respectfully before Hamish came up to her, sliding a small pink flower into her hair he had just picked from the ground. 
 
    “Until next time, little lass,” Hamish said in his smooth voice that made Lilias swoon, even at such a young age. She knew what a man should look and act like.  
 
    “You really shouldn't encourage her silly little crush, Hamish,” Gavin told Hamish, knocking him playfully on the elbow.  
 
    “Yeah, because one-day she's going to marry me,” Boyd chimed in, making her blush with embarrassment and anger. Hamish calmed her, though, picking her chin up. 
 
    “You’ll marry whoever it is you’ll want to, one day.” He winked at her and then turned around, climbing on his horse to travel back to his own home in Inverness. Lilias hoped he was right, and she was ready to fight for it, whatever man she decided she would want when the time came. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3-1565 
 
      
 
    Lilias walked down the hallways towards her father’s bedroom as she did at least three times a day now, wanting to spend every moment with him that she could. Her flat shoes of crushed, sky blue velvet to match her dress made a shuffling sound on the floors to announce her coming as she crossed paths with her brother, pacing back and forth in that same hallway. She looked up at him, unsure of what she could say to him.  
 
    Gavin had not been seeing their father as often as she had, and in fact, had hardly been in the man's room at all. Their views were different, and perhaps it had much to do with what had happened to their mother. She had been born at the moment her mother was losing her life, never to know her beauty, the songs, or her arms. There was no chance for a goodbye, whereas Gavin had already been through that shutting their mother’s eyes and watching her send off to another place, perhaps more peaceful than the Earth they lived on.  
 
    She couldn't stand the thought of missing a moment with her father, who had been stricken ill. Lilias had hope in the beginning; all but Gavin did, in fact. Their father was a fighter, and this would be no different. But the fight was wearing down. Whatever rare illness had come over him was beginning to consume him. He had lost much of his appetite, and he was beginning to look like skin and bones. He was often cold to the touch, even though there were sweats in his restless sleep. Lilias did not know how long she might still have with him. “Would you like to come and see him with me?” Lilias offered, feeling strange even speaking to Gavin. A strange rift had formed between them over the past few weeks, and she just didn’t like it. She hoped that once he allowed himself to grieve he would get over it. 
 
    “No, Lilias. I can go in there myself. I just can’t yet. It is not time.” That was all he said until he stormed off. Lilias pulled her long braid over to the front of her shoulder and took a calming breath. She didn't need her father to notice anything was wrong.  
 
    Lilias walked into the room and was greeted by the nurse that had been by his side for many days now, making sure he was as comfortable as he could be. She came up to Lilias and placed a hand on her shoulder. Lilias looked into her eyes, and she knew there was no good news there. “My dear, I am afraid it won't be long now. He is in and out of consciousness. Please, say what you must and see if you can get Gavin to do the same.” Lilias nodded, trying to keep it together for everyone in that house. Her father’s death would be a loss for all involved and having Gavin rule over them as Laird would be an adjustment, to say the least. Surely, he would do his job nobly, but he was not their father.  
 
    Lilias sat by her father’s side in the chair she had been in so many times over the past few weeks. Instead of picking up a book off the shelf to read or making him laugh, she took his hand, not even sure if he was too far gone to understand her. She could see how it had aged him; lines full of sweat all over his face. “Father, I hope you can hear me. It’s Lilias.” There was a groan in response but nothing more. “I came to talk to you today. I know you have been fighting so hard for us, but I want to let you know that you raised us well. I am sure Mother would have been amazing to have around, but you did just fine without her. We are strong, and we can do this if you need to let go. I love you.” Her words were simple and true. That was all she felt she needed to say. She needed to make sure Gavin had time to speak his peace. 
 
    Lilias picked up her dress, running through the halls like she might have when she was younger. Except, this time, she wasn’t looking for her brother so they could play at anything; she was looking for him so he might say goodbye to their father. Finally, she found him on the grounds, kneeling with his claymore as if he might be praying. Perhaps he was, but Lilias knew from the look of their father that the time for praying would have to come after when they sent him off with complete respect and reverence.  
 
    Lilas touched her brother on his shoulder, forcing Gavin to turn around and look at her. She saw the hint of tears in his eyes, and she knew that he was breaking. He wiped at them, trying to not show weakness. But Lilias would never think less of him for such a thing. She kneeled with him, pulling him into a tight embrace. “I know you don't want to do this again, but you have to. It’s soon, the nurse told me. I already said what I needed to. Please, just go talk with him. I don't want you to regret a thing.”  
 
    He nodded to her, and they stood up together, holding hands like a couple of children as they went back inside the stone towers, feeling much bigger and darker than usual with the idea of them being alone now. At least, alone in the sense that they were orphans. Hopefully for Gavin, being 26 and still young would not look poorly to those he ruled over. Gavin had been preparing for this moment all his life.  
 
    Gavin walked slowly through the doorway, detaching himself reluctantly from his sister’s side. If his father was going to die, that would make him the new laird in a matter of hours. Lairds did not need to lean on someone, especially not their younger sisters. He left Lilias standing in the hallway and walked into the bedroom that his father had taken after his mother’s death. He hadn't been able to bring himself to sleep in there anymore after that, and Gavin never faulted the man for it.  
 
    The room wasn't bloody or chaotic the way it had been with his mother. Instead, it was jutting quiet and musty, filled with the stench of a long illness. Gavin walked up to his father's bedside, placing his hand over the man’s hand as he stared at the ceiling. His breathing was shallow, and he felt so cold. Lilias had been right to come and get him when she had. It wouldn't be long now. But this goodbye would be different. This man had raised the two of them without a mother, and it was his father that needed the comfort versus Gavin and Lilias. He needed to know his name would not be stained and that Lilias would be cared for.  
 
    Gavin glanced towards the hallways where Lilias was no longer standing. His thoughts went to her beauty and how many men would wish to take advantage of that once his father was gone. He wasn’t going to let that happen. He would come up with a plan to keep her safe until she was ready to be married to someone worthy.  
 
    "I want to make a promise to you, Father," Gavin said as his father began to gasp for air; yet again, Gavin found himself in the room as a beloved parent took their last breaths. "I am going to head this clan with integrity and strength befitting a chief. I will at all times protect Lilias, no matter what that means. She is a treasure to us both. I will keep your memory alive in the way that I rule and the way I am with her each day.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Gavin watched from his place of seclusion and highness as the ceremony went off without a hitch. Words were said by a man from both clan Sutherland and clan Morgan. He had allowed them to come for the send-off of his father. They had been so close to him, and no matter his annoyance at Hamish and his presence, he was not going to deny this to them or to his father. 
 
    Gavin placed his hand over his heart as he watched the small boat carrying his father’s body floated out into the loch. The men fired their flaming bows onto the boat, causing it to burn out of the ultimate respect for the soul that would be returning home; he would be with the woman he loved now. The man had never remarried, and Gavin found that to be incredibly noble.  
 
    Gavin turned his face to the crowd of the morning, black and white tartans turning them into a sea of faces he couldn't make out; none other than the two who were a little back from where he stood. He caught only a glimpse of it before the two turned and walked away, clearly because Lilias was too overtaken by the grief. She had never done this before. The pain of loss was entirely new to her, so maybe he could forgive her for the hand that held onto her so tightly. However, he never expected the next laird of Inverness to be her comforter. He didn’t think that little girl crush of hers would still be there at 20, or that Hamish would continue to give into it. It was something he would have to deal with later, once mourning was over and everyone was settled into the fact that he was laird now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4-1568 
 
      
 
    Lilias looked out over the land as the sun set, picking the petals off of a flower that looked almost identical to the first flower Hamish had given to her when she was 11. This one had come from him, too, and it was almost dead. It had been nearly a week since she had last seen him, and she had plans with him as soon as the light faded entirely from the stone castle and surrounding woods.  
 
    In the three years since her father’s death, Lilias had expected there to be change and adjustments to be made. She never thought that Gavin would rule in the mirror image of her father. However, what she did not know would happen was to find out Gavin’s true feelings about all the things he had been keeping bottled up.  
 
    He had made it clear that he intended to be more than just a chief, but he was a ruler over Lilias as well. On her father's death bed he had apparently made a promise to protect her in any way necessary, and that had turned into controlling every move and action she made. It was stifling, and it had created a divide between them that she was not sure would ever be repaired, not unless he let go. 
 
    The worst part was that he had ruined the fact that they had an allied clan; the Morgan’s. After the mourning period was over, he had brought up that he had seen her and Hamish holding hands at the funeral. He was afraid it would turn into something more than friendly, and he did not approve. Suddenly, it had all come out - the rivalry between Gavin and Hamish was so much more than that. 
 
    Through their fights and conversations, as she tried to change his mind about it all, she had learned that Gavin had always been jealous of Hamish; his stature, his talents, his success, the way his people loved him regardless of his father. Every time Hamish had defeated Gavin in a friendly duel, his hatred for the boy had grown. Now that they were both men, a seething fury had overcome Gavin regarding the Morgan clan due to this one silly envy as a child. Clan Morgan was not at war with them, but it was an ally to the Sutherlands no more. 
 
    Lilias had been seeing Hamish at night, sneaking away for stolen moments for the past several months. She had known something was there since the funeral, but neither of them had thought it was right yet. She was grieving and still so young. But now, something great had blossomed. It was what she had always hoped. He looked at her like the most beautiful thing on Earth. 
 
    So, she was forced to keep it a secret, still trying to play anything they had off as friendship and trying to maintain the relations theory her father had set up for them when it came to Gavin. So far, Gavin was none the wiser about these meetings. Though, one day she was sure their dishonesty would catch up with them. 
 
    Lilias could hear footsteps coming towards her, so she let the stem and the rest of the flower fall the long way to the ground below her. She leaned over the bridge with her head on her hand, trying to ignore whoever might be passing by. Unfortunately, as he came closer, she realized avoiding him would be quite difficult. It was Boyd, who still had an interest in her that made it hard to find a quiet place alone. 
 
    "Hello, Lilias, how are you?" he asked, leaning over so that he was on a level with her. He was in almost full battle wear as if he might have been sparring with Gavin or someone else. It was likely, since Boyd had become a simple and brutish man, just as Lilias had expected.  
 
    "Long time nae see," Lilias replied sarcastically. For the past year, Gavin had been trying to play matchmaker with the two of them, making sure they ran into each other at regular intervals. They were given time alone that no others would have been granted. Her only freedom was with him, and yet, it just served to make her disgusted at the idea of ever marrying him. 
 
    Lilias was not blind. She knew that he was a fine looking man. He had grown into a strong warrior, able to wield a claymore with as much skill as at least Gavin. His hair had grown long to past his shoulders, and he had darker skin from all his time outdoors. Plenty of women fawned over him daily, and yet it was like he didn't even know they were there. Couldn’t he see that she didn't love him? That she couldn't? 
 
    "I always did love your sense of humor," he chuckled, reaching out to brush a stray brown hair out of her face that the wind had blown there. Lilias was startled by his touch; a touch that she did not welcome or allow. She would have said something, but the setting sun let her know that she had somewhere to be, and Gavin was coming towards them to let her know the same. 
 
    "Ah, Lilias, here you are. Thank you, Boyd, for finding her for me. It looks like I am not the only one looking out for you around here." Though Gavin’s voice was jovial, Lilias was not fooled. This encounter had likely been planned.  
 
    "You don't have to tell me, I know I am meant to be in bed," Lilias announced, moving away from the wall to walk towards her chambers inside the castle. That was where she would wait until she knew it was safe to leave and meet the man she actually wanted to be with. 
 
    "Oh, no, I hate to interrupt my sister and my best friend if they are discussing important matters or having a good time. You can extend your time for a little while. I trust Boyd to take care of you in my absence." Lilias shot her brother a look so he would know, yet again, how she felt about being thrown together. She had told him many times she had no feelings for Boyd and had said it to Boyd's face as well. Why the two were still so adamant she didn't understand. She'd take a random pauper over Boyd. “Have a good night.” 
 
    Lilias did not like that he ignored her and left her there with Boyd as if something might happen between them. She needed to get rid of him quickly so she could get to Hamish instead. “Why do I get the feeling that he is up to something?” Lilias asked boldly, trying to let Boyd know she was on to them. Maybe it would make him nervous enough to end it and go look for a woman who actually wanted him. She was happy to point out plenty of those if he asked.  
 
    “I think he is just trying to be kind to me. He knows that I am still hoping something will bloom for us,” Boyd said. Lilias was shocked by his open admittal of that. He was bold; she would give him that. It took her aback as she tried to think of where to go with that. 
 
    “We grew up together, Boyd, we all did. I am not sure if that is where love and marriage come from, but you are noble for trying. Either way, I should get to bed. I am actually tired. I have stood in one spot for too long.” Being the gentleman he tried to be with her, Boyd respectfully let her go to her chambers, without much of a confrontation. It was the best Lilias could hope for.  
 
    Lilias walked back into the castle, going to her chambers. Luckily, her room was very near an old back entrance past the storeroom and near the way into the dungeon where prisoners were kept. They didn't have many of those these days. Though, they had a few in the beginning of Gavin’s reign, trying to test him and his eldership. He had stifled that quickly. 
 
    Lilias found a bath waiting for her and a fresh gown. Her lady in waiting was kind and stayed out of her business; always having things she needed ready and then retiring to her own room. It was the way Lilias liked it. It was best that no one but she and Hamish knew about their secret meetings.  
 
    Lilias went about her normal nightly routine, making sure that if Gavin had her checked on at all, it would look like she had gone to bed. Her actual bed was behind a half wall in the room, and no one was to disturb her there; that was the rule. Gavin had said it was for the sake of her dignity and virtue. It made it easier to make it appear as if she were there when she was not. That was all it meant for her. 
 
    Tucked in bed, she listened for the sounds of the castle. Wait quietly? Had much of the staff gone to bed or to clean other parts of the castle? She didn't hear anyone, so she grabbed her cloak and tiptoed her way barefoot out of the castle, trying not to disturb even a scary mouse that might come scampering by her. Once outside, knowing she could be vulnerable by sight from the many guards on patrol, she ran as swiftly as she could, through the wet, muddy patches until she reached the solitude of the trees, catching her breath and clutching her chest.  
 
    She stood there for a moment before she looked around her in the dark, searching for the trail of leaves Hamish always left so she could find him. They never met in the same spot in the woods, knowing this could be discovered and ended at any point. Every precaution that was possible was taken. Lilias knew it would eventually be all for not when they were discovered. She didn't know what Gavin would do; force her to marry another or banish Hamish form their lands, but it wouldn’t be good. They would have to deal with that when the time came.  
 
    Once she was calm, she carefully looked for the distinct yellowish leaves that he left for her to find him, winding into a part of the woods she had not seen before. The trees were taller and denser, and many were fallen in the way that Lilias had to climb over. It would be hard for anyone to find them unless they had directly followed her. Hamish knew what he was doing.  
 
    That’s when she saw him, that shock of red hair standing out amongst the trees. He sat on a small boulder on the ground near what looked like a dilapidated cottage from at least a century ago or more. Lilias ran to his arms with the biggest smile on her face. “It has been too long,” she gasped out, kissing every inch of his face at least twice. “I almost didn't get away tonight. Gavin was trying to play his matchmaking games again,” Lilias told him as his hands ran through her long hair like they did every time he saw her. He told her it was the most beautiful thing about her; that and her eyes. It just made her love him even more since she had always wished to have red or blonde hair instead, like the prettier women she knew. 
 
    “If only he knew your heart only belonged to me,” Hamish chuckled, but Lilias did not find his joke funny. Pulling away, she looked up at him with worry, shaking her head. 
 
    “You can’t say such things. That cannot happen yet, not until there is an opportunity for me to break away or for you to become allies with the Sutherland clan again. I still don't understand why he is so controlling of me,” Lilias told him as he pulled her back into his strong arms. 
 
    “I did not mean to worry you, and as far as your brother, jealousy does things to twist people. I am sorry it has done this to someone you love.” Lilias shook her head again. She didn't speak the words out loud, but she didn't know how much she loved her brother anymore. They had been inseparable as children, but he didn't even feel like the same person. She wanted to love him, and she cared about him, but that was all now. She was so afraid that was all it would ever be. 
 
    For comfort, she turned to Hamish’s lips, having to come up on the tip of her toes in order to reach him. Their kiss was passionate and soft, continuing for longer than she thought possible as her hands felt at his chest. Lilias was desperate for his hands to be on her so she put them there, letting his hands slide up and down her form, but then, Hamish stopped them. 
 
    “This is too much, my Lilias. I want to keep your virtue. Let us just hold one another. I will find a way to make you mine soon; my wife and my lover forever.” Lilias sighed, knowing that he was right, and sat with him on the boulder. 
 
    They looked up at the treetops together, and Lilias was the most content there that she had been in a week. That was always how it felt for her. “When is all of the sneaking around like this going to end?” she said with a sigh. She didn't blame Hamish for anything. It wasn’t entirely under his control. His mother and father knew of his great love for Lilias; she knew he had told them many times. They wanted to keep the peace, though, which meant not stepping on Gavin’s toes unless it became absolutely necessary. Technically, the tradition and the law said that Gavin would have a say in who she married. Going against that would set the clans directly against each other. Lilias and Hamish didn't want war, especially over them, but Lilias didn't know if Gavin would ever give in otherwise. 
 
    “I don't know, but I am working on it. I will continue to fight for you until my dying breath because I would not know of any other way of existing other than by your side, my love. You are the moon and the stars and so much more to me.” Lilias smiled into his warm chest at that statement. He had said things like that many times, and it always soothed her soul, if only for a few hours.  
 
    Then, Lilias stood up and took his hand. “Let’s go for a walk and see what lies in these dark woods,” Lilias suggested, not knowing how much longer she could sit still and think about it all. Hamish went with her willingly, pointing out a rabbit peeking from behind the brush. She would stay out as long as she could get away with it because her heart hated to be away from Hamish. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Boyd was frustrated if that was the right word for what he felt. He had been in love with Lilias since they were both just children, and he couldn't imagine not having her. He never once thought he would have competition for her when his friendship with the Laird guaranteed him what he wanted in life. It got him his position, his place to sleep, and it should be getting him his woman. 
 
    Lilias was the most stunning female creature Boyd had ever seen, and he was not ashamed to admit that he coveted her with a fiery passion so strong, no one could stifle it; not even the woman in question. 
 
    She had found ways around his advances for years now, but he was growing impatient. She was old enough that she should be taking a husband and settling down. Didn't she want to bear children that could be heirs to the throne? Especially since Gavin was not doing that himself.  
 
    Boyd had wondered why she had such an aversion to it, even once she was grown up, not being chased by a silly little boy anymore. So, he had kept better tabs on her than she realized. For the past few weeks, he had taken advantage of the times when Gavin set aside for them to be alone. They were meant to blossom into a love that way, and Gavin was very supportive of a union between Boyd and Lilias. That made Boyd happy. Only, Lilias was not always one to bend to the will of those in authority.  
 
    Boyd had gone over her head, though, asking just two nights ago if he could have Lilias' hand in marriage. Gavin had been thrilled at the question, approving it right away. All Boyd had to do was ask her and get her to say yes. Boyd had perhaps exaggerated his progress with her, and he had no success as of yet. He was determined to know why, and something told him that he was about to get his answer. 
 
    Boyd had found out through many of the servants as well as watching Lilias’ movements that there were nights when she would get up and leave after she was meant to be asleep. No one who checked on her was any the wiser because no one was allowed to actually walk up and check her bed for fear of ruining her virtue. It was a clever use of the rules Gavin had put on her, and Boyd used to disagree with them. However, from what he saw, he got the feeling it was the only way to keep this woman in check. Perhaps, it came from growing up without a mother and only having a father for part of her life. 
 
    Boyd had seen her leave, out the back entrance that most people had forgotten was even there. She fell out of the sight of the guards as she ran to the woods where Boyd watched until he could see her no longer. He did not want her to notice his presence; not yet. He had to know what she was doing first. 
 
    Boyd was almost certain, as he approached the footpath Lilias had taken into the trees, what she was doing out there. He remembered how Lilias had always had a crush on Hamish as a child; one the man never sought to dampen with any of his words or actions. He remembered how Gavin had been so upset to see them together, holding hands at their father’s funeral. He had felt it was disrespectful. There had been a rift in the clans since then. 
 
    It would not have surprised Boyd if something real had formed between the two of them, and it was Hamish who was facilitating these late night wanderings outside of the castle.  
 
    Boyd followed the direction she had gone, seeing how her feet had stirred up a path of leaves of the same color that had been left for her to follow. It was a clever idea, but Lilias and Hamish weren't being as careful as they thought. She protested their union too much, and Boyd had become annoyed at it all. He was determined to get to the bottom of it. 
 
    That was when he heard voices, and he tried to hide himself behind a large fallen tree, crouching down where he could still see and hear a bit. As he did, Boyd began to feel not just angry, but completely sick to his stomach at the inappropriate, romantic display the two were putting on. He allowed her to kiss all over him, and his hands were on her in a way that made Boyd’s blood boil. Someone was touching the woman that he was granted to be his wife. Her virtue was all but corrupted, and it was a miracle the two unglued from each other and stopped themselves. What was worse, were the words that came from their mouths. Flowery dedications of love flowed off their tongues like a river, and Boyd could tell why his advances had been ignored. Lilias only had eyes for Hamish, who seemed to have enchanted Lilias.  
 
    Boyd would not stand for such a thing, in no way. He had half a mind to come out of the shadows and let them know they had been found and then take Lilias back to Gavin kicking and screaming. That wasn’t the way to go, though. She would never forgive him for that. It needed to be more indirect. Gavin had to know about this, and soon.  
 
    Boyd watched the two of them walk away together, hand in hand, and he took that opportunity to make his way back to the castle. Gavin would certainly want to be notified immediately of his sister's transgressions. Then, she would surely be Boyd’s to marry and have children with. It wouldn't be long now.  
 
    Boyd stormed into the castle angrily, immediately asking for an audience with his best friend. The way the servants scrambled and scattered around him, he knew they could tell he meant business. He wanted this solved right now before it went any further with that maniac from their neighboring clan.  
 
    "Friend, why the anger?" Gavin asked as he came to his friend. They sat down together at an empty table in the dining hall, speaking as friends instead of ruler and subject. "I was certain you would be coming to me with good news this evening." 
 
    "I am afraid it is not so," Boyd said, hardly able to contain his emotions. He knew Gavin would feel the same way when Boyd revealed his sister’s secret. "Your sister always turns down my advances, whether directly or indirectly. I thought she needed time, but I took it upon myself tonight to find out what has been going on so that her heart cannot be mine," Boyd began, seething. 
 
    Gavin leaned in, suddenly very interested in what his best friend had to say. He had made a promise to protect Lilias that he was not about to break, and he thought part of that was to marry her off to someone he loved and trusted. If she would not have it, then he wanted to know why. There best be a good reason. "Go on, friend. You are right to tell me whatever it is. I will take your side in this. I want to see the two of you happy together." 
 
    Boyd nodded, appreciative of the sentiment. "I had heard rumors about her going out after bedtime, sneaking out of the castle. I had thought it was only a bit of rebellion to your harsh rules; a walk around the grounds for a taste of freedom. Tonight, I discovered it is much more sinister than that. The man that you have cut ties with is in our midst. He has been luring your sister away at night to meet with him. She falls into his arms as if she is in desperate love with him, and he tells her that he has no life without her. I see now that I did not stand a chance while Hamish was going behind our backs to woo her for himself." 
 
    Boyd looked up to Gavin to see how he would react. 
 
    "You are absolutely certain of what you heard and what you saw, and that they have been doing this for a while?" Gavin asked calmly, like one might expect a true leader to do. He was not going to lash out in a rage without reason and proof. 
 
    "I give you my word, it is what I saw, and it was not the encounter of those newly discovering each other. I almost lost my temper, filled with jealousy at the way his hands were on my future wife. I am sorry to bring you this unsettling news, Gavin." Boyd bowed his head to Gavin as he stood up, pacing back and forth in front of the dining table. Gavin was coming up with a plan, Boyd could just feel it. 
 
    "I will have to put a stop to it. It may put any ideas of romance on hold, but I am afraid that breaking her bond with this enemy is the first thing that must happen. I am sorry for that, but one day, hopefully, you will get your bride as I intended." 
 
    "As long as she will be kept safe." 
 
    Gavin nodded. "I assure you, safety is all she will have. I want you and the guards to be on the lookout for her and notify me the moment she makes it back into the castle. We will catch her before she has touched the bed. They are to hold her at the door. I will give further orders then." 
 
    Boyd bowed his head and left the room, unsure what fate would befall either of the parties involved in this illegal tryst, but as long as he could have Lilias someday, it did not matter much what happened in the immediacy of time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Lilias felt like she was riding on a cloud as she made the trek back to her room. Hamish had let her know he would be there for at least a week, maybe two, so they could meet every single night during that time. After that, he planned on speaking to his parents one more time to see if they could find a way to broker the marriage, regardless of Gavin's prejudices against Hamish, which Lilias felt were immature for a chief of a clan.  
 
    She had been feeling so good that she was distracted, not noticing how strange it was that she did not have to duck or hide from any guards on duty. She soon found out that she should have stayed in the woods, though. She would have been better off. 
 
    She was instantly blocked at the door by four guards brandishing claymores. Somehow, she didn't doubt they would use force on her to keep her there until her brother arrived. She didn't know what to expect, and she rolled her eyes as she watched Gavin part through the guards with a rageful look in his eyes. Was he really going to make a big deal about this? She suspected he would forbid her from seeing Hamish again and that it would blow over in a couple of weeks, and then she would be able to sneak away again, and maybe, they could go to the Morgan clan together. They would have to accept her then. 
 
    “I cannot believe you have betrayed not just me, your brother, but also your clan this way. All I can hope is that you have been led into this by a very convincing older man who is playing games with you to start a war.” Was Gavin serious? If anything, it was Lilias who had finally gotten them together, having been persistent all of those years. 
 
    “I betrayed no one. If anything, you betrayed our father by breaking the bond between the clans. There is nothing against the law about being in love with a Morgan,” Lilias spat at him, annoyed at him for all of the years of keeping her at an arm’s length from freedom.  
 
    “You will not talk to your chief that way, and I have reason to not be allied with the Morgan’s anymore. If anything, this proves it. You are to marry my best friend, who has been dutifully by my side, begging for your hand in marriage all these years. Despite your sins, he still seems to want you, so I will let him have you after you spend some time thinking long and hard about what you have done.” Lilias looked at Gavin with not just anger, but confusion. How deep did that jealousy of his run? Would he truly do this to her? 
 
    “How is this protecting me?” she screamed, kicking at the guards as they lifted her up and carried her away. She could only guess where she was going. Like many other castles like theirs, the Sutherland castle had a tower, meant for the isolation of those who were suspected of a heinous crime; those who would not see the light of day until they repented - or died.  
 
    By the time they had winded up the crumbling steps, leading to the tower, which had never been used during her father’s reign, Lilias was exhausted from fighting. There was nothing left in her as she was thrown down onto the cold, hard ground, her head banging against one side of the stone. She looked up at the guards with hatred, hatred she wished she could show to her brother instead. Becoming the chief had twisted him into a jealous monster that needed to be stopped. That was all she felt as the grinding and clanking of them locking her up there could be heard. 
 
    Curling up into a corner, she began to shake and sob. Her thoughts were not for herself, not really. She was supposed to be meeting Hamish for the next several days, and she had no idea what he would think when she wasn’t there. Would he think she had abandoned him and no longer love him, or would he realize they had been found out somehow?  
 
    Lilias wiped her tears away, knowing that it could be worse. Hamish could be dead. She could be dead. Sure, she was locked in a tower. Her love for Hamish had been made known. Her brother had done something horrible to her out of anger. If Gavin did not change his mind about her relationship with Hamish or her punishment for it on his own, then she would never get to see him. There were options. She just had to be patient. She could convince him he was wrong, or she could pretend she was over it and then run away when she was free. She could only hope that Hamish would stay true to her until then. She could not doubt his love in that moment or she would go mad. 
 
    Lilias looked up and saw that there was a window, a crude hole in the stone, where the prisoner could cruelly look out and see the world they were missing. It was far too high to jump from and survive, and the way it was set to the side of the cliff, no one could get under to climb it and save the person inside. The only way out was the way she was brought in. It was a secluded and quiet part of the castle, close to where she escaped for her meetings with Hamish, but she was willing to bet her life on the fact that it would now be guarded all day and night while she was up there.  
 
    Lilias pulled herself up to look out, her chin barely coming over the hole. She could see that there were clouds rolling in with the dawn and that there would be some rain. She was going to be wet, cold, and hungry, and there was nothing she could do about it for a while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Hamish looked around him, trying to think of what to use for the trail this time. He had found a beautiful spot in the forest where the trees parted so that he and Lilias could really see the stars and gaze at the constellations together. It was the most romantic thing he could think of under those circumstances. 
 
    He hated sneaking around with her, and he didn't understand how things had gone so wrong with Gavin and the Sutherland clan. His clan had been an ally of theirs for more than a century, and Gavin wanted to cut ties over the fact that he was jealous. The truth was, there was nothing to be jealous of. The Sutherlands had more money, more subjects, a more beautiful and towering castle. The only thing Hamish could think of that Gavin did not have were parents. He knew it was hard; it was so hard on Lilias, but that could not explain everything. 
 
    As the world around him got dark, his thoughts went to Lilias and how they had gotten to that point. He had known that from a young age she had a crush on him. He had found it sweet and flattering which was why he had given her that flower when she was only a child. He didn't think anything of it, knowing it was not appropriate to even go there at her age. He had gone back to his home and thought nothing more until he saw her again and again. Hamish had watched her grow up into a beautiful woman. Her long, dark hair reminded him of a nymph he might discover hiding in the depths of the forest. But it was more than how pretty she was. 
 
    As Lilias grew up, Hamish could see how caring she was and how brilliant. She was worthy of any man that she wanted, and he was stunned when at the funeral of her father, it had seemed she might actually still want him. 
 
    They had both decided, though, to wait for a better time, not immediately after the death of her father. She thought Gavin would need her by his side and that he was not ready to marry her off. It turned out, though, that Gavin was more than ready, just not to Hamish. Never Hamish. Anyone but Hamish. That became clear as the reigns were tightened on Lilias, and the visits between the two clans were almost immediately suspended. 
 
    It put a damper on their plans to be together, and Lilias had to lie to Gavin, telling him they were just friends while he threw one of his friends at her like a piece of meat. Hamish remembered him from childhood as well, this man named Boyd. Lilias had been tortured by him in such a childish and brutal way, and it made no sense that the two would ever work out as a married couple now that they were grown. Gavin was only being selfish and bias. 
 
    Hamish had spoken with his parents on more than one occasion, letting them know what his intentions were with Lilias. They had been happy, hoping this would put the clans back on good terms, until they had realized this was the reason for the split in the first place. They had been little help, holding out hope that something could be repaired between the two clans. They were good people with good intentions and did not understand those who did not reflect those same values. Hamish could only wait for this to go on long enough so that they would give up and let him have her, against Gavin’s will. If they were not allies, there was no point in diplomacy anyway. Hamish doubted Gavin would start a war over his sister, just throw a tantrum and completely isolate himself. That was not Hamish’s trouble, even though he still had a soft spot for the boy he used to duel with. 
 
    Hamish was waiting for her patiently, or as patiently as he could, humming a tune to himself while he checked the trail he had left, of red leaves this time, twice, to make sure she could not have missed them. However, as the night went on, he became worried, just a little. Lilias had only ever missed one of their meetings once. That time, it had been because she was ill. In the back of his mind, there was the thought that she could not get away for some reason. Gavin was watching her even more closely, or he had arranged yet another late night meeting between her and Boyd. He was not ready to think of anything else yet. 
 
    Once he fell asleep and then woke up after some time to find her not yet arrived, he left the trail as it was for the next night, and went away. He was sure she would have an explanation when he saw her the very next day.  
 
    However, another night passed by with no sign of her. Hamish's stomach felt queasy at the thought that someone had finally found them out and was keeping a hold of her. He could not be sure, but he knew to suspect it. If he did not see her by this last night before leaving, then he would have to take measures into his own hands and go up to the castle. He would tell Gavin he was there to try and renew good relations between the clans and see what he could glean about Lilias then. 
 
    It was on the third night of waiting, as the minutes moved by, that Hamish really began to let it all sink in. He had this idea of their future in his head. He always had that, ever since that day at the funeral. He imagined her taking on his colors, and his parents falling in love with her as his fiancée. He had an image of the way it would be to hold her hand and promise her that they would be together for all eternity.  
 
    He had been meant to marry her from the moment of his birth, like all the stars had been leading them together their whole lives. He could never see himself with anyone else. It would never feel the way it did with her. He loved her more than anything on the planet, more than his own life. He knew it was a dangerous way to feel for another human being because they could hurt you and disappoint you, and it wasn’t lost on him that all of this could have been because she had changed her mind. Everything was perfect when they last saw each other, but impressions could be deceiving. People could be deceiving. 
 
    Hamish knew it had only been three days, but it felt like a lifetime when he didn't know what had happened to her. He could still remember how it felt to run his hands through her dark hair, how her eyes looked, sparkling in the moonlight as they looked up at him. He could recall the way her body felt against his and how it was becoming so hard for them both to maintain her virtue as their feelings deepened for one another. He didn't know what he would do if he could not have those things anymore but he knew he would never forget what they were like. 
 
    Hamish fell to his knees on the cold ground and looked up at the tree line, dense at this part of the woods. What had become of his love? Had she left him, or was someone keeping her from him on purpose? It was a cruel punishment either way. Hamish reached his hands up to the heavens in anger and anguish. The thought of possibly not being able to see Lilias again made him want to cry out his pain to the world. 
 
    That was when he heard a rustling of the leaves. It could have easily been a rabbit or some other creature running form a predator or looking for food late at night. But he held out hope that it was Lilias, finally come to see him.  
 
    Hamish stood up quickly and turned on his heal, looking in the direction the sound was coming from. He had chosen a dark part of the woods where the moon and stars did not reach every patch of the forest floor, and anyone could easily be concealed in all of those shadows. That was the case with this person. The only thing Hamish knew was that Lilias had not come. 
 
    Instead, Hamish noticed the silhouette of a man, and he was holding his claymore out; the only part fully shining and visible by the moonlight. Hamish took one step towards him, knowing that this man would have his answers about Lilias, if she was at least alive and well. 
 
    The silhouette also came forward, and Hamish could now see what he looked like. His dark hair swung over one eye, and he was at least a head shorter than Hamish. Anger was written all over his face, and Hamish knew just who he was. It was Boyd. 
 
    The moment Hamish saw that Boyd was the one who had come, that he had followed the trail to him instead of Lilias, Hamish knew that it was a bad sign. His Lilias had not been able to come to him, not because she didn't want to or didn't love him, but because she had been found out. Their secret meetings and relationship had clearly been discovered. His heart thumped in his chest, waiting to know what had happened to her.  
 
    For a moment, or longer, he didn't know because time seemed to stand still, the two men just glared at each other in the dark, waiting for the other to make the first move. Hamish was not in the mood for such games. He wanted to get to Lilias, alive or dead, as soon as he could. But he knew better than to just accuse and jump at a man with his claymore out. Boyd was an unpredictable man, only as good with his sword as his impulses. This wasn't the time to test him without being prepared.  
 
    "Why are you here?" Hamish chose to ask, revealing nothing. 
 
    "I could ask the same as you," Boyd offered in his dark tone. "You and your kingdom are no longer allies to us. Why would you be in our territory and yet not in our castle, attempting to win Gavin over for your family once more?" Boyd had a point there, but Hamish wanted to make Boyd say it first; make the accusation. 
 
    "It should not matter to you. You are not the chief of the clan nor anyone other than a foot soldier. Being the friend of the ruler means little in actuality." 
 
    Boyd let a growl come from his throat, and Hamish knew he had angered him, but at least it would mean he would rashly reveal what he knew and what had become of the love of Hamish's life. "I am here because of your inappropriate relationship with Lilias. I am here to let you know that you do not belong here. You are not welcome here. You have done this clan wrong." 
 
    Hamish shook his head. The hostility was unbelievable. He had been nothing but a friend and an ally to these people, Gavin included. He and his sisters had been beloved by Gavin's father for many years. There was no reason for any of this. And the worst part was that Lilias was caught in the middle of this unnecessary feud. "Where is Lilias, Boyd?" he asked, his hand at the ready to pull his claymore when needed. 
 
    Boyd was silent again, and it made Hamish's blood boil. The problem was, that was what Boyd wanted. He was still trying to provoke Hamish to be the one to attack first. Boyd was better at defense than he was with being the aggressor. He knew that if things were in reverse, Hamish could beat him a million times over. Hamish could beat almost any Sutherland with the sword in his hands. It was one of the reasons Gavin had disliked him in the first place. He had always beaten him in battle.  
 
    Finally, there was an answer. "When I found out this is where she had been sneaking away to, to meet you, when I heard your sickening declarations of love, I went straight to Gavin. How do you think he felt about finding out you were corrupting his little sister, the only family he had left in the world?" Hamish wasn't going to dignify that with a response. Boyd was fiercely mistaken about corrupting her. He had been insistent on maintaining Lilias' virtue this whole time, and would have done so until their wedding night, no matter how long it took. And it was her who had pursued him for many years until it blossomed into more than a crush. There was nothing wrong with what they were doing beyond the confining rules Gavin had laid out for his sibling. "You will never see Lilias again." 
 
    That hurt, more than anything else that he could have said. "Why? What has been done with her?" Hamish asked, his eyes wild in the moonlight. 
 
    Boyd cracked a smile and took another step forward. He was enjoying watching Hamish squirm. "She has been locked up in the tower to think about what she has done. She will stay there until she is ready to denounce you and marry the man she is meant for." 
 
    Hamish squinted his eyes at Boyd. "And what man could she be meant for, if not the one that loves her, which she loves in return?" he asked as calmly as he could manage. 
 
    Boyd spat in his direction. "She only thinks she loves you because you have her under a spell the same way you did with the previous chief. I see right through you. You should forget Lilias entirely because she has been bequeathed to me, to be my wife. It has always been in the plans, Hamish." 
 
    So, Gavin had allowed them to be promised to each other without his sister's consent. Hamish should not have been surprised, but he was. Gavin loved his sister more than anything in the world. It was why he hated seeing her with Hamish. He was going too far. "Without her consent, what good does that do?" Hamish asked. 
 
    "She is mine." That was the only answer Boyd gave, and Hamish knew it was going to be time for battle. "I would like to erase, from all eternity, the thought of you two together. And so, I will have to kill you”. 
 
    Hamish quickly pulled out his claymore, knowing a fight could no longer be avoided. Boyd was serious when he said he meant to kill him. Hamish could hear the disgust in Boyd's voice when he mentioned that Hamish and Lilias had been together. Hamish was ready to fight to the death, as Boyd would expect. He was a simple and angry man, knowing nothing other than lust and war and muscle. Hamish knew that one of them would not be leaving alive. He was determined that it would be Boyd.  
 
    The two men began to dance around each other, ready for a fight. There were no more words uttered from either of them. Hamish was focused on the movement of Boyd's hands and feet, trying to predict the moves he might make. When Hamish realized he was about to come for him, he struck out, the two swords meeting with a loud clank. If they had been on the grounds of the castle someone would see or hear. They might have even stopped it from happening, but they were deep in the woods with only animals and insects to see what was happening between the two men.  
 
    The swords continued to clash, hitting each other with each parry and scuffle. Boyd looked like a wild animal, practically foaming at the mouth as he let out a feral growl. He was determined to snuff out Hamish in his loathing so that he could take Lilias for himself. 
 
    That was the thought that propelled Hamish on, knowing that without him alive to save her, she would be forced to marry this man she didn't love, this man that she had never even liked. She would be forced to be in his bed each night, unable to fight off his muscle and his requirements from her. She would have to be a good wife, and Gavin would surely help see to all of it. This was about more than Hamish’s life being on the line. 
 
    As the fight went on, it was clear that Hamish was the superior swordsman. There was no way he wasn't winning this fight unless he didn't keep his focus and his stamina. Finally, Boyd made a mistake in his footwork.  
 
    With one swift move, Hamish lashed out and pinned Boyd against the tree trunk behind him. The point of Hamish’s sword was barely kissing Boyd’s neck as his sword fell to the ground below, Hamish making sure to twist his wrist so he could not keep holding it any longer.  
 
    Boyd’s eyes had both anger and fear in them. He knew he had made a mistake by picking a fight with the best swordsman in the northern Highlands. Hamish was proud of what he was doing. Boyd was no friend to him and nothing to Lilias but a problem, a problem that needed exterminating at this point. "No one can have Lilias but me," Hamish announced, letting Boyd know once and for all that he never would have had her, no matter what he did. He would die knowing Lilias was never his. "This is what you get for trying." 
 
    In triumph, Hamish swiped his claymore across Boyd's neck, slicing his head off. Boyd’s head dropped to the ground much like a fruit falling off a tree with a dull thud. Hamish went to his things, grabbing a sack he used for carrying game sometimes when he was hungry and had to hunt, placing Boyd's head in that sack.  
 
    Grabbing the sack, Hamish angrily headed towards the castle, ready to do whatever it took to get Lilias back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Lilias must have fallen asleep because when a knock came at the door, she had to pick herself up off the hard floor, feeling the stiffness from it on one side of her body. How much time had passed? She wanted to look out the window and check the position of the moon in the sky, which told her a lot, but the incessant knocking told her she had company. Not that there was any point to knocking when she couldn't open the iron door that kept her locked in that tower. 
 
    "Who is it?" her voice echoed in the dark and cold, and she shivered. There was a small window with bars going across it in the door where she could see a portion of the face that was staring back at her. She recognized the features, and she wasn't happy. She was not ready to see him or speak to him yet.  
 
    Lilias looked down at the three trays of food that she had hardly touched, letting her know how many days she had been locked in there. Night had fallen as it was dark again, letting her know that Hamish was probably out there, still waiting for her and wondering what had happened to her. It made her both sad and furious at the same time. 
 
    "What do you want?" she quipped, walking towards Gavin weakly.  
 
    "I have come with some news and also to see how my sister is, if these delusions of hers have faded along with her coldness and hunger." His voice was cool and calm, not what she would expect of someone who was furious enough with her to lock her up in a tower meant for criminals and traitors. 
 
    "If you cared how I was, I would not be in this tower, fed scraps and made to be sick as the temperature cools," Lilias told him. "You would respect me and my wishes as I have you while you have been on the throne, even making decisions our father would never approve of." She knew that would hit him where it hurt. He had wanted to make their father proud. He wanted to be a great ruler, but Gavin had fallen short. He must have known it, but no one had dared to say it out loud. 
 
    "When have you rejected my wishes? I wish for you to marry someone of the Sutherland clan, someone worthy of you. I wish for you to be protected from men such as the Morgan’s have to offer." He meant Hamish, and it made her cheeks red with anger.  
 
    "He has never done anything to you, none of them have. I will never understand how you feel about them. Father loved them. And, he loved us. We are supposed to love each other. I always thought you loved me, even when you had all these rules. But I don't know now. Prove me wrong and let me go. I am of no use to you in here." Lilias just wanted to get through to him.  
 
    "You are of no use to yourself being in love with a man you cannot have. You have been promised to another, and he has gone to meet your lover and claim you for his own." It sounded so barbaric the way Gavin was explaining it. She had a small fear for Hamish, knowing it would mean a fight, but Hamish was excellent with a sword. She had to have faith. 
 
    "You mean Boyd." It wasn't a question. She had no doubt that was who he meant. 
 
    "Yes, you will marry my friend, when you are ready," Gavin told her as if it was the most natural thing ever. Did he really think she could just choose to love this man, one her brother had been pushing on her for years? 
 
    "I do not love him." 
 
    "You will." With that, Lilias went to the window and looked out it, no longer wanting to look at her brother's face. The conversation was going nowhere anyway. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hamish took his horse that he had tied up at his campsite where he had been staying, riding in the middle of the night to the Sutherland castle. He knew the tower was tricky. It had been placed right over a cliff for a reason, so that if anyone jumped, or if anyone tried to get up there, it would be nearly impossible to survive. But Hamish knew there was a small spot on the side where he could get a foothold, and he would have to scale the wall up and around to the side window; just a hole in the stone. He also knew there would be guards; guards that were out and about, watching the grounds. There would be guards on the other side of the door that kept Lilias locked in there, too. It was not going to be the easiest task Hamish had ever completed, but it would be the one most worth it. 
 
    Hamish felt very little wind surrounding him on his ride, so he knew the weather was at least in his favor besides the chill in the air.  
 
    Hamish slowed the horse to a trot as he entered the castle grounds, circling around in the corners he could find to hide in from the sight of the guards patrolling. Hamish left his horse just before he reached the tower, hoping he would not be discovered before he could get up and then back down with Lilias. It was his only hope of getting her out of there quickly before anyone noticed. 
 
    Looking up to the tower, he thought he caught a glimpse of an outline of a woman, looking out, but he wasn't at the right angle for her to see him. With a deep breath and a lot of faith in what he and Lilias had, Hamish latched onto the uneven stone and began to scale the tower as stealthily and carefully as he could, memorizing all the best footholds so he would better be able to get down with Lilias. 
 
    When he reached the window, and his hand landed there, he could see nothing, but he felt a hand land on his own. He knew it to be Lilias, though it was cold, as cold as the winter when it snowed. He hated that she had been up there like that for so long, since the moment she last left him to return home. Even if she was a good climber, he doubted she would be in the kind of shape to scale down the tower. He was going to be carrying her on his back. It complicated things, but it was life or death for them both.  
 
    Hamish climbed inside the chamber she was being held in, light on his feet so he did not disturb the guards on the outside of the door. He placed his hand over his lips so she would know not to make a sound, though he wrapped his arms around her for comfort. She felt frail since the last time he had seen her, and looking to the uneaten meals on the floor, he could see why that might be. She was still the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Nothing was going to change that. 
 
    Hamish signaled for her to place her arms around his neck and her legs around his body. She did so, and Hamish adjusted to the weight before going back to the window. He was afraid she would scream or let go, but he should have known better. He felt the breath blow hard out of her lungs as he swung them over the window onto the side of the tower, but she made no sound.  
 
    It was no easy task getting them both down safely, but he did it, letting her let go of him at the bottom and drop onto the ground. He helped her up, leading her to where he had left his horse. The stead was loyal, not having moved from the spot, and no one had found him. Gavin had been cocky, never thinking he would be able to come get Lilias. That was becoming clear. 
 
    "You saved me," Lilias said in a weak whisper, and Hamish nodded, wrapping her arms around his waist before heading out on the horse, making sure to land right in the middle of the courtyard on his way out.  
 
    Hamish grabbed the sack that held Boyd's severed head and dropped it right there to be found. He knew he was in full view of the guards as he rode off towards his own clan’s territory as fast as the horse would take him. They would be so in shock, they would never catch up if they tried. 
 
    His parents would have no choice but to accept her as a Morgan now. Gavin had crossed the line. 
 
    Gavin heard the commotion outside, wondering what else could go wrong. He had hoped, after being locked up for four nights, that his sister would be ready to give in and see the error of her ways. She had betrayed him, falling in love with his enemy. Why she always insisted on making light of their relationship, he would never understand because Hamish was the worst kind of man. His place in the Morgan clan was lesser than that of a Sutherland and still, he lauded his skills with a sword, his muscles, and his position as heir without the sense to allow for his superiors to gain a foothold at any point. Then, he corrupted a young girl, one who he had no claim to. Surely he understood Lilias would be promised to a man from the Sutherland clan. 
 
    That had not been the case, though, and his sister had been put under a spell with all of the man's bravado, thinking she had fallen in love with him. Not that love mattered when it came to marriage and duty; it was something fake that came from the eyes and the heart rather than the rational mind.  
 
    Gavin growled and sighed as he made his way out to the castle grounds where he was being told to go by the guards. Part of him had a worry that it had to do with Lilias, but he didn't think she was desperate enough to jump and kill herself, and the likelihood of her escaping alive was pretty impossible. He hoped that it was simply a celebration after Boyd came back with good news; that Hamish had either been chased out of the clan for good, or that he was dead and could not bother the Sutherlands any longer. 
 
    But once he reached the outside, he could tell it was not good news. "Sir, sir, Lilias is gone. Hamish has taken her, and he threw a sack in the middle of the courtyard. We do not know what is in it," one of his guards told Gavin.  
 
    Gavin did not know what was in the sack, but he could speculate. He was not happy with what came to mind. He rounded up the guards to go down there with him to the courtyard, just in case Hamish would come back for him or in case he needed help. Even with Hamish's strength and knowledge with a claymore, Gavin found it hard to believe he pulled all of it off by himself. Hamish could have easily used it all as an excuse to finally start the war between the clans that Gavin always knew was inevitable. 
 
    He bent down to the ground, his knee touching the green grass that surrounded the beautiful Sutherland castle that belonged to him; the only living heir of the clan's throne. One day, he would fix that, but he had wanted to marry his sister off first and get her settled. That was the exact kind of selflessness she had chosen not to see, and now it was too late to make her see. 
 
    Inside that sack was the head, only the head, of his best friend who he had sent to defend his sister’s honor. The only man he would have let have his sister’s hand in marriage. Boyd was gone, killed by the enemy. 
 
    Gavin could feel the rage crawling through him like a parasite, taking him over until there was nothing left.  
 
    Gavin reared up his head towards the night sky and roared with anger, his eyes showing the hostility of long ago brought to the surface as the worst betrayal had occurred. Then, he leaned back down, woe coming upon him as he wept over all that was left of his best friend, his most trusted man, his brother. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Lilias was exhausted by the time the horse stopped. She had been too afraid that Gavin would have them followed to fall asleep on the ride over, but now, as she looked up at the dark gray stone and the drawbridge coming down to greet them, she knew it was safe. They were at the Morgan's castle. It was older and not as grand as her own home, but it was so much more welcoming. Even if Hamish's parents were angry at how Hamish had reacted to the whole thing, they would never put him in a tower or dare send Lilias back to Gavin after what he had done. They couldn't. If they did, she didn't know what Gavin would do anymore. She was realizing she did not know her own brother, nor did he know her. 
 
    Hamish helped her off the horse after they entered the grounds, but she soon found out she wasn’t even able to stand on her feet. Hamish scooped her up in his arms to go inside. "We will have to get you something to eat and sit you in front of the fire. I want you to get some of your strength back before I find you somewhere to sleep. We can face my parents in the morning to let them know what has happened. Even if Gavin comes for you, he will prepare a plan first." 
 
    Lilias nodded, not liking that Hamish thought it was still a possibility. She was certain that if Gavin didn't come after them immediately to fight Hamish and take her back that he wasn't going to. That he would just let her go. Their disagreements put them at a distance to each other emotionally, why should he care about the physical distance now? She would renounce being a Sutherland and let go of him if she had to, knowing he was fine upon his throne, surrounded by his soldiers. But she had a thought as she sat there, sipping on tea and warming up by the fire. 
 
    "Hamish, what was it that you dropped on the castle grounds?" Lilias asked, getting her wits about her finally, feeling a little less foggy.  
 
    Hamish hung his head to the ground, not looking too happy about her question. "Boyd came for me and said you were his. He meant to kill me." He didn't need to say anymore. Lilias understood. It had been Boyd's head. Her heart did not ache at all for the man who had insisted she would be his, but it did hurt for her brother. He would be devastated. But maybe he would learn his lesson. 
 
    "I understand. I am not angry. You did what you had to do to save me, Hamish, and I will always be grateful." 
 
    The door came bursting open, and it startled Lilias, making her heartbeat skip for just a second. Hamish and she both turned to see that his parents were both standing there. Some of the guards or servants must have woken them up to tell them the news. 
 
    "What is the meaning of this?" the laird asked, looking back and forth between the two of them. 
 
    "I had no choice. Gavin found out and had her locked in a tower with no food or heat for four nights. He sent his right-hand man to kill me and tell me that Lilias was promised to him. I slew him and saved Lilias. She could not stay there. You must understand." 
 
    Lilias noted that Hamish's mother looked horrified. "I never believed Gavin would go so far. I am so sorry, Lilias." She came to wrap her arms around Lilias who was finally warm again. She could feel the color in her cheeks coming back.  
 
    "You are a Morgan now, and we will protect you, when he comes," the laird announced, and it made Lilias feel that sense of foreboding again. They were all convinced he would come. What would she do when he did? 
 
    *** 
 
    Sleep had not been easy for Gavin, as he thought on the events of the night before. He had prepared a funeral for his fallen friend and celebrated him the best he could before thinking on his next move. As another day broke, the dawn shining over the castle, Gavin was preparing for battle as his servants helped to dress him in his battle gear.  
 
    He wore his color proudly, to show how the Sutherlands would win in the end and never be stifled, and his claymore was rightfully at his side. He stood tall in front of his men with a new determination he had never felt before. He had always been angry; angry that his mother had died, angry that his father had, too. He had been angry that he had to be laird too soon and protect his sister from everything instead of his father. He had been angry at the expectations that he be a carbon copy of his father. He had been furious at the way his sister disregarded all of his love, care, and guidelines, meant to keep her safe. He was vengeful over what Hamish had done, humiliating him at every turn in his life. It ended now; it would be Hamish who would be humiliated, and Lilias would be his to punish, or whatever he decided to do with her once this maddening feeling subsided. 
 
    Gavin looked out to his men, knowing his whole regiment would be behind him as he made this journey into Morgan territory. He needed to make something clear to them. "I could not ask for braver, more worthy men by my side. You have served the Sutherland name proudly and will do so again. You come with me for two reasons tonight. First, it is for the support that I need as a human being. I am your chief, but I am still a man. What I do, I do with a heavy heart. You also come to support me if and when a battle breaks out with the Morgan clan. It will be all of you that contribute to our glorious victory against the enemy. But I want to make myself clear."  
 
    Gavin paused and looked around, making sure every single man was meeting his gaze. It might be the most important instruction he had ever given. "I will fight Hamish Morgan alone. It will be a fight to the death, and I will claim Lilias. No one is to interfere with him." 
 
    A series of nods and grunts went through the crowd of armored men before Gavin lifted himself onto his horse. It was time. 
 
    When he arrived in front of the drawbridge that led inside of the castle, he felt vindicated. He was there, and he would get his sister back, even if it was just to lock her back in the tower to grieve over Hamish once he was dead and gone. She would never see the Morgan’s again and never be allowed to choose any man she wanted to be with. He would do that, when he was ready to. And, there would be no freedom until she had a husband. Then, he could live in happiness and peace and find a wife to make an heir with. It had been Hamish and the score to settle with him that had been holding him back, he just knew it. 
 
    "Hamish!" he screamed over and over. "Hamish!" The guards were rushing around and preparing for battle. Gavin chuckled to himself that there was so much chaos; that they had no idea they were about to lose the future laird, and his parents were far too old to create another heir. The pressure would be on whoever their daughters married. It was a bonus to know the kind of hope that would be lost when Hamish fell dead on the ground at the end of Gavin's blade. He could see it in his mind's eye like his best dream.  
 
    He looked up and could see that the Morgan’s had come out, looking down on him and his army. Gavin dismounted from his horse and walked forward, showing he had come in alone. “A duel, just us, I win, I get Lilias!" Gavin called loudly up to them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Lilias looked down on the army that had once been a comfort to her in fear. Gavin had brought them all the way to her, to the Morgan clan, to get her back. She saw her brother get off of his horse and walk away from them, unsure of what it meant. He kept calling for Hamish, which was what drew them all out of their rooms. Lilias had hardly recovered and gotten used to her new life. They were to begin talking about the possibility of marriage that very day, but that may not even happen now. They were going to be at war instead. 
 
    "What is he doing? I don't understand why he is here?" Lilias admitted, looking up at Hamish who wrapped his arm around her. His eyes remained on the man down below, though.  
 
    "He wants a duel for just us. He brought his army as a backup, if a war begins when I am killed." 
 
    Lilias wrapped herself around Hamish, realizing for the first time how his stature prevented her from seeing anything. "You cannot go down there, Hamish. It is not worth it. Maybe he will just leave when you ignore him." Lilias looked to his parents with pleading eyes, hoping they would concur with her, but they looked to Hamish instead. 
 
    "Son, we will fight for the both of you. We can see now that there was no reasoning with him, ever. He has fallen far from where his father was, and we are sorry for that. But I think you know they will not stop until they achieve what Gavin wants." 
 
    Hamish nodded, and Lilias looked back and forth between them frantically. "What do they mean? What does he want?" 
 
    "My love, he wants me dead. He wants me to suffer. He wants to ruin the Morgan’s. This is not just about you. This is a feud that started in childhood that he has allowed to grow in his heart into hatred. He will not stop until I am dead. He will either face me fairly, or he will send his whole army in here so they can kill us all. We will have a great loss. I love you, and I know you love me just a much, but could you live with yourself, if we allowed other innocents to be killed for us?" 
 
    Lilias shook her head slowly, a tear in her eye. A real duel meant only one thing; one of the men would be dead at the end. If it was a fair fight, neither army would attack after, not if they wanted to keep their honor. Lilias understood that. There was no choice; she was going to watch a man she loved die either way. It didn't matter what Gavin had done, he was still her brother, and the only blood relative left on Earth. Which one could she stand to lose? 
 
    Lilias looked to Hamish. “Is there no other way?” she whispered. He shook his head somberly and began walking, his hand and hers still entwined. She followed him down into the castle where he was met with men, helping him put on his own armor. He was handed his claymore. Lilias was terrified, watching him get ready for battle. 
 
    As a child, she had watched the two of them fight many times, thinking it was in good fun, for the point of having allies and celebrating that. She had never thought Gavin to be any more than a sore loser every time Hamish won. And, his winning should have comforted her. But it didn’t. Hamish had not won every single time, just most times, and the stakes were so high now. They would both essentially be fighting for her and for the pride of their kingdoms. That could bring out the power that had not been there before. Worst of all, Gavin would have no conscience during it all while Hamish would. Hamish had never harbored any hatred for Gavin, and Lilias didn't need to ask him if he did now. He would be angry at him, yes, but Hamish was not that kind. Hamish had always seen Gavin as a friend, or at least an ally. He never understood that rivalry any more than Lilias had. 
 
    When he was ready, Hamish turned to Lilias, and she looked upon him with fear and worry. “I love you. I will always love you, even after I die. You will feel my love with every breath you take, and my family will still hold you as their own.” He took Lilias’s hand, kissing it with his tender lips as he gazed into her eyes. The two of them were already mourning the loss of a love that could have been, just in case he did not come back. 
 
    “You know I love you. Please know that, whatever happens,” Lilias cried before letting him take her in his arms one last time as the men looked away, giving them a private moment. Gavin was still screaming outside, and Lilias’ heart hurt so much that she thought it would burst, sharing one last passionate kiss with the man she had always been meant to love. Everything was in the hand of fate now, whoever it saw fit to make the winner. She would have to learn to survive either way. But she would never go back with Gavin. She would rejoice in his ability to live, but she would die by her own hand if that was what it took to be free of his rules and that castle.  
 
    “Guid luck,” Lilias said with a heavy voice before Hamish finally let go of her. She rushed back up to where his parents were so she could look upon the battle from above. The only thing worse than watching would be not watching.  
 
    Hamish waited for the drawbridge to come down, letting him out to the green space in front of the castle. That is where they would battle and one of them would die, unless he could convince Gavin to stop this madness. He doubted it, though, as he finally met the man’s eyes. Gavin was long gone into his loathing. He wasn’t going to give this up, but Hamish did have hope he could convince the army not to attack no matter the outcome. There was no need for more bloodshed once the duel had been completed.  
 
    Before Hamish approached him, his hand upon the hilt of his claymore, he glanced up at Lilias. He was too far away to make out her exact expression, but he knew she was worried. He wished he could order her not to watch because either way, it was going to hurt her. But he knew her well enough to know better than to force anything on her. Lilias had a strong spirit, and it was a beautiful thing. It was exactly where Gavin was making his mistake with her, not loving it and embracing it, but instead trying to stifle it. 
 
    Hamish sighed and approached, ready to begin the battle at any moment. “Are you certain that this must occur, Gavin? Can you not let your sister go and live in happiness? I only killed Boyd because he would have killed me first, and Lilias would have lived a life that would have killed her. That is what you are sentencing her to by wanting her back. Disown her, disown us, but please, go rule your kingdom and find your own happiness. You will regret everything that happens here, whether you live or not,” Hamish told him, knowing it to be impossible to reason with a man in such a state. 
 
    “You have both wronged me and wronged my kingdom. My right-hand man is dead; my sister is gone and has betrayed me by leaving with a Morgan instead of working things out with me. None of this would have come to pass if you had stayed away from her and if all these years you had stayed in your rightful place, below me. It is a duel or war, Hamish. Either way, it is to the death, and I get Lilias.” 
 
    Hamish shook his head. “The winner gets Lilias, and they get peace. This is between you and me. There will be no attack when one of us dies as long as it is a fair fight. Can we agree to that?” Hamish offered, hoping at least Gavin would feel he had a duty to uphold that as the chief of the Sutherlands. It would look worse than anything if he backed out on such a thing.  
 
    “I will agree to it.” Gavin turned to his army. “Fall back and follow my instructions. If the duel is fair, and it ends in the death of one of us, the other will live in peace. The winner gets Lilias. There will be no war unless we do not hold up the bargain,” he announced. Their horses began retreating, making Hamish feel less danger from one of them stepping in if Gavin was failing. He didn't think Gavin was going to go back on his word, but Hamish also hoped it did not come to that. He hoped the skill over Gavin remained. Though, he did not know what further practice Gavin had had since becoming chief. 
 
    The fight began, swords clanking. It was only in a split second, and Hamish knew that if he ever had a match in the Earth, Gavin was it. He had never been a terrible swordsman. His lack of ability to win had been mostly due to his size and his training. Gavin had not taken his training seriously before, and he was a smaller man than Hamish, lacking as much strength and power. Now that he was older, they were more evenly matched. Gavin had speed, speed that gave him an advantage despite being smaller. He had learned to use his lack of weight in the right way. Hamish so wished that this was one of their old battles and he could bond with Gavin over his improvement, letting him know how proud he was that he had worked at it and gotten better. That was not the case, though. It was too late, as they were locked in this fatal dance that would lead to the end for one of them. 
 
    Hamish fought for his life with every move, every grunt, and every block. He was also fighting for Lilias. He was on the side of righteousness, fighting for her love and safety whereas his opponent was looking to control her and prove something; prove that he was entirely in control. That wasn’t right for Lilias, not something she deserved. And, it was wrong on so many levels for Gavin. It made it easier for Hamish to disconnect from it all, not associate the cowardly and insane man in front of him with the boy he had a fight with for fun as a child.  
 
    Hamish felt bad for Gavin’s parents, looking upon him from wherever they were and seeing what he had done to their legacy and to his family; the only family he had left. Gavin had a desperation because of that, but nothing more to propel him forward. That was when Hamish saw it, what he had to do. 
 
    Lashing out with all of his power, Hamish made Gavin lose his claymore, pinning the slimy man to the ground with his own sword. Hamish was looking down into Gavin’s eyes, searching for the same fear that Boyd had had in those last moments. He saw nothing but the fire of hatred and anger that had become him; that had taken over the body of someone who might have been a great man otherwise. 
 
    Hamish felt a hint of hesitation, though, not letting go of his hold on Gavin, but looking upwards. He could only imagine the twisted face of pain the love of his life must be holding, knowing he was about to end the life of her brother. By all accounts, Hamish had won. Gavin was dead the moment he moved that sword across his neck the same way he had done to Boyd. It was fitting they should meet the same end for the same crime; thinking they could take Lilias away from him. 
 
    But then Hamish saw Lilias move, her hands going over her face in anguish. She turned to lean on his mother, and he could tell she must have been sobbing, already knowing she had lost Gavin over this ridiculous feud. It had to end, but did there have to be bloodshed to do it? 
 
    Hamish glanced back down to the man he had pinned, noticing the sweat, dirt, and injuries he had already sustained. Even if Gavin did not want to give any emotions away, he knew Gavin was a man like any other with a will to live. If Hamish walked away, who was to say Gavin would not call it all off and go back home? Could he accept the way a battle was won between two comrades instead of a duel between one; yes? 
 
    Hamish could not bear the thought of being the one to kill Lilias’ brother. He had to walk away. With one last threatening look, hoping to get his point across that it was over, Hamish slid his claymore away from Gavin. He turned and walked away, gazing up at Lilias to let her know he was coming to comfort her. He was finished with this. 
 
    Lilias removed her hands and looked down, having not heard any final cries or cheers, and she saw something horrible, something she could not forgive. Hamish had given mercy to Gavin, leaving him lying on the ground and walked away to her. But Gavin was getting up, grabbing his sword. He was not heading back to his soldiers. 
 
    Lilias let out a blood-curdling scream, pointing and hoping Hamish would see and hear her as Gavin got up and began to charge. 
 
    Gavin had been afraid for a moment, though he had shown nothing to Hamish. He knew he had lost. But when Hamish turned around and left, instead of wanting to go home and be done with it, an urge came up in him like bile. It was an urge from long ago that he always had as a boy, to pierce and kill this opponent of his with his sword. Gavin was going to kill Hamish, even if it was in an unfair way. He began to charge from behind with the last of his strength. He would face the consequences later. At least he would know his destiny was fulfilled, and everyone would know who the final victor was between the two of them. 
 
    Hamish heard the terrible scream that Lilias let out and turned around to see that Gavin had not done what he had thought he would do. Gavin had gotten up from the ground, pulled up his sword, and was charging at Hamish. He had no choice as Hamish got ready to defend himself from this man yet again, knowing that the chance for any other ending was long gone. 
 
    Hamish knew he would be told stories about, called a traitor for the way he had reacted in this fight. If he died, at least he would never know the shame of it. And, Hamish felt that his army would feel that shame, too, and leave, trying to put what was left of their kingdom back together. 
 
    Almost close to tears at the thought of killing Lilias' brother and having to face her after, Hamish put out his sword, piercing Gavin right through the chest as he came upon him like an angry bull.  
 
    With a gargle and shock on his face, Gavin fell to his knees before Hamish pulled his sword back out of him, making him fall to the ground with a thud louder than the severed head. Gavin Sutherland was dead. 
 
    Hamish did not hide his pain as he turned and ran up to his love, hoping that she would not abandon him after what he just had to do. His parents moved out of the way as he fell to his knees in front of her sobbing and pleading. “Oh please, Lilias, oh please, forgive me. I tried to walk away. I did not want to kill him. I saw you up here watching, and I wanted him to live for you.” He knew he was pitiful, barely worthy of being the next laird of the Morgan clan as he grabbed onto the bottom of her dress, crying into it. He could not live his life without her. He would go back out and die next to Gavin if she no longer accepted him. 
 
    Lilias reached down to run her fingers through his red hair, soothing him. He looked up at her as if she were a saving angel for them all. She had tears in her eyes, but her voice was even and clear. “He was a traitor, he did something dishonorable. I saw that you had no choice. For what you did, you are the best man I know. I told you I would never stop loving you, and I won't. I won't ever leave you, either, not until my life ceases. Even then, I will find a way to you.” 
 
    Hamish stood up, rejoicing. He had not lost her, and he had won. They looked down upon the body of Gavin and his army as they gathered him up and left, probably not knowing who would rule them now. He turned to Lilias with a smile on his face through the pain of all they had been through. “Are you finally ready to be my wife, Lilias?” he asked her softly.  
 
    “I have been waiting far too long for that to say no,” Lilias teased, making light of what she could, trying not to think about her brother. She would do her best to remember him the way he was before he had lost it over hatred. 
 
    Hamish turned to his parents, both of them smiling. “It looks like we have a wedding to plan.” 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1
  
 
    Alan Innes sat at the table, tuning out the sound of minor nobles vying for his attention, and took another swig of his mead. He had not long returned from his travels, and he was already surrounded by sycophants and beggars, all hoping to cut themselves a slice of the Lairdship by ingratiating themselves to the son of the Laird. It made Alan sick to his stomach. His own father was sick, and getting sicker by the day. But he was not yet dead. In fact, he sat at the head of the table that night, bravely remaining merry and celebrating his son's return, even in the face of his most likely death. And yet, these groveling hounds were leaving their old master already and laying by the feet of the man who would become their new master. 
 
    Alan knew better than to begin a fight. Not because he was weak, far from it. These plump and pompous fools would not survive a scuffle with him. But because he knew that, as future Laird, he ought to be the very image of nobility, of self-restraint, of order, and of civility. And respecting order, nobility, and civility meant accepting his father's sooks; which was possibly the greatest exercise of self-restraint he had ever endured. 
 
      
 
    But as he looked out over the room, glassy-eyed and disappointed, something marvelous caught his eye. A floating mane of fiery locks bobbed in the crowd of standing attendants, moving between the tables in the distance. Its quick movements and lack of any headdress or jewelry suggested that it was not one of the noble ladies. That waving flame of hair probably belonged to some simple maid serving the tables. And yet... even after telling himself this, he could not pull his eyes away from it. Back and forth the red hair moved, as now and again he caught a glimpse of milky white skin, a small thin hand, or a wave of a deep green skirt between the masses. 
 
      
 
    As he watched, the girl suddenly emerged from the crowd, moving into the less busy gathering of higher nobles. With barely any people standing in the middle of the room, Alan could get a much better look at her. She was absolutely stunning. There was something bewitching about her movements, the floating mane of red hair, the subtle sway of her hip, the artful movements of her arms and legs as she moved between standing attendants. She may have been simply refilling jugs and goblets, but to Alan it looked like an elaborate dance. 
 
      
 
    Their eyes locked across the room and, although she was not close enough to need to show full deference, she still nodded, acknowledging that the successor to the Lairdship was looking at her. He knew he ought to look away. He was a high ranking man, who would soon become a Laird. She was simply a servant, and one of the lowest ranking at that. She did not deserve his attention. And yet... he smiled at her. And yet, she was intoxicatingly lovely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded once more and wondered if she ought to curtsy. But it would feel a little ridiculous to be curtsying from halfway across the room. Besides, it was possible he was not looking at her at all. No, she would not embarrass herself. She turned her head so that she was no longer looking at the head of the table and continued serving ale. 
 
      
 
    Yet, when she casually glanced towards the young man again, she noticed he was still watching, and still smiling. She felt suddenly a little awkward. Perhaps he wanted something of her? She straightened her skirts and walked up to the man. She did not know him personally. In fact, she had never seen him before tonight. But that, along with his thick black hair, rugged features, and steely grey eyes, told her exactly who he was. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, sir,” she said with a deep curtsy, “Did ye need me?” 
 
      
 
    The Laird's son looked briefly stunned, and then glanced at the keg she was still carrying. “Ah... what are ye serving?” 
 
      
 
    “Ale, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I used to enjoy a good ale back at the school,” he remarked, “Let's have one.” He held his goblet to her. 
 
      
 
    “With all respect sir, this is not the best ale... If you would like something a little more…” 
 
      
 
    “Let's have one,” Alan repeated, slightly twitching the goblet in his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, sir,” she replied, filling his silver goblet to the brim. 
 
      
 
    She paused as he took a sip. He was obviously not too impressed, as his nose wrinkled slightly. She curtsied again and hoisted the keg back onto her shoulder, but before she could leave, the goblet, suddenly empty, was waved before her again. Alan gulped as he swallowed the last mouthful of ale. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. “Another.” 
 
      
 
    This left Heather both intrigued and amused. It was abundantly clear with every mouthful that this dry, sour ale was not at all what he wished to be drinking. And yet he proceeded to ask her to refill his goblet as soon as he emptied it, and would not let her leave his side to serve anyone else. 
 
      
 
    The nobles at either side of him and opposite him seemed oblivious to his behavior, as they continued rambling about this and that. But the Laird and his wife both seemed to be noticing their son's peculiar behavior. The Laird looked on with tired amusement, and the Lady with the sort of polite disgust only nobles seem able to express, as their son continued to hold the maid ransom for the rest of the evening. 
 
      
 
    Heather decided she would not read too much into it, and simply continued to perform her duties: nodding whenever he spoke, smiling and curtsying whenever he addressed her, and serving him whenever she was asked. The last thing she intended to do was complain when it looked like the rest of her evening would be spent waiting upon the most handsome man in the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan awoke the next morning with a slightly sore head. But he knew that after his return the day before, he would have some duties to attend to, so he washed his face, got dressed, and headed for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    His parents and a little girl, who must have been his young sister, were already at the table, enjoying some bread, jam, and cold pies. It was peculiar to him to see that picture of a family meal, his parents had aged visibly, and his youngest sister was a complete stranger. It was sometimes hard to believe how long he had been gone, and yet there was no escaping it now. Twenty years was a long time to live away from home. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Son,” his father said, waving a hand at the remaining place that was set. 
 
      
 
    Despite his illness, his father's voice was still deep and strong, and echoed in the now largely empty room. He had always been a tall and powerful man, with big broad shoulders, hands the size of large plates, and a thick beard that obscured half his face. It was only through small signs that one could tell he was ill at all. His once ruddy cheeks were pale and marked. His eyes had faded much, and he often gazed wistfully into the distance. And every once in a while, he would choke back a wheezing cough with a mouthful of wine. He would be soon to die, but he would die strong and proud, like a man. 
 
      
 
    “How did you like England?” Alan's sister, Aila, asked eagerly, drawing his attention from his father. She was only eight, and therefore, the only of the Laird's daughters to not yet be married and be living away from home. 
 
      
 
    “It is a beautiful country, but none quite like Scotland,” he replied, sipping his own wine and taking a pork pie from the nearest platter. 
 
      
 
    Aila wrinkled her nose and stared at him briefly. “I wanna ken more,” she finally said. 
 
      
 
    Alan laughed. “In time, in time, let me eat my breakfast,” he replied. The girl did not care that this man was a stranger to her. She knew he was her brother and that he had lived the fantastic life of a knight, which she had probably heard tales of. And so, she treated him with bold familiarity. She was so much like him at her age, and he knew she would marry well and make a good woman, provided that her fiery Innes heart was tamed a little bit. 
 
      
 
    But after breakfast, his father seemed suddenly tired. His countenance fell, and he struggled slightly to stand from his chair. “It seems I've overeaten a little. I shall rest. But first, Alan, my son, come with me, we must talk.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded seriously and followed his father to his room. The old giant moved with a slow, lumbering gait, but Alan knew better than to offend his pride by offering help. Eventually, they reached the chamber, where the Laird dismissed a servant who offered to help him, shut the door behind them, and collapsed onto his bed. There he panted and clutched his stomach in pain for a few minutes before finally speaking. 
 
      
 
    “My son, I'm not long for this world,” he sighed, obviously hesitant to admit his weakness. “You are my only boy, and my oldest and most accomplished child. You shall inherit the Lairdship, and you shall do well. However... I have not had as much time, and I would like to train you in the ways of managing an estate. And for that, I apologize. I trust you to make good choices, and to ken your duties. And I and your mother shall teach you all we can in the time I have left, but you may be on your own soon.” 
 
      
 
    Alan knelt beside his father's bed and held that great hand. “You have not failed me, Father. I have seen all you have done in your life and work, and I have learned not from words, but from your example. You have been a good man, a good Laird, and a good father.” 
 
      
 
    The old Laird's eyes watered. “That is all I had hoped for. Now, let me rest, for I have much yet to tell you when I awaken.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded and smiled. “Of course, Father.” 
 
      
 
    In the hallway, his mother was waiting, looking obviously worried, despite trying to hide it. “Is he well?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “As can be expected, given his ailings,” Alan replied. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “Your father has instructed me to show you some things and tell you some things as he rests. Let us walk.” She turned and began down the hallway, and Alan followed her. “It is important that if you are to succeed your father, you know of all which he manages,” his mother explained to him. 
 
      
 
    Alan followed her around the castle as she explained the present political climate, especially the state of tensions with England, the lives of those on their lands, the best current sources of income, and, naturally, the matter of his betrothal to Dolina. But it was when time came to meet the court that Alan finally came alive. 
 
      
 
    He sat down in the seat to the left of his father's empty one as in pairs the court walked up to greet him. His mother, in the seat to the right of the Laird's, announced the highest ranking nobles. A member of staff took over from his mother after a certain point, marking the lower status of the remaining announcements.  
 
      
 
    Alan had always been a people person, and very much enjoyed matching faces to names and guessing what sort of a person each member of the court would be. And then, he saw her again. Today, her flaming red hair was tied back loosely. Perhaps, it was a matter of presentation, or perhaps she simply had been dusting. But it did nothing to mask the glowing beauty of that fire, or of the warm, soft face beneath it. She walked up with another maid and both curtsied, keeping their heads low. 
 
      
 
    “Canny Bell, and Heather Carson, servant-maids,” the scribe announced. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    As Heather slowly stood back up, her eyes locked with the young man's again. She knew she ought not to think about the son of the Laird in such a manner but... he was one of the most handsome men she had ever seen. Last night, she had been closer to him, but he had been at the table, surrounded by standing courtiers and servants. Now, sat before her on one of the five thrones, un on the dais, she could awe at his magnificence. 
 
      
 
    He was tall and well built, as broad and strong as any of the farmhands or laboring servants she knew. His jet black hair was thick and slightly wavy, framing his strong forehead down to his harsh cheekbones and broad jaw. His grey eyes glistened with intellect, humor, and a trace of warmth. 
 
      
 
    Looking at his hands, she saw they were as big and strong as his father's, but also scarred. Not the wounds of a laborer toiling in the garden, but the thick, sharp lines of a hand struck by a sword. His training as a knight in England was not symbolic, it seemed. This man was the genuine article. 
 
      
 
    And yet, countering all his rugged features were his clothes. So fine and soft, such bright colors, so heavily adorned with gold threads, jewels, and even expensive pieces of ivory and pearls. He was majestic, stunning, a living work of art. 
 
      
 
    Their eyes met again. He was smiling that knowing, teasing smile once again. Involuntarily, she felt herself smile sweetly back at him... and then her eyes fell on the Lady of the castle. The Laird's wife offered such a harsh, disapproving stare that Heather pursed her lips, held her breath, and dared not show any expression on her face until she was back in the servant's quarters, awaiting her next task. 
 
      
 
    “The young master was giving you a look there,” Canny laughed. “I don't think anybody else saw, but I did and that was a look if ever I saw one.” 
 
      
 
    Heather laughed back and shook her head. “No, no. What would the son of a Laird want with a plain little thing like me?” She started straightening her sleeves and hair, so she'd be ready for the day's work to resume. “I am sure his betrothed is just as lovely”. 
 
      
 
    “Not 'alf,” Canny replied.  
 
      
 
    Heather laughed again, “Honestly, Canny. I'm a maid. I doubt I can compete with a lady who can afford to dress so lavishly.” 
 
      
 
    “A pretty face suits the dish-cloth, that's what my ma says,” Canny insisted. “She has her elegance and her graces, and her fancy dresses, but you have the looks of a queen.” 
 
      
 
    “Say the other servants,” Heather replied. 
 
      
 
    “Says everyone with a head,” Canny countered. 
 
      
 
    Heather shook her head. “You and your fancies, Canny. Ye ken what my ma says to that?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Your bum's out the window,” Heather laughed. “I'm off to work.” 
 
      
 
    Canny laughed back and straightened her skirts. “I'll see you later; I'm in the kitchens this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Heather's duties today involved attending to the needs of the various nobles who had stayed the night in the castle. The return of the Laird's son was an enormous cause for celebration, and some of these nobles had travelled from across the country to see what a fine young man he had become. A few of the lesser nobles had travelled home the same night, or been put up at an inn, but for the true upper crust, the castle was their home as long as they chose to remain; which meant all hands were needed to keep the castle running perfectly. 
 
      
 
    Heather spent the remainder of the morning bringing wine, ale, bread, pillows, and any other home comforts desired to every possible room of the house. She felt as though she had walked more that morning than she usually did in an entire week and, although she was a fit and healthy girl, she sat down on a step to stretch her legs a little. The cold brick stairs were very much part of the servants' route, but the heavy wooden door from the stairs to the West Wing's cabinet had been in disuse for as long as Heather could remember, but now she saw that many candles were lit, a fireplace roared, and someone was moving back and forth swiftly. A faint clang of metal rang from the room. 
 
      
 
    Suspicious, Heather stood up, dusted off her skirts, and slowly crept up to the door. In the room was the Laird's son, stripped down to some rather plain clothes, and holding a sword. He had cleared some space in the middle of the room, but had left an older table and a worn-out stuffed bear, both of which he was proceeding to strike with the sword. As Heather watched, she noticed the precision of his movements, the rippling muscles in his arms as he brought the blade down, and the faint glow of perspiration from his vigorous exercise. 
 
      
 
    She knew she ought to close the door and leave him to practice in peace and private, but she could not pull herself away from this magnificent man, dancing his lethal dance. She felt a pull towards him, she knew she wanted him, she needed him. And yet... what on Earth was she thinking? He was the heir to the Lairdship, not some common blacksmith's son. She should not even think of him in such a manner. She began to close the heavy door, so she could sneak away undetected. 
 
      
 
    But Alan Innes's senses were too finely tuned for her to slip away. “Who goes there?” he asked. “Show yourself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He had expected a servant of some description to be hidden behind the door. But he had not even hoped that it would be this one. She shied away like a nervous little squirrel as he pushed the door back, revealing her to the bright light of the cabinet. Her red hair glowed and shone in the flickering light of the fire. 
 
      
 
    “That hallway is awful dark,” he said, “and it smells damp there, too. Come on into the room and warm yourself before you continue your tasks.” 
 
      
 
    Heather was clearly nervous. She should not be there. And yet, Alan knew she could not refuse a command from the son of her Laird. She glanced about, seeming to be looking for a way out of this conundrum, but then accepted her fate and, shrinking meekly before his gaze, stepped into the room. 
 
      
 
    “I ought to be doing my work, sir,” she said quietly with a curtsy. 
 
      
 
    “What work have you got that is more important than your master's wishes?” he countered, picking up a cloth and wiping the sweat from his brow. 
 
      
 
    Heather remained silent.  
 
      
 
    “No, I insist that you stay,” he continued. “I need someone to count my strikes. Boyd said that he would and now he has vanished somewhere. So you have to do it.” 
 
      
 
    “I... I cannae count, sir,” Heather replied. 
 
      
 
    “Ye don't ken any numbers?” he asked with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “It's not that, sir,” Heather said, “but I'm awful slow, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head slowly. “Then I suppose that you can watch, and hand me the rag and my water when asked.” 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded. “Of course, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Alan lifted his sword and brought it down hard on the table, knocking a chip of wood from it. He knew that she was only staying because he had ordered her to. She was far too nervous to hang around of her own accord. And yet... he had a vague feeling that she was not ordinarily a shy girl. She hadn't been the night before. No, this was... he put the sword down and held his hand out. 
 
      
 
    “Water, Heather.” As he uttered her name, her face glowed nearly as red as her hair, and her eyes lit up. She handed him his goblet. 
 
      
 
    He knew he had seen that look before. She fancied him. He was not too surprised. Back in England, he had been very popular among the ladies. But this was a little different. Those English lassies had held no worth to him. But this simple little maid... she was the loveliest thing he had ever met. 
 
      
 
    “Alan, your presence is required immediately,” came an angry voice from the doorway. It was Lady Innes. Although she was speaking to Alan, her eyes were fixed upon Heather, who shrunk back like she was burning under that harsh gaze. “Your father has taken a turn, and he has asked to see you.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “Shall I dress?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Immediately, Alan,” his mother insisted, her gaze softening, her expression pleading. 
 
      
 
    Alan's heart sank. He knew what this meant. The Laird did not have much longer left at all. Knowing that his father might be about to pass away the very day after his return home made Alan feel sick to the pit of his stomach. “Heather, please prepare me some clean clothes in my room,” he said, not looking back at her as he and his mother exited into the main hall. 
 
      
 
    As he followed his mother down the hallways, he felt a sense of dread, a painful sense that it may be too late already. Fortunately, he was wrong.  
 
      
 
    The Laird lay in his bed, still alive, but barely so. “Ah, my son,” he said with a hoarse voice, “Come to me.” 
 
      
 
    Alan stepped up to the bedside and knelt before it. This was a very different man from the one he had left to rest that morning. This giant was so weak that he could not hold his own head up, his clouded eyes gazed listlessly into the distance, and the pallor that had taken over his face was now fading, whiter and whiter, and creeping all over his body. The very life was draining from the man. Alan took his father's hand and squeezed it. 
 
      
 
    “I am here, Father,” he said, choking back his tears. So long. He had been away so long and now, a mere day after being reunited with his father, he was to lose him? Which God had he offended so much? 
 
      
 
    “Alan, I have no time to show you how you ought to live and rule. But I trust you to be reasonable, noble, and kind in all you do, and to ensure that the Lairdship stays strong in my absence,” his father said. “I shall leave with my heart at peace, knowing that I did good by my people, and that you shall do good by them, also.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “I swear I shall, Father,” he said with a hoarse whisper as a tear escaped his eye. 
 
      
 
    And with that, the great giant fell. 
 
      
 
    His eyes closed, his chest heaved one last breath, and the last dregs of color sank back from his cheeks. The gnarled hand fell heavily into Alan's, the great head sank back into the pillows and to the side slightly, as all strength left the man's body. 
 
      
 
    The Laird was no more. 
 
      
 
    Seeing his father die struck Alan to the very core of his heart. And yet, he knew what was expected of him. He could not afford to mourn yet, or to let his emotions take over. There was much work for him to do; announcements, arrangements, reassurances, and, of course, the funeral. It was his duty, as the new Laird, to ensure everything ran as before. And there was no introduction, no apprenticeship for this career. 
 
      
 
    So, he treasured that last moment as best he could; that last minute of peace, kneeling beside his father's bed, holding that heavy hand in his, and feeling the hot tears rolling down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    In the whirlwind of activity that followed the death of the Laird, Heather rarely, if ever, caught a glimpse of the handsome heir to the Lairdship. Despite his new position being a highly prominent one, there were so many demands placed on him that he was rarely seen outside of his official affairs. And, with so much to organize in so little time, every servant, Heather included, was scurrying about, unable to rest from morning until night. 
 
      
 
    It took a whole three days until things had calmed down enough for the servants to get their afternoon rest back. And a further two days before she laid eyes upon her new Laird once more. She was leaning against a large, ornate table in the main hall. She knew she ought to be outside, with the other servants. But it was a cold and gusty day, and she was tired, and there was much dusting yet to be done in the room. So she had chosen to take her break where she was, and resume work in short order. 
 
      
 
    Looking up, she startled slightly to see someone standing in the doorway. She fully expected to be chastised for not going out and getting some fresh air, or for leaning on a fairly valuable piece of furniture. But the Laird simply smiled gently at her. 
 
      
 
    She had almost forgotten the strength with which her heart rattled her ribs. But his face soon reminded her of it. As he walked up to her, still softly smiling, she felt weak at the knees. Even if he asked her to stop leaning on the table, she would probably have just fallen to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “I thought everyone was outside,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Heather shook her head slightly. “No, sire. I have much to do in here, so I thought it best to have my break where I was working. I am sorry, sire.” 
 
      
 
    “No need to apologize,” he said, leaning against the table, mere inches from her. “I am actually glad to have someone to talk to.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you had many to talk to,” Heather replied. 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head. “No, they are coming for my father. They will pay their respects to me once he is buried.” 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded. “I understand, sire,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “I am pleased that so many could come to see my father,” he said. “However... I am disappointed in them also. Where were they when he was ailing? Where were the crowds when he needed their love and support? I... I have a bad feeling about many of them. They are only here to make themselves my friend. For their own interests.” 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded. “And yet...” she stopped right there. No, that would be overstepping her boundaries. 
 
      
 
    Then, she felt his large hand seize her chin and turn her head so she was looking up into his steely eyes. She gulped. Her face grew hot, and her lips quivered slightly. He was at once intimidating, and incredibly beautiful to behold, like a raging thunderstorm. 
 
      
 
    “What were you saying?” he asked. “I would very much like to know.” 
 
      
 
    Heather gulped again and nodded as he released her chin. “With your permission to say so, sire, I believe we are all acting for our own interests. It is up to you to decide whose interests make life good for all, and whose interests would harm others.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that so?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “And what would a little servant girl know of these matters?” 
 
      
 
    Heather found herself speaking before she could think. “My mother died that I could live, and my father worked hard that I could eat. It was in their interests that I survive, but it was also in my interests to live. I suppose now it is still in my interests to live, but I must also act against that interest should, for example, my Laird require it. We must all decide whose interests are most important. But whereas I decide only for myself, you decide for us all.” 
 
      
 
    When she had finished, she felt embarrassed to have said so much to her Laird. Even more so when he remained silent. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize, sire, I overstepped again. I shall not –” Her words were cut short by a hand waving dismissively in front of her face. 
 
      
 
    “If you had offended me, you would already know about it,” he replied. “You have given me much to think about.” 
 
      
 
    Heather's heart fluttered in her chest. It was not often that the old Laird had addressed her, except to ask her to do something. And yet, here was his handsome young son, conversing with her about important matters. It was a truly magical moment for her. 
 
      
 
    Heather knew she should not have been upset by his lack of presence, nor so overjoyed to see him once again. But she was, and although she could wear a mask of civility and calmness, she could not calm her beating heart. She longed to impress him, to talk with him more, to feel him touch her again. 
 
      
 
    As though he had read her mind, his hand rested on her shoulder briefly. “Ye ken, ye are wise beyond your years, and your rank,” he said softly before leaving. 
 
      
 
    Heather felt her heart melting then and there. She tried to tell herself that these emotions were pointless. 
 
      
 
    She would never have him. She would never be his. They were an entire world apart. All that would come from loving this man would be heartache. Or possibly even imprisonment, should she go too far. She was already overstepping boundaries. She had to stop herself, before she either embarrassed herself or got in trouble. 
 
      
 
    But even if her brain knew that her love was impossible, her heart refused to listen, and continued beating so hard and fast she could barely breathe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan's hand felt like it had been dunked in faerie dust. He should not have touched her. She was an unmarried woman, not to mention a servant. Laying his hands upon her so casually would not have gone down well had another noble seen it. But they had not. And he had therefore been free to relish the soft skin of her face against his rough fingertips. 
 
      
 
    Even after several days, seeing this lovely little servant again brought much comfort to his heavy heart. Lairdship was no simple matter, and following his father's death, his duties had been many. Arranging the funeral preparations, including the Wake, putting up guests, settling old affairs on his father's behalf, and reassuring his people had been consuming all his time. Since the day his father passed away, he had barely had a minute to grieve, let alone to think and plan for the future. 
 
      
 
    The old Laird had been laid out for five days now, and many had come to pay their respects. But two days remained, and in that time Alan had much work to complete. The burial would be soon, and still more guests were arriving, wishing to see the body and meet with their new Laird. Alan knew full well that most of them simply wished to be in his good graces. But Heather's words had put this situation in a new light, and soothed some of his anger. 
 
      
 
    Having spent those few secretive minutes with her, he felt reinvigorated to resume his duties as Laird. And he knew that this was wrong. But what harm could it do for now? 
 
      
 
    Walking into the Great Chamber, he saw his mother was already waiting for him there, along with a vaguely familiar face. The woman was very tall, with long, sleek black hair cascading down her shoulders, fine features, and rosy cheeks. She curtsied. 
 
      
 
    “Alan, you remember Dolina?” his mother asked. 
 
      
 
    He looked at her a few seconds longer, paused, and thought. “Ah yes, Dolina of Clan McGregor, we used to play as wee bairns,” he smiled. “I trust you are well? You have come to pay your respects to my father?” 
 
      
 
    Dolina shook her head slightly. “Do you not recall?” she asked in a tone of voice which suggested he ought to recall. 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head back at her. “Recall what?” 
 
      
 
    His mother's expression told him she was disappointed in him for not remembering, but now that he was Laird, she would not dare confront him the same way she did when her husband was in charge. “You and Dolina are betrothed, and have been since you were small,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that? Aye, I recall that,” he said. Then, after a second's hesitance, he realized what they meant. “Oh, the wedding will be soon, will it?” 
 
      
 
    His mother nodded. “Why of course. You must make preparations to be wed shortly after your father is buried. An unmarried Laird would bring some concern to the people.” 
 
      
 
    Alan shrugged. “Surely not, there are several Lairds who are unmarried...” 
 
      
 
    “Widowers, or men from a long line of unwed Lairds,” his mother retorted. “In this Lairdship, there has not been an unwed Laird for generations. The Laird's wife has a number of duties here, and without a wife, you would need to take on those duties yourself. The people like what they are used to, and this would mean a big change.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “I understand, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Besides,” she continued, “it is not as though you did not have anyone appropriate. You will marry Dolina some time, whatever comes. And, given the circumstances, it is better sooner than later.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded again and glanced in Dolina's direction. She smiled at him and, behind his mother's back, she adjusted her top to further accentuate her bust, whilst making eye contact. He knew that she meant to be mischievous and alluring. But to him it was just sad. A desperate attempt to seduce him. And for no purpose, too. She had him. She did not need to win him over. Still, he smiled and nodded at her. “Aye, we shall begin planning tomorrow, and make a head start on preparations as soon as father is below ground.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall leave the pair of sweethearts to talk, I am sure you have much to discuss,” his mother said, leaving the room with swift strides. 
 
      
 
    Alan felt suddenly trapped. He knew what this meant. Handfasting was not commonly celebrated in England, but in his Lairdship it was the norm among all but the lowest classes. Which meant he would be expected to live in close quarters with Dolina, living as a married couple in all but the flesh, until the wedding could take place. 
 
      
 
    He had known since he was young that this would happen. But... back then it had not mattered to him. Now that he was older and had responsibilities, he felt that this level of intimacy was unfairly foisted on him. Not to mention, he realized, now it would be difficult to see Heather. But he shouldn't see Heather. She was a servant. She was far, far below Dolina. He ought to treasure every minute with this raven-haired noblewoman. He ought to be proud and pleased to be seen with her. But he was not. He wanted his privacy. 
 
      
 
    “What have you done in the past twenty years, then?” he asked with a slight laugh. 
 
      
 
    Dolina shrugged and smiled, moving in a little closer. “So very much, it is hard to know where to start.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “I would like to know it all.” 
 
      
 
    “And, I would like to know you better,” Dolina replied. 
 
      
 
    “As you know, I have been training as a knight. Learning the art of the sword, my political duties, and the ways of man,” he explained. 
 
      
 
    “I meant to know... you,” she said, making eye contact with him. 
 
      
 
    Alan was surprised to say the least. He knew Dolina was a woman of good breeding and education, and he knew that she would be aware they were not yet in a position to do any such thing. “We are not yet married,” Alan replied. 
 
      
 
    “All but,” Dolina insisted. 
 
      
 
    “We can wait a few weeks until we are wed,” he said, avoiding eye contact with her. 
 
      
 
    “Or... we could not,” Dolina whispered, resting a hand on his chest. 
 
      
 
    He pushed her hand aside. “I have much work to do,” Alan said, “I shall see you later.” And with that, he turned around and left the room. 
 
      
 
    He was used to such behavior from lower class women back in England. But from a noble Scottish woman? She ought to know better. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Seeing the young Laird storm out of the Great Chamber made Heather wonder what was the matter. Seeing Dolina peer out the door, with an indignant and frustrated expression on her face, made it very clear. 
 
      
 
    She knew that Dolina was the Laird's betrothed. Technically, they must have completed a handfasting ceremony years ago, in line with local tradition. Which meant even though they were not married in the eyes of the law, they were mere steps away from it. The realization made Heather's heart sink. She turned around in the hallway and decided to take the long route to the Lady's chamber, rather than follow in Alan's footsteps and risk running into him. 
 
      
 
    As Heather marched towards the Lady's room with freshly aired bedclothes, she bumped into a tall figure. The bedclothes fell to the ground. Before her stood a broad, angry looking man with mousy brown hair and a deep red beard. Recognizing him as Boyd, the Laird's childhood friend and right hand man, she curtsied.  
 
      
 
    “No, no, I should have looked where I was going,” the voice said. Somehow he still looked and sounded angry, but she knew he did not mean to. 
 
      
 
    Boyd knelt down and helped her to pick up the bedclothes, shaking the dust from them and folding them crudely before adding them to her pile. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sire,” she said, nodding politely. 
 
      
 
    “It was nothing,” Boyd replied. “Many of these nobles seem to think you servants aren't people. But I used to be one of you not long ago.” 
 
      
 
    Heather blinked. “One of us?” 
 
      
 
    Boyd nodded. “Aye. Born into a poor coal merchant's family. My father saved much to get me an education, and eventually, we came across some inheritance, some good fortune, and before we knew it, we were friends with the Laird's son.” He shrugged. “Fate plays an interesting game. But I will never forget the place I came from.” 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded. “Thank you, sire.” She was not sure what else to say. 
 
      
 
    He smiled. “The Laird seems fond of you, girl. What is your name?” 
 
      
 
    “Heather,” she replied sheepishly. “Does he?” she added in a hurried whisper. 
 
      
 
    Boyd nodded. “Aye, he does.” 
 
      
 
    Heather paused and looked at her feet. “But he is betrothed to Lady Dolina. And, I am but a servant.” 
 
      
 
    “So was I,” replied Boyd as he walked down the hallway. “Between you and I, never lose hope.” 
 
      
 
    Heather was surprised to hear such things from Boyd. But, knowing where he had come from, she understood it. A slight class camaraderie still seemed to exist within his heart. And yet, however well intentioned, she could not take his words seriously. His circumstances were exceptional. Once in a lifetime. She would not be so fortunate. 
 
      
 
    Heather sighed and carried on towards the Lady's chamber. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes pursed her lips as she watched her son going about his affairs. Something was not right. Ordinarily, a young man such as himself would be eager and ready for marriage. But Alan seemed hesitant, caught up in something else. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to tell herself that this was just due to his father's death, but it did not seem so simple. At least he ought to be seeking solace in his wife-to-be's company. But he was not. He was avoiding her already. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes sighed and marched towards Boyd's quarters. He, of all people, would know what was the matter with her son. Either from being told directly, or at least from observing Alan for long enough to know the tell-tale signs. She had not seen either of them since they were boys, but Boyd had accompanied Alan on his quest for knighthood, and would be able to read his friend like a book. She had never particularly liked how close her husband and son had become with such a low-ranking family, let alone how that family had risen through the ranks as a consequence. But she had bit her lip and allowed the Laird to do as he pleased. And now she was glad she had. Having someone like Boyd to question ought to be helpful. 
 
      
 
    She knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    No reply. 
 
      
 
    She knocked again. 
 
      
 
    “Aye?” said a voice down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Turning, she saw the great brute of a man, with his rough red beard and his permanently scowling face. “Boyd, I must have a word with you.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd nodded. She could tell he disliked her as much as she disliked him. But they had to remain civil, for Alan and for the Lairdship. “Of course.” He nodded towards the hallway. “Shall we speak as we walk? I am visiting Alan in his cabinet.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” she replied, following Boyd as, with great and heavy strides, he marched down the hall several times faster than she was comfortable walking. “It is of Alan that I wish to speak, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Have you noticed him acting... peculiar as of late?” she inquired. 
 
      
 
    “His father has died,” Boyd replied bluntly. “He has much to do. I understand how he is carrying himself.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you certain nothing is amiss?” she pressed. 
 
      
 
    Boyd hesitated but a second too long. “No, nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Do not lie to me, Boyd, you will regret it,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “I was merely thinking, Mi'lady,” Boyd said. 
 
      
 
    But Lady Innes already felt her doubts confirmed. Someone was keeping secrets from her, and she would find them out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Over the following days, Alan found every excuse to avoid both his mother and Dolina. There had been guests to greet, and a great feast to hold the night before, celebrating his father's life. He could reasonably argue he was too busy for either of them. But after the funeral, which would take place later that day, he knew they would be on his back. The wedding needed to happen, he understood that. But he felt oddly unprepared for it. It was another source of anxiety, and one which he did not need. 
 
      
 
    Sitting at his window, already dressed ready for the funeral, Alan watched the servants walking in the yard. The sun was shining, and although the wind was sharp, it was better out in the sun than indoors in the damp. A few servants had already begun their tasks, but most had a relaxed morning ahead of them, with only the funeral to attend to before lunch. Many lower ranking servants had nothing whatsoever to do yet. 
 
      
 
    Which meant... 
 
      
 
    Alan spied a head of bright red hair waving in the breeze like a banner, shining in the sunlight like red gold. She was walking up and down the courtyard with another two servant girls, talking about whatever it is servant girls talk about. Her movements were a thousand times more graceful than those of any woman he had ever seen before. She moved like a leaf tumbling in the breeze, or a little wave rippling the surface of a lake. So soft and subtle. 
 
      
 
    She turned so the wind swept her hair right back away from her face, and pointed her little white face to the sky, watching the odd grey cloud spin by. Her features were as fine as those of a doll, of a painting. She looked like she was enchanted, a faerie or nymph child. Her red mouth moved, but from where he was, he could not hear what she was saying to her friends. A smile spread across her lips, timid and subtle, so subtle that it was barely visible from where he was. He felt his chest tighten. 
 
      
 
    Heather was just too lovely. Far, far too lovely to be a mere servant girl. He needed to have her, to hold her. It was not unheard of for noble men to marry lower class women. She would make a lovely wife. But no...he was betrothed to Dolina. They had held a handfasting ceremony even before he had left for his education. He belonged to her as much as she belonged to him. 
 
      
 
    Sighing, Alan moved away from the window and made his way downstairs. 
 
      
 
    His father was no longer available to be seen, locked up in his casket at the gates of the castle chapel. Soon, he would be taken to the family tomb. Alan rested his hand on top of the coffin. “What would you do, Father?” he asked quietly. His whisper echoed in the chapel. “You trusted Boyd and his family, and they have proved beautiful company to us... But this is a different matter, is it not?” 
 
      
 
    Alan sighed and sat down beside the casket. “I... I was not ready for you to leave. I dinnae ken what I had to do. And now I do, I wish I had spent more time with you. Please, Father... give me a sign.” He buried his head in his hands and began to sob. It was too much. Far too much. He had lost his father, he was a Laird who knew nothing of how to manage his position and relied on his mother, and he had given his heart to a simple maid when his hand already belonged to Dolina. Nothing made sense any more. 
 
      
 
    “Sire, are you well?” a voice quietly whispered at the gate. 
 
      
 
    The sun shone behind her, framing her head in a halo, as the wind shook her long red hair, making it wave around her head and shoulders like a waterfall. Her face was barely visible in the bold shadows from the rising sun at her back. 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head. “I am merely grieving. I shall be well.” 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded and turned to leave. 
 
      
 
    “Please... do not go,” he said quietly, “I cannae bear to be alone. Sit with me.” 
 
      
 
    Heather turned back, her sweet face shocked and confused, as she had been when he invited her in to watch his swordplay. But she complied and nervously walked in, bowing down to the great coffin before reluctantly sitting beside Alan, a good foot and a half away. He turned to face her and she to face him. As their eyes locked, he breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. 
 
      
 
    Looking upon his face, Heather quickly produced a small rag from her pocket and passed it to him. He looked at it a minute and then at her. She edged a little closer, her face blushing almost as red as her hair, and proceeded to wipe the tears from his cheeks and beneath his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Alan said as she tenderly dabbed his face. “I must look strong for everyone.” 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded and smiled. She was far more withdrawn today than she had been in the cabinet on the day the old Laird had died. Her eyes still glowed with intellect, kindness, and a secret, fiery passion, but her lips remained sealed in a sweet smile. He did not find her any less charming for it. If anything, seeing both sides to her was winning him over even more. She was the perfect embodiment of a woman. 
 
      
 
    Unable to stop himself, he lifted his hand and with the back of it, he caressed her cheek slowly. Her skin was soft, and hot as embers. She shut her eyes softly as his hand travelled down her cheek and under her chin. He stopped there, the back of his fingers resting on her chin and neck, feeling her racing pulse and sharp breaths. What was he doing? This was not right. And yet... he tilted her head up, as he had that time in the hall. Her blue eyes fluttered open, and her lips parted slightly in surprise. 
 
      
 
    He leaned in towards her. He needed to taste those soft lips. 
 
      
 
    “Alan, are you here?” 
 
      
 
    His mother's voice caused him to jump in his skin. He quickly released Heather's face and stood up. “Aye, Mother. I was simply... having a minute to myself.” He paused. “And this maid came to bring me a rag, to clean my tears. I must look strong for the funeral.” 
 
      
 
    His mother, seeing Heather stand up, blushing bright as a rose, scrutinized his face, as though looking for signs of crying. “Indeed,” she said curtly. “Very well, we must begin soon. You look well.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “And you, Miss,” she said, making eye contact with Heather, “back to your duties.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes had only wished to think of her husband during his funeral. And yet her thoughts were consumed by what she had just seen. 
 
      
 
    Despite her best efforts after her conversation with Boyd, she had not managed to get to the bottom of what was troubling her son. Both had been highly elusive, and despite her inquiries, nobody else had been able to tell her anything of importance. Which had been causing both Dolina and herself great heartache. 
 
      
 
    But after what she had just seen... now it all made sense. Her son, the Laird, had fallen in love with a simple servant, a lowly maid, one of the most unimportant people in the castle. She should have known something was amiss when her son kept getting caught with the girl. But she had believed her own hopes, that he was merely a womanizer, like his father had been; that he was interested in only one thing. At least then, with a little secretiveness, they would still have the respectability of his marriage to Dolina. But no, he was in love with the little wench. And now, the entire plan she had set forth for him was threatened. 
 
      
 
    She went over and over the situation in her mind. It consumed her thoughts even as her husband was lowered into the ground. She needed to save her son, her status, her legacy, and the future of the Lairdship. He did not know how much he was putting at stake by sacrificing his marriage to Dolina for a mere servant. It was not just about him. It was about the entire order of their Lairdship. Royals having lowly friends was one matter, as was royals having affairs with lower class people, but love and marriage had to remain between royals. 
 
      
 
    Dolina was the third and youngest daughter of a neighboring Laird. She would not only know how to make her son happy, but how to manage a Lairdship by his side, how to raise noble children, and how to keep peace with the people. Heather Carson, meanwhile, was the motherless daughter of the groundskeeper. Not only was she poor and of low status, but she did not even know how to manage a home, or be a wife and mother. She had had no role models in her life, and was therefore sure to fail at both pursuits. 
 
      
 
    If he were to be so foolish as to upend the social order, all the benefits of his marriage to Dolina would be lost, the Lairdship would be in disarray, and they may risk animosity, even war, between their Lairdship and Dolina's. 
 
      
 
    Something needed to be done, for everyone's sake. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan watched and made an effort to breathe slowly and deeply as his father's casket was carried into the tomb and encased in its section. The crowd had gathered around as the priest spoke, but only the Laird's direct family were permitted to stand within the tomb. For now, the casket would rest in a blank, raised stone case, but before the month was out a sculpted lid would be made, representing Alan's father at his greatest. An appropriate monument to honor a life well lived. 
 
      
 
    Alan felt the need to cry again, but continued breathing as slowly and deeply as he could. Time for his own emotions would come soon, but now he had to be the role model that everyone else followed. Soon came his turn to speak a few choice words about his father's life. Unlike the speech he had recited the night before, for the revelers who were celebrating the old Laird's greatness, this one was more somber, and focused on the loss. 
 
      
 
    “As I said last night, my father was a great man, and lived his life well. There is no more I can add to the tribute I gave him last night. But before he is gone, I would like us all to remember to be strong, and proud. His life has come to a close, but he is surely someplace better now. We may mourn that he is gone from us, but we must also look forward to sitting beside him one day.” Alan could barely hold back his tears. “Sleep well, Father. And look down upon us kindly. We will join ye anon.” 
 
      
 
    The stone lid was placed upon the stone case, hiding the coffin, flowers, and personal belongings within from view. Alan breathed a deep sigh as the priest read the last lines, committing the old Laird's body to the earth and requesting that his spirit be guided to Heaven. Finally, his father would be at peace. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes tapped her foot impatiently, then began pacing in her chamber once again. Where was Dolina? She needed to speak with her immediately. Did she not care about the fate of her marriage, of her husband, of her Lairdship? Did she not think… 
 
      
 
    The door opened suddenly and Dolina marched in swiftly, her black skirts waving around her ankles like they were caught in a storm. “I came as soon as I could,” she said breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes smiled with satisfaction. She knew that Dolina would understand the gravity of the situation. “Yes, we must speak about a... highly sensitive matter,” she said, sitting down and waving towards a nearby chair. 
 
      
 
    Dolina curtsied and sat down where she was invited to. “I am all ears, Lady Innes.” 
 
      
 
    “Please, call me Mother,” Lady Innes insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Of course... Mother,” Dolina smiled sweetly. She really was a perfect young lady. Lady Innes could not fathom what had possessed her son to choose that... girl over this noble woman. 
 
      
 
    “It is about Alan, he has been led astray, and we must help him,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” asked Dolina, looking nervous. 
 
      
 
    “I am very sorry to say that he has fallen for a simple servant girl,” Lady Innes said between her teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Fallen?” 
 
      
 
    “He is in love with her,” Lady Innes replied reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    Dolina laughed. “Surely not? Whatever could he want with one of those?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes bit her cheek subtly. “I know, it is ridiculous,” she finally replied. “But he has. And his friend, that... Boyd fellow, is in on it and will not do anything to help us. Those scurrying little servants are just sticking together. And I am sure you understand that I do not wish for anyone else to find out about this. It would be the shame of the family.” 
 
      
 
    Dolina nodded, much more serious this time. “I understand completely. Then it is up to us?”
  
 
    “Indeed, I knew you would understand,” Lady Innes said with a sigh of relief. “We must find some way of turning Alan against this girl.” 
 
      
 
    “Could we not just dispose of her?” Dolina replied. “Should we fire her, or sell her to another Laird, she would be no more trouble to us.” 
 
      
 
    “That would be well if he merely lusted for her,” Lady Innes agreed, “but he loves this girl. No distance we put between the two physically will help. We must separate them emotionally.” 
 
      
 
    “And how are we to do that?” Dolina replied. “The heart wants what the heart wants.” 
 
      
 
    “We must make him despise her. Show him an aspect of her that is so revolting that he cannot but hate her. It will break his heart, but that is perfect for us. He will rush to the arms of his betrothed,” here she glanced up at Dolina knowingly, “and you shall comfort him, and he shall love you.” 
 
      
 
    Dolina nodded. “You have a fantastically sharp mind. What have you found?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” Lady Innes sighed. “I have looked everywhere for something despicable which she has done, but she is clean as a saint. So we must make something up. We must create a situation where he suffers great heartache, and she is to take the blame.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Heather was not sure what to do. Again, she had attempted to separate herself from her Laird, to hide from him, almost. But there he was again, sitting in the Great Hall. He was accompanied by Boyd, his friend, but even as the two men spoke, she could feel the Laird's eyes resting on her frequently. And, she could not swap the task of cleaning it with anyone else. 
 
      
 
    He should not be there. He had a wedding to arrange. A wedding between himself and a woman who was not her. And yet, there he was, laughing with his friend and watching her every movement. 
 
      
 
    She curtsied. “Good afternoon, sire,” she said. “Do not mind me, I must clean the hall.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Go on, then.” 
 
      
 
    It felt strange, to have him watching her every move as she proceeded to begin with the dusting, brushing dust and cobwebs from around and behind the various ornaments and pieces of furniture by the walls. But he simply sat there and observed her as Boyd spoke to him, a faint smile on his lips. Knowing he was watching left her heart pounding relentlessly in her chest. 
 
      
 
    She felt slightly embarrassed as she climbed onto a chair to dust the top of a few paintings and banners along the walls. She knew he could see no more than a few more inches of her slim white calves, but nevertheless, she could feel his eyes burning on her. She briefly turned to look at him, but he was not in his throne any more. Boyd was sitting on the arm of the throne still, but Alan was standing nearer to her, resting a hand on a nearby dresser, smiling. 
 
      
 
    The shock made her lose her balance. The chair wobbled on the uneven flags and her footing slipped, causing her to fall from the chair backwards. She snatched at the banner, but the flag slipped between her fingers. 
 
      
 
    Swift as an arrow, Alan was behind her, and she fell into his strong arms. As he caught her, he brought her close to his chest, squeezing her light frame protectively. 
 
      
 
    Between the panic of the fall and the thrill of her love's powerful arms, her heart was beating faster and harder than it ever had before in her entire life. She genuinely feared that it might beat so hard it would break, killing her right then and there. 
 
      
 
    But looking up into his steely grey eyes, she felt a wave of peace wash over her. She was safe. She saw the worry on his face as he held her closely. She could feel his own heart thumping hard and fast. “Are you well?” he asked her quietly. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “I believe so.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed in relief and smiled. “Foolish girl.” He broke eye contact with her, his gaze resting on her mouth. He licked his own dry lips nervously, and then, as though waking from a trance, glanced up at Boyd. 
 
      
 
    The red-bearded man grinned roguishly and shook his head a little. “I saw nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Alan smiled widely back at his friend before turning and pressing his lips to Heather's. Her breath halted, and her heart raced faster and faster. Her chest and stomach felt as though an explosion of butterflies had burst through her and was filling her entire body. She raised her hands slowly and gently rested them on Alan's soft dark hair as he caressed her sunset tresses. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan felt on top of the world. He knew this could not continue once he was married to Dolina, but, at the same time, he saw no reason to deny himself some happiness whilst he waited. After all, who would say anything? Only he, Heather, and Boyd knew anything at all, and none of the three would breathe a word of the situation to anyone else. 
 
      
 
    What pained him was the prospect of having to stop. He had nothing against Dolina as a woman. She was a fine woman with royal blood and would make an excellent wife to someone someday, but that someone was not him. He often caught himself wondering whether he could afford to marry Heather instead. He knew there would most likely be consequences. But, on the other hand, he was the Laird. Who would be able to challenge him, to stop him from doing as he pleased? 
 
      
 
    He lay on his bed, with Heather sat beside him quietly, running her fingers through his hair. She was just so sweet, so gentle; so lovely. Dolina may make someone a good wife, but Heather would be the perfect wife for him. He wished to have her and hold her, to marry her and be able to do with and to her everything he had fantasized about. She would be a wonderful wife, mother, and house manager, as well as a wise advisor for him to turn to in his times of need. 
 
      
 
    For Dolina, he felt some affection, but she was more akin to a sister. He could not even dream of kissing her, let alone anything else. And yet, he was expected to marry her, and not Heather? He seized Heather's hand in his own, bringing it down to his lips and planting light kisses all over her delicate little fingers. 
 
      
 
    A knock came at the door. Heather quickly stood up off the bed, and in one swift movement straightened her skirts, grabbed a dusting cloth and began polishing a large mirror. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” said Alan, keeping a close eye on the door as it began to open. It was Boyd. Alan breathed a deep sigh of relief. “Come in, come in my friend, please close the door behind you.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd did so, but there was a strong air of nervousness about him. “Sire, we have a problem.” 
 
      
 
    Heather moved closer to the bed again and looked on as Boyd spoke. Alan sat up and held her hand gently. “Nobody has found out?” 
 
      
 
    Boyd shook his head. “It is not that. You are quite safe. But we have suffered a grave loss. The cattle of our Clan have been seized.” 
 
      
 
    “How much of our cattle? And who by?” Alan replied, feeling his blood begin to boil. The cattle of Clan McGregor were its livelihood, and with the colder months fast approaching, they would need plenty of milk for sustenance, not to mention cheeses and meats. 
 
      
 
    “Half the herd, sire,” Boyd replied. “And, I know not who by, but word is that Clan Colquhoun are suspected.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. That sounded about right. Clan Colquhoun were the sworn enemies of Clan McGregor and had been for generations. They had been quiet as of late, but it seems that after his father's death, they were planning on making a move against the Innes family once again. “Do you think they are looking for a weakness in me?” he asked Boyd. 
 
      
 
    Boyd nodded. “If it was them, then I think so.” 
 
      
 
    “You are right,” Alan agreed. “I am a new Laird, they're testing my mettle. If I am strong, they may leave us be, like they did my father. But any weakness will tell them that we are easy pickings, and the Lairdship may be at risk.” He sighed heavily. “We must be on our guards.” 
 
      
 
    “That is just what your mother said, sire,” Boyd replied. 
 
      
 
    Alan raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “She is worried for you, she believes that if they got in close enough to steal our cattle they may be feeling bold. Who knows what they may try next?” he elaborated. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think my life is at risk?” Alan asked cautiously. 
 
      
 
    “Aye,” Boyd said sternly. 
 
      
 
    Heather, who had been listening patiently and quietly, gasped and sat down on the bed beside him, flinging her arms around his neck and hugging him closely. “Oh no...” she whispered, burying her face in his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Alan ran his hand over her silky red hair. “Hush now, it is no big affair. These are the risks every Laird faces, and most of us live long and full lives.” He turned to Boyd. “What are we doing to protect myself and my family?” 
 
      
 
    “Your mother has asked for there to be increased guard about the castle, and has also instructed some guards to keep an eye on the remaining cattle. She has also suggested that you may require a taster for your meals, in case someone within the walls should betray us,” Boyd explained. 
 
      
 
    Alan raised an eyebrow again. That was a very odd thing for his mother to suggest. Surely she, who had lived here all of thirty nine years, would know every face and every person within the walls intimately? Surely she, of all people, could tell a change in their demeanor? But he was in a difficult and novel situation. And right now, he needed to put his trust in her. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” he concluded. “Do we know who it shall be?” 
 
      
 
    Boyd nodded. “I volunteered, sire.” 
 
      
 
    Alan felt a pang of pain in his chest. Boyd had been his most loyal servant and most loving friend for all of his childhood and throughout his training in England. And knowing he was willingly putting his life on the line... “No, I cannae stand to lose you after losing my father.” Alan shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Sire, I insist. It would be the greatest honor to serve you with my life, and a great insult to our friendship for you to turn me down.” 
 
      
 
    Alan's eyes met Boyd's. He could tell his friend was serious. There would be no deterring him from laying his life on the line for his friend and Laird. Alan sighed. “Very well; you foolish man.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes felt an odd sense of satisfaction as she considered what she could do next. It was too much good fortune. If she played this right, not only would she be rid of that servant girl, but also of that meddling Boyd, who was continually conspiring with the maids and other servants. 
 
      
 
    She had tolerated his presence too long. Her husband may have liked and respected such people, and her son may be happy to mingle with them, but now they were paying the price for bringing down the barriers between royalty and the lower classes. And the Lairdship would pay a high price if she did not intervene.  
 
      
 
    She had thought of disposing of Boyd by some means after Heather had vanished anyway. After all, with someone like Boyd as his right hand man, Alan Innes would never be a truly powerful Laird. He would always be at the beck and call of usurpers and peasants. And they would never be happy with the amount they got from him. They would always fight to bring the class boundaries down. And with them, the Lairdship. 
 
      
 
    But Boyd volunteering to be the chief taster was something she had not counted upon. If her plan went well, then she could kill two birds with one stone. 
 
      
 
    A knock rang at the door. Lady Innes straightened her hair a little and adjusted her pendant. “Come in,” she eventually called. 
 
      
 
    It was her hand maiden, looking slightly confused and pale. “Here, but do take care,” she said, “you cannae-” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes shook her head and seized the small parcel from between the girl's fingers. “I know what I am doing. So you mind what you are doing.” 
 
      
 
    The maiden curtsied. “Of course, MiLady.” 
 
      
 
    “You may leave,” Lady Innes replied, feeling the weight of the bag. This... this could make all the difference. 
 
      
 
    Standing, she inspected herself in the mirror. Her white hand shook slightly. Her eyes were wide. She could detect faint perspiration on her forehead. Why was she troubled so? These were only servants. And she was doing it for the good of the Lairdship, for the wellbeing of all of its people. And yet... her hands shook so very much. 
 
      
 
    She marched to her cabinet and found a bottle of strong liquor her husband had stashed away for when his nerves got the better of him. It was she that needed it now. She poured a little into her fine glass. The aroma was pungent. It was not a Lady's place to drink such brews. And yet, if she did not have it, there may no longer be such a thing as a Lady. 
 
      
 
    As the harsh mouthful burned the back of her throat, she took a second. That was all she could handle. But she could already feel the heat in her stomach. Soon that passion would burn through her heart and mind, and give her the power she needed to do her duties as mother of the Laird. 
 
      
 
    After a few deep breaths, she felt her hands a little steadier and the sweat on her brow reducing. She blotted her forehead lightly with a handkerchief and added some powder, hoping to keep dry and ladylike for the entire ordeal. 
 
      
 
    Then, palming her little bag, she made her way downstairs for dinner. 
 
      
 
    Her son was already sitting in his place, with Boyd to his right hand side and an empty seat for his mother to his left. It ought to be Dolina to his right, and yet there she was, beside Boyd, as though she did not mean anything. The ladies' eyes met and Lady Innes nodded. The plan would go ahead. She could see that Boyd had already begun his duties, and was sipping from the decanter before the Laird's wine was poured, and taking the first bite of Alan's first loaf of bread. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes smiled amiably as she walked past Dolina and subtly dropped the little bag into Dolina's lap. As she sat down, she made eye contact with every noble at the table. Nobody was any the wiser. Looking back to Dolina, she could see the young woman's hands move slightly under the table as she opened the bag and inspected the contents. Lady Innes could see Dolina's eyes widen as she realized what was inside. As she looked up and across the table to find something to hide it in, Dolina's gaze met Lady Innes's. 
 
      
 
    Dolina's eyes spoke nothing but fear, and for a moment Lady Innes feared, too. She feared Dolina would not be able to carry the plan through. That she would give herself away, or worse yet, betray Lady Innes. 
 
      
 
    But Dolina was not about to sacrifice her position now, out of fear. As the guests resumed talking among themselves and Lady Innes attracted Alan and Boyd's attention, Dolina emptied the entire bag of crushed yew berries into a pie before carefully replacing the loose lid. 
 
      
 
    “Not to your liking?” Boyd asked. 
 
      
 
    Dolina startled, obviously worried that she had been caught. But Lady Innes smiled at her reassuringly. Boyd had only just glanced her way. Nobody had seen her act. “Uh... no... I am not too fond of venison,” she replied, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    “Venison? It is a favorite of mine,” Alan replied. “Do pass it here.” 
 
      
 
    Without thinking, Dolina pushed the plate towards Alan, who raised his fork to lift the lid off. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Lady Innes gasped, seizing her son's hand. “Do you not recall? We are at risk. Boyd, please sample the pie.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd flashed a slight grin. “I too appreciate venison,” he said, raising his fork and cracking the crust on top. The yew berries had already soaked into the gravy and were barely visible. They could have been anything. Boyd scooped in a forkful. “Not bad at all, sire,” he said through the mouthful. “No, wait, I must ensure it is perfectly safe.” He ate another heaped forkful, much to Alan's amusement. “Well, I suppose that it must be fine,” he concluded, sliding the pie back towards Alan. 
 
      
 
    As Alan served himself a pile of the pie on the side of his plate, Lady Innes felt her heart pounding in her chest. Surely it should be having some effect by now? Perhaps the hand maiden got it wrong, and brought the wrong berries? But if not... Alan could not eat of that pie. 
 
      
 
    And then, it happened. Boyd collapsed. 
 
      
 
    His great brow hit the table with an audible clatter which stunned the entire hall. Everyone looked to the head of the table where Boyd, the Laird's beloved friend, trusted servant, right hand man, and food taster, lay with his face in his plate, twitching and trembling violently. Lady Innes was near enough that she could hear his rough, shallow breathing, and his intermittent retching. She was horrified and disgusted, but also satisfied. 
 
      
 
    Alan leaped to his feet. “Nobody eat another bite!” he shouted in alarm. “And someone send for a priest and a doctor.” 
 
      
 
    There was a sudden rise of noises. First, the clattering of forks, cups, and plates being dropped. Then, the odd shriek from petrified members of the nobility. Then a screeching of chairs and a pattering of feet as people stood up and stepped slightly away from the table, not knowing what to do, fearing for their lives, looking at the plates of food as though every single grain were about to leap from its bed and kill them. 
 
      
 
    Sensing the chaos that was sure to begin, Alan roared out once again. “Stop and be silent! And send for the doctor and the priest!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was all happening too fast for Alan. One minute, he had been enjoying a jovial dinner with his friends and family. And the next, his childhood friend was laying on the floor, twitching, panting, and vomiting, as the doctor leaned over him and inspected his eyes. The hall had been cleared. Even Dolina, despite her protests, had been ushered out. Only Alan, Lady Innes, the doctor, and the priest remained, gathered around Boyd's flailing body. 
 
      
 
    The doctor, a thin man, much older than anyone else Alan had ever met before, shook his head. “There is naught I can do,” he said. “This young man has been poisoned.” 
 
      
 
    “Poisoned?” Alan replied. Of course he had. “The pie...” 
 
      
 
    The doctor nodded. “Something which he ate of, but nobody else did. There were yew berries in it.” 
 
      
 
    “Yew? How could... So you do believe it was intentional?” Alan asked, wiping the sweat from Boyd's forehead as he shook and retched once again. 
 
      
 
    The doctor stood up and walked over to the table, where he began poking at the pie with a fork. 
 
      
 
    “Doctor! Do something!” Alan cried in desperation. “Do not delay and save him.” 
 
      
 
    “With all due respect sire, he cannae be saved,” the doctor said in the tone of voice of someone who had said the same thing countless times to countless people. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Alan roared. 
 
      
 
    “His body... the amount of yew in this pie... Boyd will not live but a few more hours. And, in that condition.” The doctor's eyes met Alan's. 
 
      
 
    Alan understood. He looked down upon his friend, curling up in agony on his side, holding his stomach and vomiting once again. He then looked to the priest. “Read him his rites,” Alan whispered. 
 
      
 
    As the priest spoke, a numbness overtook Alan's body. He knew what he needed to do, although he feared and regretted it greatly. He lifted his friend's upper body so that Boyd rested across his lap, his head against Alan's chest. The Laird's hand rested on the hilt of his hunting knife. As the rites ended, Alan lifted his free hand and gently closed Boyd's eyes. “May God forgive me,” he said, drawing the blade across his friend's throat, “and may ye suffer no more.” 
 
      
 
    He did not hear the footsteps leave the room, or the great door close behind them as they left. All he could sense was the weight of Boyd's collapsing body against his own, his best friend's last breath, and the hot tears streaming down his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Heather did not know what to do. She had never seen a man so broken before. 
 
      
 
    Life in the Lairdship was harsh, of course. Many people died young, from illness or injury. Many people left too soon, or left this world shaking, bleeding, and vomiting. But Boyd was different. Alan was not the same man after losing Boyd. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was losing his best friend so soon after losing his father. Perhaps it was the threat posed to Alan's own life and to his loved ones by an anonymous poisoner. But Heather could not shake the feeling that something had happened in that room. That after the crowd had been dismissed and the doors had been closed, something had taken place, something so unspeakable she would never be told of it, which had broken the Laird's heart in two. 
 
      
 
    And try as she might, she found she was of no comfort to him. She lay beside him in his bed, his back turned to her, and gently caressed his hair. He did not stop her. He did not encourage her. He simply lay there, like a statue. 
 
      
 
    She knew that with time, he may feel much better. That he would become strong once again, and be able to resume his position with the power and dignity it required. She did not fear for that. Her Laird was good and strong, and he would be able to care for them all, no matter what came to pass. 
 
      
 
    What she feared for was his broken heart, and the pain he would carry with him for the rest of his days. A wound like the one Alan seemed to be suffering was not the sort of wound that ever truly healed. 
 
      
 
    She kissed the back of his head and wrapped her arm over his arm, resting her light little hand against his chest. He took her fingers in his and gently held her hand right there, where she could feel the slow, heavy beat of his heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    This was not right. This was not what was supposed to happen. Lady Innes paced up and down in her chamber, as Dolina lay down on the bed and stared at the ceiling with glassy eyes. Dolina let out another sigh, and Lady Innes turned and glared at her. 
 
      
 
    “If you are not going to be of any assistance I am not sure why you choose to remain in my quarters,” Lady Innes snapped. 
 
      
 
    Dolina sat up. “My apologies, Lady Innes, but I simply cannot devise another solution.” 
 
      
 
    “He was not supposed to turn to that... maid,” Lady Innes shook her head. “You... You were supposed to comfort him. To reassure him. To show him that his dealings with their kind only bring grief, and that his Lairdship and its future rests on your pretty head. And what happened? He turned to a servant maid instead. Perhaps we ought to...” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Dolina contested, anger in her voice, “no I shall not do it again. I shall never, so long as I ever live, do such a thing to any other person.” 
 
      
 
    “The future of the Lairdship rests on her disappearance,” Lady Innes replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then make her disappear some other way,” Dolina said. “I shall not kill again. I shall never forget his face...” she shivered. “May God forgive me for what I have done.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes drew a deep breath. It was clear that Dolina did not see the bigger picture. What they were doing was perfectly just so long as they saved the hundreds of lives within the Lairdship. One or two lives for hundreds of lives and souls was a sacrifice that had to be made. But she did not expect Dolina to understand this. Young, pretty Dolina, who had never had to handle a Lairdship on her own for even a day. She did not see how the world was. And she would not see, not until she married Alan. 
 
      
 
    “What if...” Lady Innes began saying, as a revelation reached her, “...what if you were to disappear?” 
 
      
 
    Dolina laughed. “Then all Alan's problems would be done, at least.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes glared at Dolina. “It is no laughing matter. The Lairdship is at stake, and I believe I know how to save us all.” 
 
      
 
    Dolina nodded seriously. “I apologize. What must we do?” 
 
      
 
    “If you were perhaps to vanish, we could use our rivalry with Clan Colquhoun to persuade the Laird that you are on our side, and that maid is on theirs,” Lady Innes explained. “We could use his present suffering to show him how low and cunning the servants really are.” 
 
      
 
    Dolina nodded. “I believe I understand,” she replied. “How shall I disappear, though?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes paused. “We have a hunting lodge not far from here. Due to the cold weather it is not in use. Perhaps you could stay there with a servant or two, and then return to tell the horrors you have seen.” 
 
      
 
    Dolina nodded yet again. “Anything you ask of me, Lady Innes. Anything to save Alan and the Lairdship.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan sat back in the chair in his chamber. Heather padded quietly around the room, dusting, wiping, and tidying away his barely touched breakfast platter. Lady Innes followed the young girl with her eyes, an expression of contempt on her lips, but ultimately sat down opposite her son. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry to trouble you after all you have gone through. But this is a matter of utmost concern,” Lady Innes began. 
 
      
 
    Alan felt himself sigh wearily. What was it this time? What was it about that woman that could not wait another day? He nodded. “Do go on.” 
 
      
 
    “She has gone,” Lady Innes stated abruptly. 
 
      
 
    Alan hesitated, finally lifting his eyes to meet his mother's. “Gone?” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head slowly. “We know not where. But after the cattle and the poisoning... We fear that Clan Colquhoun may be to blame yet again.” 
 
      
 
    “Are we certain? Why would they take her?” Alan asked. This was bad. Dolina's involvement in his life may have been bothering him, and his betrothal to her was less than desirable. But under no circumstance did he want to see his childhood friend, wife-to-be, and sisterly figure harmed. The thought that she was in the hands of someone who would do what had been done to Boyd... it made him shake with rage. 
 
      
 
    “I believe they wish to bring you down,” Lady Innes explained. “They took your cattle so that you would have a hard time providing for your people this winter. They wished to kill you, but had not accounted for Boyd. And, knowing that you were protected, they seized Dolina, so that you would not be able to rule with stability and fairness.” 
 
      
 
    “Had I known that her betrothal to me was putting her life at risk, I would have broken the handfasting weeks ago,” Alan said in an angry mutter. “To think they would... Do you believe she is alive?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes shook her head. “I do hope so. I hope that they see that killing her would bring two Lairdships against them, but that using her as a pawn to deceive you would put her parents against us also, and force us to surrender to them.” 
 
      
 
    Alan stared at his feet. “But our surrender is not desirable for anyone,” he said. “Should Clan Colquhoun take over the Lairdship, then all we are fighting for is pointless. You have said as much yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, but it is preferable for your betrothed to be alive than dead. For her sake, and the Lairdship's. We may be able to deceive, reason with, or defeat Clan Colquhoun and get her back, safe and sound. And then all will be well,” Lady Innes replied. 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “So what must we do?” 
 
      
 
    “I shall send a messenger to Clan Colquhoun asking for the safe return of Dolina. We shall hear their terms and decide from there if we are to talk more, or go to war,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    “Very well, I trust your reasoning,” Alan concluded after a little thought. 
 
      
 
    As his mother left the room and the heavy door creaked shut behind her, Alan breather a deep sigh. “What are we to do, Heather?” 
 
      
 
    Heather walked over to Alan's chair and knelt on the carpet beside it. “I do not know, sire. I am just a servant.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you are wise. You are wise beyond what I have been told your age, your rank, and your sex should allow. I cannot consult with Boyd. I cannot consult with my father. And my mother is so set in her ways, I do not believe she could be honest and fair with me. So I am asking you, what are we to do?” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “I cannae give such advice.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not take it, Heather. But my own mind is rotting with grief. Any thought, however simple, could help me to begin thinking once more. I do not need you to do the heavy work for me, just push the cart to free it from the ditch.” Alan rubbed his temples and looked down into her sky blue eyes. She had such a kind, young face, such a gentle expression, and such old, wise eyes. He trusted her. He trusted her like he trusted no other living person. 
 
      
 
    Heather nodded. “I shall try, sire.” She hesitated and looked towards the lightly glowing fire. The flickering flames reflected in her eyes, reminding Alan of a sunset. As her little hand rested on the arm of his chair, he took it and held it. “Very well, sire,” she resumed, “as Dolina has vanished, we must find out where she is. Your mother is convinced that all these actions are from Clan Colquhoun. But what if they aren't? Every minute you spend focusing entirely on them is a minute that Dolina's captor has in which he can harm her. We must determine exactly where she is, so we can make sure she is safe.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded and squeezed Heather's little fingers. Looking into the fire himself, he saw the sense in what she was saying. It was true that his mother, and only his mother, was insisting that these acts came from Clan Colquhoun. Nobody had seen them do anything. Nobody had received a message from them. And whilst Clan Colquhoun was their sworn enemies, they had also done nothing to Clan McGregor for decades. It was possible that this violence came from somewhere else, and that they were wasting time by focusing on their historic feud. 
 
      
 
    “You are indeed wise beyond your years,” Alan finally said. “I shall send some servants to ask questions of all in the castle. Perhaps someone has seen or heard something which may be of use to us. I want you to begin, Heather.” As she stood, he did not release her hand, lifting it to his lips and kissing her delicate fingertips. “Please, I know that it is not in your interests to find Dolina. But do what is right and help me rescue her.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall do everything in my power to find where she has been taken, sire,” Heather replied with a light bow. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Most of Heather, heart and soul, did not want Dolina to return. Were Dolina to return safe and sound, then the Laird would marry her. And that would leave Heather with two options. To be a secretive mistress to Alan for the rest of her life, forever creeping behind Dolina's back. Or to leave them be, and marry a good man of her own status, and live forever with a broken heart. Neither was what she wanted. 
 
      
 
    And yet, her heart was too good and kind to sabotage this search. She knew that although he did not love Dolina as a man should love his betrothed, Alan did love her, and did want her cared for. She knew that the way of the world was for royals to marry royals and blue blood to remain blue. She knew that the Lairdship would accept only a continuation of tradition. 
 
      
 
    And thus, she feared she could never be happy with Alan. The contempt, the disorder, or the secrecy, would make her an unhappy woman. And without him, she could not be happy either. Alan, however, had potential to be happy. Dolina was a good, beautiful, powerful woman. Were Alan to marry her, he would enjoy riches and success. He would have healthy, blue-blooded sons who would make him proud. And if her happiness was a speck of dust in the air, and Alan's was as abundant as fish in the river, then the closest she could get to being happy was to make Alan happy. 
 
      
 
    Besides, she could never find it in her heart to wish harm upon anyone. No matter how much they stood between her and all which she desired. Dolina was a good woman, and deserved to be saved. 
 
      
 
    Heather gathered a few servants and explained the Laird's orders to them. As they were all of equal status to her, and most knew that she had been personally waiting upon the Laird at his time of need, there was very little questioning before they set about their task. 
 
      
 
    Heather herself went to dust the great chamber, where Alan sat gazing into the fire, and waited for the others to report to them. 
 
      
 
    As the hours rolled by and still no news arrived, Alan beckoned Heather to his chair, where she nervously sat upon his knee. Every time he touched her, she felt shivers run down her spine. Everywhere his fingers landed burned like hot coals. She knew that he desired her. But she also knew that even what they were doing already was too much for an unwed couple, let alone a servant and her betrothed master. 
 
      
 
    And yet, she could not refuse him either. He was by and large a good man, and despite his own desires, he went no further. A man in his position could afford to ask her to give herself up to him, and a girl in her status would have to do so. Not that she would oppose it if she could... But he made no such demand. He held her, and kissed her, and undid her tresses so that he could run his fingers through her long red hair over and over. He treasured her. 
 
      
 
    How could she deny him such small pleasures, when she herself craved them also? 
 
      
 
    As a knock at the door echoed in the chamber, Heather startled and moved to stand up. Alan's hand grabbed her wrist as she stood, his other hand moving behind her head, pulling her down into a fleeting kiss before he released her. She gasped and leaned in for another brief kiss. As she found her way to the fireplace and made herself look busy, the Laird called out, and the door opened. 
 
      
 
    It was Canny. She seemed slightly flustered. She curtsied deeply to the Laird and awaited his command. 
 
      
 
    “Please, tell me what news you have,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    “I know not what to make of it, sire,” Canny replied, “but Dolina was last seen leaving the castle on horseback this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Unaccompanied?” Alan asked. 
 
      
 
    “Accompanied by an unknown, cloaked servant,” Canny said. “That is all we know, sire.” 
 
      
 
    Heather had a bad feeling about this, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it. Surely whoever left with Dolina would be obvious? There had to be a servant unaccounted for, or someone who went out around that time. But if Dolina went willingly, then could it have been a servant? It would have to be someone she trusted. And yet Heather knew for a fact that no other nobles had left or entered the building that day. Unless... 
 
      
 
    The only other person who could possibly know would be her father, the groundskeeper. He would know if someone so much as stopped by for a drink and a hunk of bread. Let alone when someone left with the Laird's betrothed. Heather stood up and dusted off her skirt. Walking up to the Laird, she curtsied deeply. “Canny will have to attend to the room for the next few hours. I shall speak with my father and ask him who Dolina left with. Perhaps he knows. May I leave, sire?” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “You may.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sire,” Heather replied with a smile. She turned and left the room. 
 
      
 
    She needed to know about this. Alan did too, of course. But above all, she needed to know who Dolina had left with, why she had trusted them... Because it was beginning to sound a lot as though the enemy were already in the castle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    That evening, watching the sun descend, Lady Innes felt a pang of remorse at what she was putting her son through. But it needed to be done. Situations such as these called for drastic measures. 
 
      
 
    Alan was in great distress, but his suffering was crucial. He was in this mess because he had let his emotions get the better of him. He had allowed love and lust to prevail over reason. And now she needed to use his emotions to get him out of it. 
 
      
 
    And with Boyd out of the way, everything would run much more smoothly. 
 
      
 
    Boyd had been a threat above all because he toed the line between the classes. He walked among nobles, yet still held an affinity for the people he had come from. The sort of meddling he did would not happen again. The servants were too dumb and meek to rise above their station, and the nobles would not dare throw away their power. All she had to do was set everything to rights and the Lairdship would be saved. 
 
      
 
    And still, her heart ached. She felt regret gnawing away at her. She had risked her own son's life, and sacrificed his best friend for this. That maid and her family would surely be banished. And Alan would never truly heal from the pain he had suffered since he returned. She did not mean to kill, or to hurt her son. But what else could she do? 
 
      
 
    As the widow of the late Laird, she was powerless to command her son, or even her old Lairdship any more. She may be respected and obeyed for now, but Alan would only have to give the word, and she would have nothing. She could not confront him directly, or attempt to overrule him. That plan would fail instantly. And then the Lairdship would be left in the hands of an untrained young man and a servant maid. 
 
      
 
    And what would become of Dolina? Her father was a neighboring Laird whom they were very close with. Their Clans were sworn as one, Dolina had grown up within the castle walls, her sole duty being to become a good Lady and a bride for Alan. 
 
      
 
    Not only would the Lairdship be left to two wholly unqualified people, but their strongest ally would turn their enemy. Their people would turn against their defiance of tradition, their ally would at best abandon them, or at worst attack them, and they would all end up dead sooner or later. 
 
      
 
    She simply could not stand against him openly.  
 
      
 
    No, she was doing what she had to do. 
 
      
 
    She waited by her window for what she knew was about to happen. She knew that Dolina would be well, but this was still the hardest part of the task: the ride back, unaccompanied, at night. It was not proper for a young lady, however short the distance. That was also one of the reasons why Lady Innes had shortened Dolina's stay away. That, and the very real risk that they would be discovered. 
 
      
 
    Seeing a horse fast approaching the gates, she breathed a sigh of relief. Dolina was safe. And just on time. She retired to her chair, arranged her hair, and waited for someone to bring the news. 
 
      
 
    It felt like hours, but mere minutes passed from when she sat down to when the door burst open. It was one of the minor nobles, who had stayed after the old Laird's funeral hoping to attend the next Laird's wedding. He was perspiring from having run up the stairs. “Lady Innes! It is Dolina! She has returned!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes put on her best expression of shock and stood up immediately. “Where is she?” 
 
      
 
    “In the hall. She has some wounds, and is terrified. You must come to her immediately,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes shook her head slightly as the man left. Whatever the situation, it was not appropriate to barge into a lady's chamber like that. Even a noble of lower status than herself could not uphold these values. And yet, her son expected some peasant girl to do so... 
 
      
 
    Walking downstairs and towards the hall, she made an effort to remain collected. The hardest parts were over now. There would be no more deceit, no more risk for herself or Dolina; no more deaths. All she had to do was retain her composure as she talked to everyone, and as Dolina made her great reveal. 
 
      
 
    Walking into the hall, Dolina was truly a tragic sight. She had ripped her dress and rubbed dirt into it. Her shoes were gone. Her hair was matted. And, as she had promised, she had drawn some brambles across her arms, hands, and legs, to draw a little blood. Being unfamiliar with any form of pain, the sharpness of the cuts must have made her cry, as her eyes were red and her face was puffy. But it just brought everything together so well. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes knelt beside Dolina and drew her into her bosom, as Alan had held Boyd. “Shush,” she whispered, “relax, my dearest. Relax, for you are in safe hands now.” 
 
      
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Lady Innes could see that some nobles had gathered. The doctor was present and preparing some ointments. And the maids were tending to Dolina's wounds, washing them ready for treatment. But Alan was not there yet. And Dolina would not speak until he arrived. 
 
      
 
    “Please, bring the girl some wine,” Lady Innes insisted, stroking Dolina's dark hair as the maids began combing and rinsing it. 
 
      
 
    As Lady Innes raised the glass to Dolina's dry, pale lips, and the doctor knelt to apply ointments to her cuts, a servant announced the arrival of the Laird. Lady Innes dared not look back, for fear her son would be accompanied by that... harlot. 
 
      
 
    Alan rushed to their side and also knelt by Dolina, taking her hand between his, shock and grief etched into the fine lines of his face. “Dolina... who did this to you?” 
 
      
 
    Dolina's eyes met Alan's. As rehearsed, she paused, and then looked away. “It was that girl...” she whispered. “It was that servant... Heather Carson.” 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head. No... he must have heard her wrong. “Pray, please tell me again, I did not quite hear you.” 
 
      
 
    “It was Heather Carson, the servant,” Dolina insisted. “She... she is behind it all! She is a traitor. She set our cattle free so that Clan Colquhoun could seize them, she was poisoning your food, and she had them take me so that you could never marry me.” Tears were streaming once again down Dolina's already puffy red cheeks. “She knew that I would love you and protect you and so she wanted them to dispose of me. I barely escaped with my life.” 
 
      
 
    Alan was still incredulous. Heather? His Heather? That sweet servant maid who had cared for him during his time of need, who had loved him and tended to him like nobody else? He shook his head again. “There must be some mistake. Heather would not...” 
 
      
 
    Alan felt a hand rest on his shoulder. Looking up, he locked eyes with his mother. She nodded slowly at him. “Dolina has gone through trials beyond my imagination tonight. She must rest. I am sure that she can tell us more in the morning. But, for now, come, we must leave her... and I must talk with you alone.” 
 
      
 
    Looking down at Dolina's red face, pale lips, and glassy eyes made Alan's chest ache. He could not bear to see such a good, honest woman in so much mental anguish. Her physical wounds were minor, that much he could tell immediately. But there was no telling how deeply she had been mentally and emotionally scarred by her ordeal. 
 
      
 
    “Go,” Dolina insisted. “I am in good hands, and your mother will have wise words for us both.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. 
 
      
 
    A servant took Lady Innes's place holding Dolina upright as she sipped wine and her wounds were tended to. Glancing back at his childhood friend, Alan followed his mother out of the room. She kept walking all the way to the great chamber. Looking around to make sure nobody had followed them, Lady Innes closed the door behind them. 
 
      
 
    “I simply cannae believe she would do such a thing,” Alan began. “She is just so...” 
 
      
 
    “So what? So loving? So kind? Alan, I am sorry to say so but that witch has made a fool of us all. She has deceived us,” Lady Innes contested. 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head and collapsed into a chair. “What proof have we of this?” he asked, resting his hand over his chin and mouth lightly. 
 
      
 
    “What proof? Dolina, a longtime member of our Clan, daughter of a Laird, has said it is so. Who will you trust, her, or some servant girl?” Lady Innes replied. Her voice sounded so harsh and poisonous that Alan withdrew slightly from her in shock. Locking eyes with him, her expression mellowed. “I am sorry, my dearest son, but I cannae help but feel strongly regarding this matter. That girl... she has controlled us. She has controlled us and used her ways to get into our good graces, do you not see?” 
 
      
 
    Alan sighed. “I... I just have great difficulty believing that such a lovely young girl, someone who had helped me so much, would mean to do me harm.” 
 
      
 
    “That is precisely why she was attempting to grow close to you. Do you still believe she loves you? After all this?” Lady Innes insisted. “Her loyalty lies with herself and her kind, not with us royals. You cannot trust a member of her class to act with the dignity a noble is born with.” 
 
      
 
    “But Boyd... he was a servant, too. He had been my friend, by my side, for many years,” Alan replied, rubbing his forehead in frustration.  
 
      
 
    “Boyd was the exception, not the rule. And look what she did to him. She knew he was tasting your food. She treated him as a traitor and poisoned him anyway. She sacrificed him to make you afraid and weak, so that she could exploit you at your most vulnerable,” Lady Innes continued. 
 
      
 
    Alan gazed into the waving flames in the fireplace. “Is it truly possible?” 
 
      
 
    “I know it is hard for you to believe, but you must put sense before emotion. She has wormed her way into your heart, but that Heather... that Heather is an illusion. An impostor. The real Heather is the one who killed Boyd, who unsettled the Lairdship, who is working with Clan Colquhoun to bring us down.” 
 
      
 
    Alan buried his face in his hands. “No, no... Please... It cannot be...” He had loved her. He had trusted her. He had given her everything he had. Had she truly betrayed him? Was he simply a pawn to her? It was too much to take in. 
 
      
 
    He felt a hand rest on his shoulder and looked up at his mother. “Alan, you must be strong,” she said in a soft voice. “You must be strong and do what is right. Otherwise, we will all be brought down.” 
 
      
 
    He looked away from her for a second, into the flickering orange flames. He drew a deep breath. She was right. He needed to do what was right. “I shall have a hearing with her.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” His mother laughed nervously. “Whatever for?” 
 
      
 
    “I must hear her side of the story; I must give her the opportunity to defend herself. It is only right,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    “But... after all we now know of her... You know she will lie to you. She will use this second chance to manipulate you, to make you trust her,” Lady Innes countered. 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “You are right. And for that reason both you and Dolina shall sit by my side, and offer me counsel.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes smiled weakly. “You are very wise, my son. You will make an excellent Laird in time.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Heather felt a cold sweat dripping down the back of her neck. At first, when she heard the accusation, she had not been concerned. She was certain it was a matter of confusion. But after discovering where it had come from, she was not so sure. Dolina would have no reason to genuinely believe she had kidnapped her. After all, that was not something you can conclude accidentally. 
 
      
 
    And Heather was slowly coming to the grave understanding that, as Alan's wife-to-be, Dolina had a vested interest in disposing of the maid who loved him. 
 
      
 
    Walking up towards the thrones, with Dolina to Alan's left and Lady Innes to his right, Heather felt a hard lump in her throat. Alan's beautiful eyes looked down on her with an anger she did not even believe he had in his heart. And it was directed at her. His steely gaze was cold and harsh as daggers, and it cut through to her very soul. She looked up at him pitifully, but saw no mercy on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Heather Carson, you are here facing a grave accusation,” the Laird began. “My betrothed, Dolina, has been subjected to brutal and inhumane treatment at the hands of Clan Colquhoun, barely escaping with her life and body intact. And yet, in surviving, she is able to announce the person who betrayed her: you. I shall give you an opportunity to plead your innocence and explain your actions, as is only fair.” 
 
      
 
    Heather looked from Alan to Dolina, who averted her gaze. “Sire,” she began, looking back to Alan, “I have no explanation to give, for I have done nothing at all against you or the Lairdship.” 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head and rubbed his temples. “Dolina says that you were the one who guided her away. And she says the members of Clan Colquhoun who imprisoned her explained your actions thus far. Who am I to believe, you, or a woman of blue blood?” 
 
      
 
    Heather looked to her feet. “Sire, I can do nothing but say the truth. And the truth is, I do not know of what you speak, or why such accusations would be raised against me, a simple maid.” 
 
      
 
    She heard the thud of his boots as Alan stood up and marched towards her, until he was standing directly opposite her. “Look at me,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    Lifting her head, Heather found herself shaking. His cold gaze was a thousand times more intense from up close, and she had to resist the urge to back away. Her body screamed at her that she was in danger. And yet, she knew there was nowhere to run. It was her duty as a servant to stand and listen. 
 
      
 
    “The lives of our people have been put at risk due to the cattle that were seized. My closest friend was poisoned, and died in my own arms. And my marriage to Dolina has been threatened, not just by your seduction, but by her kidnapping. Tell me, what reason do I have to believe that you are faultless?” 
 
      
 
    Heather found herself shaking even more violently. “I... I have no proof, sire, but my word.” 
 
      
 
    Alan grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Tell me! Give me a reason!” Heather felt sick and faint as he released her. She fell to the floor and shuffled back away from this tall and imposing figure. He looked like an angry bear, stood on its hind quarters, ready to lunge and claw at her. “Heather... I trusted you. I loved you. How could you do this to me?” 
 
      
 
    She could not speak another word. Tears escaped the corners of her eyes. He would not believe her. He would never believe her. He had to trust those he had been raised to trust. And it was their word against hers. 
 
      
 
    She meekly followed as a guard escorted her to the castle dungeons, to await news of her punishment. 
 
      
 
    Each step on the cold, hard stone echoed down into the caverns below. The air was thick and damp. There would be nobody else there but a guard, as the castle had not held another prisoner for many years. 
 
      
 
    But Heather did not think of the physical punishment which would await her. Of the cold, the damp, the hunger, and the lashings. Her mind was occupied by the mental and emotional torment she was already living. 
 
      
 
    She could bear to be banished by her Laird. She could bear to live a life with another man. She could bear to be with Alan only as his secret mistress. She could even bear to die, if that was what he wanted and needed her to do. But she could not bear to have him believe her to be a liar, a traitor, and a murderer. She could not bear to think of those gray eyes, turned coldly toward her as he sent her to her fate. 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the floor of the cold cell, she felt the dampness of the rocks seep through her skirts, the coldness of it biting her skin painfully. Looking up, she saw that there were no windows, and as the guard walked down to his post, the meager light of the candle barely reached her cell. Plunged in darkness, she hunched over her knees, buried her face in her arms, and wept. 
 
      
 
    She did not need to have him. All she needed was for him to trust her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alan's chest ached as he saw her pushed along, sent on her way to a cold, damp dungeon. He still loved her. He still wanted to take her and hold her, to trust her and confide in her. But he could not. She had nothing, no evidence of her innocence. All she had was her word against Dolina's. And Lady Innes was right: in these circumstances he had to trust Dolina. 
 
      
 
    But something was not sitting well with him, and he could not quite work out what it was. There was something wrong with the entire situation, with the facts that he had been presented, and he could not make sense of them. 
 
      
 
    “What shall we do with her?” Dolina asked. 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head. “I am still thinking.” 
 
      
 
    “She is a traitor, her and her father ought to be put to death by hanging,” Lady Innes replied. 
 
      
 
    “Is that not too rash?” Alan replied, in slight shock. “We are yet to discover her involvement, and her father did nothing wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “Alan, she is the traitor who allowed Boyd to die. She may even have been the one to put the yew berries in the pie. She killed him,” Lady Innes insisted. 
 
      
 
    Alan ran his hand through his hair. “And Mr. Carson? He is merely a poor groundskeeper. What fault does he have if his daughter has acted against us?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Alan. The apple never falls far from the tree. He is most likely a traitor of sorts himself, or a man who aspires to power. His wife died birthing that evil girl, so there is no doubt where she got her ideas and support from. At the very least, he is guilty of being her confidant, and allowing these crimes to take place.” 
 
      
 
    Alan looked to his mother and saw from her stern expression that there was no questioning her. But, again, something felt wrong to him. Something was not making sense. And then, he realized it. “Confidant...” he muttered. Yes, Heather had been with him on the morning when Dolina was kidnapped. “Are you certain that it was her who led you away on that morning, Dolina?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Dolina visibly froze. Alan felt a rage rising in his heart. Then, she shook her head sweetly. “I cannot be sure it was her. But I know what I heard when my captors were there. And they said her name.” 
 
      
 
    Alan relaxed. “Then, is it not possible that some other woman led you out?” 
 
      
 
    Dolina nodded. “It is indeed possible,” she replied. “But Heather Carson is still-” 
 
      
 
    “Then,” interrupted Alan, “we must find out if there are any other traitors in the castle.” He stood up. “Wait for me here.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure I should not go with you?” Lady Innes asked. 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head. “I am sure, wait for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Dolina asked nervously. 
 
      
 
    “To ask some questions,” Alan replied. 
 
      
 
    With that, he marched towards the groundskeeper's house: a tiny cottage hidden behind the gates of the castle. 
 
      
 
    The groundskeeper was a tall, slim man, of a similar build to his daughter, with her same blue eyes, but not her red hair. She had got that from her mother, a lovely, nymph-like woman who was still remembered by the servants whenever Heather strode down the hallways, her long locks waving behind her. 
 
      
 
    The groundskeeper was oblivious to his daughter's plight, and stood just inside his cottage, contemplating a variety of garden and farming tools by the light of a burning torch, preparing for the next day's work. 
 
      
 
    Alan marched into the cottage and up to the man and, grabbing his shoulder, slammed him into the door of his cottage. The torch dropped onto the floor where it was extinguished in a puddle behind the doorstep. 
 
      
 
    “Listen well,” Alan said between gritted teeth, “and reply with the truth or else both you and your daughter must die.” 
 
      
 
    The groundskeeper's eyes grew wide, but he nodded in understanding. “Whatever you wish to know, sire.” 
 
      
 
    Alan released the man and stepped back slightly. “Has your daughter ever left the castle?” 
 
      
 
    The groundskeeper shook his head. “Never, sire. She has never set foot outside our grounds.” 
 
      
 
    “Does she speak to anyone outside the castle?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head again. “Never, sire.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you find someone who would confirm this to me?” Alan insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone that knows her,” the groundskeeper replied. 
 
      
 
    Alan hesitated. 
 
      
 
    “Did your mother enjoy the seeds?” the groundskeeper said, trying to break the silence. “I have some more for her.” 
 
      
 
    “Seeds?” Alan asked. 
 
      
 
    “The yew seeds. For her complexion. Never heard of it myself, but her hand maiden swore that it would work,” he shook his head. “If they were of use, I have some more.” 
 
      
 
    Alan's eyes landed on the small pouch of yew berries which the groundskeeper held out to him. And then, he realized what had happened. Under his own nose, too. His heart pounded in his chest, and his face grew hot with rage. He stormed back to the castle, where Dolina and Lady Innes awaited in the great hall. He could see the anxiety on their faces. He turned to a guard in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Bring back Heather Carson,” he said. 
 
      
 
    His mother glanced at him nervously. “Whatever for?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait, and you shall soon find out,” Alan replied. He did not move to sit with his betrothed and his mother. He did not wish to be positioned between them. 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes, Heather, looking cold and confused, was brought into the main hall. As the guard released her arm, she remained standing where he left her, shivering and staring at her feet. Alan walked up to her and wrapped both arms around her, pulling her cold little body close to his. 
 
      
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Lady Innes insisted, standing up. “Who have you spoken to? What servant has persuaded you that this traitor is to be trusted?” 
 
      
 
    Alan took the pouch of berries out from his pocket and threw it at his mother's feet. “Is that your pouch?” 
 
      
 
    It was monogrammed with her initials. She could not deny it. “Why... yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Open it,” Alan demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Well I...” she began, trailing off as her eyes met her son's. She bent over and picked up the pouch. As she opened it she let out a gasp. “No, no... It was not me. It was Dolina. She was the one who poisoned Boyd. She was the one who handed him the pie. She must have taken my pouch-” 
 
      
 
    “You killed him,” Alan interrupted. “You killed him so that you could blame Heather.” He shook his head slowly. “If you want to see a traitor and a witch, you need only look in the mirror. And you,” he turned to face Dolina, “you have lied to me. You have gone out of your way to deceive me. For what? So that I would kill the woman I love and marry you instead? I would have you both killed, but I cannae kill my own mother. From now on, Mother, you have no power in this castle. None but the lowest servants may obey you, and only after asking my permission to proceed. And Dolina, you shall hang tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Dolina gasped. “Please do not, it was her idea... it was all her. I... I...” She fell to her knees and began to cry. 
 
      
 
    Alan felt a gentle tug at his hand. He turned and looked into Heather's deep blue eyes. “Please sire, I beg of you, do not kill her.” 
 
      
 
    Alan shook his head. “She killed Boyd.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not believe she was doing so of her own volition, sire. She is not the type,” Heather countered. “Do you really believe she plotted all this?” 
 
      
 
    Alan paused. “No, no I do not,” he admitted. 
 
      
 
    “We cannae have another death in these walls. Another death of an innocent person,” Heather said. “And she may well be innocent.” 
 
      
 
    Alan nodded. “But... what am I to do? She has at the very least betrayed me.” 
 
      
 
    “Just do not kill her. I beg of you, spare her life.” 
 
      
 
    Looking into Heather's eyes, the Laird was overwhelmed by the kindness, the generosity, the love in them. Here stood a woman who, not minutes ago, he was about to sentence to death. And yet she was pleading for the life of one of the women who had attempted to frame her for murder and treason. Alan took Heather's hand and held it tightly. 
 
      
 
    “Only for your sake, I shall spare her life,” he replied. “However,” he turned to face Dolina, “you must leave. Immediately. Go home to your parents and tell them that you are no longer interested in me and that you are to blame for ending our betrothal. Unless you wish for me to tell them the truth.” 
 
      
 
    Dolina nodded. “Thank you sire, thank you for your mercy.” She scrambled to her feet. 
 
      
 
    “Guards, escort her to her quarters and supervise her as she packs some belongings,” Alan commanded. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes was slowly walking towards her son. “But Alan... what of the wedding? Even if our relationship with her parents can be saved, what are you to do without a wife?” 
 
      
 
    “I shall have a wife,” Alan replied. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes froze on the spot. “No, not that girl. She is a mere servant. She knows nothing of ruling a Lairdship...” 
 
      
 
    Alan could see tears welling in his mother's eyes. He felt sorry for her. But he was also furious at her. “This servant will be the new Lady of the castle, Mother, which will place her above you. I suggest that you watch what you say.” 
 
      
 
    He took Heather's waist in his hand. “Come, my love. Let's warm you, and fetch you some dry clothes. Something more befitting for a woman of your status.” 
 
      
 
    Heather gave him a quizzical glance. 
 
      
 
    “If you are to be a Lady, you need to dress as one,” he explained, lifting her up in his arms and walking towards his chamber. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
  
 
    It had been a fast, yet eventful, year. Dolina had left the Laird’s castle, never to return. 
 
      
 
    Lady Innes, heartbroken that her son would be marrying a servant girl, took to her rooms, appearing only for meals, and even then, not talking much. Her moods took a worse turn, turning into a deep and dark depression as she begged the Lord to take her as she could not bear the humiliation of having a servant as a daughter-in-law. 
 
      
 
    The wedding was a grand celebration filled with friends and family of both Alan and Heather.  
 
      
 
    Now, on their one year anniversary, Alan placed a loving hand on his wife’s belly; soon, there would be 3 of them in their family instead of two. Heather would give birth any time now, and Alan could not have been any happier. 
 
      
 
    He still mourned and grieved deeply for his father and for Boyd, and while he loved Lady Innes because she was his mother, he disliked her immensely. He hoped time would heal their rift. 
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking, my love?” Heather asked softly, gazing up at her husband, the man she loved with her entire being. 
 
      
 
    “Just that I am the luckiest man alive,” he said softly, smiling down at her. And he knew he was. He had love, a love he never fathomed existed, and that was all he had ever wanted – or needed. 
 
      
 
                                                       The End 
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Prologue 
 
      
 
    “No! Stop!” 
 
    Blane shouted it, anger mixing with real fear as he realized that his brother was running far too close. At fourteen to his brother's nineteen, Blane was lithe and fleet and just a little faster than his brother's heavier-muscled build. The difference in speed and mass was enough to send Blane reeling forward. 
 
    Straight for the tree trunk. 
 
    Blane felt a shooting pain and blackness suddenly, overwhelmingly, claimed his vision. He reeled sideways, then fell back. 
 
    Distantly, he heard the sound of footsteps running past. Then he lost all consciousness. 
 
    When he woke, it was dark. He looked around, shivering in the crisp cool of the spring Highland evening. The grass smelled of dew, and he could smell pine-needles. 
 
    His head still reeled, and it took him a while to recall where he was. Waking from a strange dream of forts and warriors, he had expected to be in bed. Where was he? 
 
    He crawled forward, feeling his way, and felt the bole of a tree before him. He smelled pine and the chalky softness of forest earth. 
 
    He remembered the run, racing his brother downhill. Remembered the motion that jarred him and sent him reeling into the tree-bole. 
 
    Memory brought with it a stab of pain, and he reached his hand up. His hand came away damp. He lifted it to his face for closer inspection and saw the dark rust color of blood. 
 
    I must have hit myself badly. 
 
    He shuddered. He was alone in the woods at night, still barely able to focus his eyes. How could that have happened? 
 
    Why was he still there, alone and stunned? Why had Andrew left him there? 
 
    He shivered again, though this time it was not the cold that affected him. It was foreboding. Andrew had pushed him. 
 
    Did he mean to kill me? 
 
    Blane shuddered. Surely not. But it had happened. It had been Andrew's idea to race. Andrew had picked the spot. And, at the last moment, Andrew had swerved to make him hit his head. 
 
    Blane tried to stand. His vision flared and darkened, and his head floated. He held the bark to steady himself and tried to guess the direction to Castle Blackrock. 
 
    It must be that way. 
 
    Limping, straining, he found the path. As he neared the castle, his head cleared, the sharp chill air cutting through the fog. By the time he reached the gatehouse, he could see straight. 
 
    “Alex?” he called, guessing which of their fifteen guardsmen might be on duty at the gate. 
 
    “My lord!” an anxious voice came back. It was Alex. Blaine sighed. At least his memory hadn't gone as well. 
 
    “It's me,” he confirmed blankly. “Let me in?” 
 
    “My lord!” Alex exclaimed, as he raised the torch, surveying him. He sounded horrified. “You're wounded.” 
 
    “I am. I hit my head. Nothing...” 
 
    He had meant to say it was nothing bad, but the word didn't make it past his lips before he swayed and, losing his footing, grabbed hold of the guard. 
 
    “Come, my lord,” Alex said urgently. “Let's get you in.” 
 
    As Blane followed the guard into the fortress, limping and shivering, he bit his lip, feeling resolve bolster him. 
 
    Andrew told no-one I was missing.  
 
    The more he found out, the more it seemed like his brother had intended him to stay out there all night. 
 
    “Come on...let's get you upstairs,” Alex said, gruff with concern as he supported the young man up the stairwell. 
 
    “Is my father..?” Blane began hesitantly. 
 
    “The Ainsley is in his rooms,” Alex said carefully. “Not to be disturbed.” 
 
    Blane bit his lip. His head ached fit to bursting, and he needed the care of a physician. He was tired and faint and barely able to stand. He would have liked to tell his father of this matter, confront him with what Andrew had tried to do. Sighing, he realized there wasn't much point. 
 
    Father wouldn't believe me. 
 
    “Alex?” he asked, holding onto the guardsman for support as they reached his chamber. 
 
    “Yes, my lord?” the man's blunt, worried face looked down at him gently. 
 
    “Tell my father, if you see him.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Left alone in his room, Blane bathed the wound as well as he could, wrapping it awkwardly with a scrap of cloth used for wrapping cheese. He winced, looking at his reflection. His forehead was swollen, one eye almost invisible beneath the purple bruising. 
 
    If Andrew had meant to kill him, he had done a good job. 
 
    Shivering as he climbed into bed, Blane felt resolve fill him once again. Whether his father would ever believe him or not, he had learned something that day. His brother was not to be trifled with and not to be trusted. The anger and bitterness within him did not spare anyone; not even his own brother.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1: Blane's Surprise 
 
      
 
    Winter was a good time for a clan gathering. With the roads almost blocked to passage by the snows, the castle cold and windy except for the bedchambers and the great hall, the glens icy and the moors impassable, wind-tortured and forbidding, the only thing to do was to feast. 
 
    “Blane! Want to dance?” 
 
    Blane grinned as a young guardsman and companion, Alec, rushed past, face flushed, into the hall. 
 
    “Aye, mayhap, friend,” he said, good-naturedly. “I'll join you for a measure later.” 
 
    “You have to wait, I suppose,” his friend said, pulling a face.  
 
    “I have to see what's got my father all stirred up.” Blane grimaced. 
 
    The Ainsley was no longer young – this winter he had seemed, in Blane's eyes, to age a little faster. It might have just been his own perspective that made him seem older, he rationalized – at twenty, young and vital, his father's fifty years seemed inconceivably old. 
 
    And, as he got older, it seemed he also got sterner. 
 
    Good-natured and fun-loving Blane found it hard to take things seriously. It was his one major fault, or so his tutor, Brother Stanley, always told him. Blane's father's stern mood today had set his teeth on edge. 
 
    Especially since it is the gathering! He's supposed to be cheerful, for pity's sake! We all are. 
 
    It was, after all, what a gathering was for. To enjoy oneself; to distract oneself. To forget, momentarily at least, about the ice and the frost, the sleet and the misery and have an outpouring of fun. The musicians had set up and lively reels flooded the place, combining with the warm scent of spice and baking bannocks. Blane felt his stomach twist. He was starving! 
 
    Not as if I didn't have a good luncheon. But father's mood spoiled it. 
 
    His father had been brooding all day. A silent, serious man on the best days, Laird Calum had set them all fidgeting that day in the solar room over the luncheon. He had been more morose than usual, more restless. 
 
    Something serious was on his mind. 
 
    Wanting to seek distraction, Blane headed for the refreshments. He was supposed to join his father on the dais before the festivities really started out, but a little healthy fun was good for one, he reasoned. 
 
    After all, it is the gathering. 
 
    “Blane!” a maidservant called, shyly. “Come and dance a measure.” 
 
    Blane bit his lip. Fair-haired and soft, the maid's name was Barra, and he had noticed her often before. She had gentle eyes and a winning smile, and her body was the stuff a lad might dream of. 
 
    “Not now, Barra,” he called softly. 
 
    It wasn't just the command of his father that stayed his hand – it was principle. Blane knew the servants would feel obligation to please him. He didn't want a girl to give herself to him simply because of his status and her fear to refuse to do so. 
 
    Not that there hadn't been girls, he thought, smiling. Townsfolk were another matter. But when it came to servants, Blane was not about to take advantage. 
 
    Other men did, he knew – men of his own household – but he had his own code and he stuck to it, regardless of how odd other people might consider it.  
 
    Father always said it was important to do what was right. Whether his own father would have ascribed to Blane's personal morals, Blane had no idea. All he knew was that it worked for him. 
 
    “Blane?” 
 
    Blane sighed. He knew that voice. Arthur, the household steward. If he was out on the floor of the great hall, it probably meant Blane's father had sent him. Dour and quiet, Arthur was not the sort to cut a measure on the rushes, dancing. 
 
    “Yes? What is it?” he asked, trying not to sound impatient. He smiled at the older man to remove the sting from his words. 
 
    “The master said I should summon you,” Arthur said gravely. “You're wanted. Up there.” He indicated the dais, where Blane had agreed to be before the festivities started. 
 
    Sighing, casting a last wistful eye in the direction of the band and the dance-floor, Blane hurried after the tall, surprisingly-quick man and up to the dais. 
 
    “Son,” his father said. Blane tensed. Tall, white-haired and gaunt, his father invested every word with an authority that made it seem a rebuke. Blane swallowed. 
 
    “Yes, Father?” 
 
    “We did agree to meet at the dais before the feast began. I've waited almost too long.” 
 
    “Yes, Father,” Blane agreed. 
 
    “You make no explanation for your absence?” the voice was inquiring. 
 
    “I was late, Father.” 
 
    The old man coughed. Blane, looking up fleetingly, wondered if he had not caught a trace of smile on his father's grave features. He dismissed the thought, deciding it must have been a trick of the torchlight. His father never smiled. 
 
    “Come, then,” his father's grave voice said. “Join us.” 
 
    Us? Blane looked beyond his father to see his brother standing in the shadows behind him. Tall and dark-haired, clad in a black tunic over dark trews, Andrew had a polished strength that spoke of a hard temper. He was carefully dressed, his hair combed back from his brow, thin lips set in a look that could, almost, have been a smile. Blane shuddered. 
 
    Five years ago, you tried to take my life. 
 
    It was something he had never quite forgotten about. Of everyone in the castle, only Alex, the guardsman, suspected the truth. And Blane had told no-one, meaning that his fear had grown for five years undisclosed. 
 
    Like the mold that grew on the walls of the storehouse's darkness, the fear of Andrew had remained, a thing hidden and sensed, but not discussed. Blane shivered as he took a place beside him. 
 
    “Now, sons,” Laird Calum said. “We should face the crowds.” 
 
    With a stately slowness, he raised his arms. The hall silenced. 
 
    Blane, standing just behind his father's left arm, swallowed hard and tried to resist the urge to study his boots. He always felt uncomfortable up there. No stranger to admiration, happy to be the center of attention on the practice ground or anywhere else where many people were, standing beside his father on the dais always discomforted Blane. 
 
    Come on, he wanted to urge him. Say whatever it is! 
 
    He swallowed, waiting for his father to find satisfaction with the density of the silence. After a half a minute, during which the clan shushed themselves and each other into an expected quiet, he cleared his throat. 
 
    “Friends. Kinfolk. Allies. I welcome you to my hall.” 
 
    His lordship paused, letting the welcome sink in. Then he continued. “It has been many months since we last gathered here and though, for some of us, it seems five minutes since we last stood here,” he chuckled, “for others it has been a long year. My sons have grown. Come into their majority.” 
 
    The hall clapped and people shouted “Health!” and “Blessing!” Blane shifted shyly. He wished his father would get on with whatever he had to say so that he could retire into pleasant obscurity on the dance-floor. 
 
    Let Andrew stay here, if he must! I have no part of it. Blane, five years junior, was content to live in his brother's shadow, knowing full well his brother was the heir. He would rise to be war-chieftain one day, perhaps, or some other functional but less-illustrious role.  
 
    It would suit me. I have no desire for public appearances. 
 
    The attention and the tedium of bookkeeping, governance and judging that fell to the laird was not something Blane liked the sound of. With grim-faced Arthur at his side, it was true, his father did not need to do as much of any of these as he did, but he still took them on himself. Andrew would be a hard judge, Blane thought, shivering. 
 
    “You all know my sons,” his father said, startling him from his reverie. “I show them to you now. See Andrew, my eldest, and Blane, my young son, now come to his growing.” 
 
    As they stepped forward to the acclaim of the crowd, Blane swallowed and glanced at his brother. He was standing there, a composed smile on his face. He looked sleekly pleased. Blane shivered. His brother loved the admiration of the crowds. That alone was no failing, but the fact was, he would do anything for it. Blane had seen him mock others to raise a laugh from their companions, or even crueler things – tripping Arthur in the hall, beating his horse, striking servants. His group of cronies, sons of the local houses, bored nobles all, were always admiring those shows of dominance, and that had driven Andrew on to worse and worse things. 
 
    I wonder if any of them knew of my wounding. 
 
    The thought was shattered as he came back to the present. His father still spoke. 
 
    “...and as you know, I am not young.” A ripple of laughter shimmered through the hall. “Though, my sons are. They are my assurance. Which is why,” his father paused, giving the words weight, “I choose to present them to you today.” 
 
    Blane frowned. It sounded as if his father was preparing to cede authority. But he couldn't! Not yet! He was young still, and the thought of Andrew, not yet settled down, was uncomfortable. 
 
    Perhaps in two years or more, Andrew would have settled down. Learned to think well of himself instead of desperately seeking the approval of others through bullying and cruelty. But it would take a few years before he was ready. It was too soon. Too soon by far. 
 
    As Blane thought it, his father's words hit him. “I am ceding the leadership to my youngest son. Blane.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2: A Betrothal for Blane 
 
      
 
    Blane stared at his father. His father didn't look at him. He stayed staring fixedly the other way, his attention on the audience before him. Blane turned to look at them.  
 
    They look almost as scared as I feel. He grimaced. The rank surprise on their faces would have been amusing were it not also scary. These are soon to be my people. 
 
    The whole clan; every old warrior, each maid, and every tiny bairn. All of them would be under his guidance. From the strongest to the most needing of care, all of them would turn to him in times of travail. It was the most spine-chilling thing Blane thought he had ever faced.  
 
    He heard an indrawn breath behind him, to his left. He turned round. On the dais, on their father's right, Andrew had gone pale.  
 
    “What? Father!” 
 
    Their father turned fractionally to look at him, his face grim. Then he turned away.  
 
    “Father...” Andrew hissed urgently.  
 
    He was far too well-bred to make a scene here, now, but Blane knew that inside, he was seething. He shivered and instinctively moved further round the side of his father, a step which inadvertently put him right in front of the dais.  
 
    “Behold!” his father said, seizing the moment. “I present my son, Blane Ainsley. Heir to the leadership of this clan.” 
 
    Blane swallowed. His vision was blurring, and he thought he was actually about to collapse. The weight of the gaze of the whole clan was on him, with the guardsmen and servants and townsfolk. It pressed on his chest like a torrent of water, and he found it hard to breathe. 
 
    “Yes,” his father said, casting a glance at him which suggested that, of all the clan, he himself was unimpressed. He turned back to the people, and raised a hand to silence the scattered shouts. 
 
    “I have more to tell you,” he said grandly. “Not only do I give my son to you this night as my heir. I also bind my clan in marriage to the clan of the MacGlenn.” 
 
    A hush had fallen on the clan. It was Blane's turn to look at his father in astonishment. “Father?” 
 
    “I present to you the hand of my son, and present it to his betrothed.” 
 
    At that, someone else moved on the dais. Someone Blane had not noticed before. A tall man with a gaunt face, topped with hair that was recently blonde. Blane felt himself step back from the strong man, who had evidently been a warrior of fearsome repute. Just as he felt nervous, someone stepped out from behind the man. The crowd gasped. 
 
    Blane was lost for words. The woman who stood before him was of medium height, with a slender face and red hair. The description summed her up, but was hopelessly inadequate.  
 
    Blane found himself staring into that soft face. Her eyes were wide, like the eyes of a deer, a soft brown color. Her hair was auburn and shone in the light of the torches, curling against her creamy skin like the way the firelight licked the kindling. He watched as she drifted forward to stand beside his father and then dropped a curtsey that would have graced a court. 
 
    “My lord,” she said in high, clear tones that were soft, but carried in the silence of the hall. “I am honored.” 
 
    The words shivered down into the silence, and a pin could have made a loud noise, dropping. The hall waited. Everyone waited. Blane's father waited. Then, with some impatience, he turned and glared at him. 
 
    Blane's cheeks reddened as he realized how rude he had just been. “My lady,” he said, in a voice that trembled a little. “Welcome to the clan. I accept your hand with honor and delight in the joining of our houses.” 
 
    There. It was the ritual words, but spoken in a new way, with some embellishments all his own. Blane sighed in a breath and turned from the assembly to the lady.  
 
    My wife. 
 
    Blane shook his head. He couldn't actually believe it. He was sure he had never seen such a beautiful woman before. He was the most fortunate man in the whole world. He couldn't quite believe she existed, that his father hadn't conjured her up with some elaborate magic. That she wouldn't disappear in a puff of smoke. 
 
    She looked back at him, and their eyes met. Blane felt his cheeks lift in a smile. She smiled; a hesitant thing of tremulous beauty. Blane was reminded of the flutter of a moth's wings, or the slow opening of a rose. He bit his lip. 
 
    Och, mon! His groin twitched and he looked at the floor, sure he was blushing. Get a hold on yourself'. You canne think such thoughts now...it's neither the place nor time for such preoccupations. 
 
    He saw Lilias shiver and turned to where she was looking. His heart stopped.  
 
    Andrew was beside their father. His back was rigid, his black eyes dark, pale hands clenched in fists. He looked as if he was about to kill someone. Blane had seen that cold-eyed savagery in the eyes of a guard when he bent to snap a prisoner of war's neck. He had not expected to see it, inches away, directed at a member of his family. Nor had Lilias. 
 
    She shivered and moved away. Her father – or so Blane assumed the tall man to be – stepped forward, and she moved to stand beside him. The moment ended. 
 
    “...so you see, our line is assured. Our borders are protected. Our future is ensured. So, with no more ado, let us feast!” 
 
    Having thus spoken, the lord of the clan stepped aside and, with a waving gesture, indicated that the servants with the salvers of stew and bannocks and soup step forward to take them to the waiting diners. 
 
    He moved back into the shadows, moving to the steps that led down into the hall. The servants would set up the high table and then the family of the laird would sit.  
 
    As they moved into the darker reaches of the dais, Blane heard his brother's voice. 
 
    “Father,” he hissed desperately. “What do you mean? I am the heir. I am eldest! This is wrong.” 
 
    His father gave him a hard look. “Son, it is my place to say who is the heir. There's no sole condition.” 
 
    “But, Father!” Andrew hissed.  
 
    His father turned a blank-eyed look on him. “No, son. I warn you.” 
 
    “I will not allow that scabby inadequate to rob me of my birthright,” Andrew began, waving a hand towards Blane, who felt his cheeks flame. “He isn't fit for it! I am elder! I was raised to this, and he was not.” 
 
    “I will not argue this.” Their father never raised his voice. He never had to. His word was law, and they knew that. If he refused to discuss it, Andrew would have more sense to hold his tongue. At least for now.  
 
    “Andrew,” Blane said quietly. “Let me...” 
 
    “Enough, son.” 
 
    “You! How dare you...” 
 
    Two voices interrupted Blane at once. He blinked. Feeling suddenly five years old again, chastised for stealing from the bake house again. It was humiliating and upsetting, and he didn't know whether to challenge his brother for the insult or obey his father. 
 
    “You are a scourge on the earth,” Andrew hissed. He was standing two paces away and Blane, for all his justifiable anger, knew a sudden thrill of terror. Andrew's face was contorted in anger and Blane had the sense that, had they been alone together and, had Andrew been armed, he would be dead. He shivered. 
 
    “Son.” Laird Calum stepped up and laid a hand on Andrew's shoulder. Andrew shook him off, rounding on him.  
 
    The two stared at each other. Andrew's throat worked. Their father's eyes were level. He did not say anything, and his expression did not change, but the two stared each other down. At length, Andrew dropped his stare. 
 
    “You have not heard the end of this,” he said menacingly. “You can pass over my right to the lordship,” he said to his father. “And you! You can smile and caper and prance about with your soft and scented wife,” he threw at Blane. “But you will not know a day's peace, and you will not know contentment. Because I will be out there. I will return, one day, and take all you have loved. You will know the fullest bitterness of what you did to me. Both of you.” 
 
    “Andrew, I...” Blane said, desperately. He was afraid of Andrew, it was true, but he was his elder brother!  
 
    Their father said nothing. He merely stood and watched as Andrew turned on his heel and walked from the hall, black cloak swirling as he stalked through the columns into the outer courtyard. 
 
    Blane slumped where he stood against the wall. All the tension drained from him as his brother finally departed. He felt weak with the release. 
 
    He looked up at his father, who had come to stand by his shoulder. 
 
    “Go, talk to your bride,” his father said wearily. “Before long we'll all be seated. She looks like she needs some reassuring. Go.” 
 
    “But, Father?” Blane felt confused. Why had his father done this? He was young. Andrew was right; he had not been raised to this. He was inadequate. How could his father do this? It was cruel. 
 
    “Go, Blane,” his father said gently. “All will become clear. I promise.” 
 
    Blane swallowed. “Yes, Father.” 
 
    He stepped away as the older man turned to consult his steward. Then he saw her, standing on the edge of the crowd. 
 
    “Lady Lilias?” 
 
    She turned. Her wide eyes looked into his. She was wearing a long brocade gown, a dark yellow, patterned with black figuring. It had a tight waist and a low bodice and it shone with the sheen of velvet in the dark. It suited her. 
 
    Blane swallowed. “My lady?” 
 
    “Lord Blane.” 
 
    She had a low voice, soft and melodious. It shivered through Blane like music, making his insides ignite. He felt his loins tug painfully and knew he wanted her. 
 
    It was not just his loins, he realized as he looked at her. She was beautiful, but it wasn't just her physical beauty, but a softness of eye and a care in her expression that moved his heart. 
 
    “Please: Blane,” he said, and then realized that made no sense. “Uh, call me Blane.” 
 
    “Blane,” Lilias said, and then grinned. The smile transformed her face and made her even more breathtaking. Blane drew in a gasp as if he was drowning, and she giggled. 
 
    “I should say, call me Lilias,” she said. “But I don't know if that's allowed?” she glanced at the two older men – her father and Blane's own – and the steward and priest. 
 
    Blane chuckled. “I hope it is, my lady. You can call me what you like. I don't think any of this lot will care to stop you.” 
 
    She grinned. “I would try that, but I'm afraid that really wouldn't be allowed. Especially if it was something naughty.” 
 
    “Like what?” Blane challenged, feeling his cheeks flame.  
 
    “Like scallywag?” she proffered, and then giggled. “I know, it's so silly, isn't it? Like a child would say.” 
 
    Blane felt his whole body flush. “No, not really,” he said. “I'd be pleasantly surprised to be called scallywag. No-one's called me that since I was a minnow.” 
 
    Lilias laughed. “I suppose your nurse called you that.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Mine, too,” Lilias said, laughing. “All the time. I was a real scalawag, too.” 
 
    “No!” Blane looked at her in rank amazement. “You, naughty? Never. I cannot imagine that.” 
 
    “You have a poor imagination, then, Blane, son of Calum.” she said, giving him a look. “I can assure you, I'm terribly naughty.” 
 
    Blane closed his eyes, trying to get a hold of his mind. It was filling with images that were entirely unsuited to the solemnity of the occasion; images he couldn't possibly share. He coughed thickly. 
 
    “My lady,” he said, coughing some more. “I am sure we were both fairly extreme on the naughtiness stakes.” 
 
    “What did you do?” she asked guilelessly. 
 
    “Me?” Blane chuckled. “I put pepper in my nurse's stockings, and plaster in Father's war-bonnet, and I painted the steps with lime.” 
 
    “You what?” 
 
    They were both helpless with giggles now. Blane saw his father give them an inquiring glance and tried to straighten up and stop it, but he couldn't. 
 
    “I...I put birdlime on the top step of the great hall,” he explained between gasps of laughter. “So...so that when the sentry stood there, he'd stay there. When he tried to leave in the morning, he...he...” Blane was laughing so hard he couldn't get the words out. When he looked at Lilias, she, too, was doubled over. 
 
    “Oh, Blane,” she chuckled, tears streaming down her china-pale face. “That is simply the best trick ever. You make me look mild. Truly mild.” 
 
    “It was funny,” Blane said, heaving a sigh and getting control of himself.  
 
    “Did he stick in place?” 
 
    “He did,” Blane confirmed.  
 
    Lilias looked at him and giggled. “Thank you for telling me that,” she said softly. “I shall laugh all evening now.” 
 
    Blane sighed. He smiled. A warmth filled his belly, and he felt happy and contented in an unimaginable way.  
 
    “Thank you, Lilias,” he said gently. “You made a childhood prank worthwhile. Truly.” 
 
    She smiled. Her eyes sparkled as they met his. Blane swallowed hard. His hand moved to touch hers and their fingers entwined. 
 
    Blaine knew himself to be the happiest man alive.  
 
    She smiled up at him, and he felt suddenly shy. What could he say, or do? He knew what he wanted to do...he wanted to lean in and kiss her on the cheek, hold her close. More, if it was even vaguely proper. But he heard a call from the steward and looked up guiltily. 
 
    “We should go,” he said, turning to Lilias quickly. “I think the seats have been set up on the dais.” 
 
    They walked quickly together to take their places at the high table.  
 
    “I find your hall very large,” Lilias said, as she took a place opposite Blane. The steward, who was seating the guests, frowned – her place was at her father's side, further down the table. Blane wanted to laugh, seeing her ignore him. 
 
    “It is?” Blane asked, swallowing like a landed fish. He almost wanted to laugh at how comically he was behaving, except the part of his mind that would have thought it funny seemed to have gone off somewhere, leaving him stranded. 
 
    “Our hall is not half so large,” Lilias confirmed. She looked down the table and noticed Seamus, one of the visiting lairds, drinking his ale, shrugged and lifted her glass. “He's not waiting,” she mused. 
 
    Blane laughed. She was naughty, she was right. She flouted conventions without thinking about it, and knew with innate trust she would be forgiven. She was right, too. Blane only saw approval in the eyes of everyone around her as she drank before the laird had taken his first sip. Even Blane's father's gaze softened, though he was the only one to look stern about it. 
 
    I am not surprised, he thought warmly. With that soft smile and those warm brown eyes, anyone would only look at Lilias and be beguiled.  
 
    “I would like to propose a toast,” his father said, standing and holding his deep wine goblet. “Here's to a long life to the future laird. And blessing for his matrimony.” 
 
    “Long life! Blessings!” 
 
    The company raised their glasses and Blane shifted in the chair, feeling awkward. He wasn't sure what he was supposed to do, join in the drinking, or sit and receive the blessing? In the end, he glanced at Lilias, who grinned and raised her beaker. He did so, too, his eyes on her. 
 
    She smiled, wet her lips and put the beaker down. “Thank you! That is kind,” she said gracefully. 
 
    Blane shook his head. There was much, it seemed, he had to learn of manners. Lilias would be a good teacher to me. 
 
    The whole evening, he could not keep his eyes off her. She was enchanting, she was lovely. She was beautiful. 
 
    By the end of the night – through which they talked about almost everything together – Blane was head-over-heels in love. He walked back to his rooms, leaning on the arm of Alex, the guardsman, who had become a faithful friend since that day when he was fourteen in the woods. 
 
    “My lord!” another guard ran up to Blane, his eyes wild. 
 
    “Yes?” Blane asked at once. “What is it, Stuart? Tell me.” 
 
    “It's your father. He called you immediately.” 
 
    Blane frowned. “I won't be a moment,” he said to Alex, excusing himself. He headed quickly after Stuart. They entered the main body of the castle, turning left in the colonnade to turn up to the turret.  
 
    “Father?” Blane asked cautiously when they reached the door of the study. He could see his father in the shadows, his back to the door, facing the fire. He was bent over. He looked stricken. 
 
    “He's gone,” Laird Calum said brokenly. 
 
    “Who has gone?” Blane said, though, heart pounding, he realized he knew. Andrew. He has gone. 
 
    “Your brother,” Laird Calum said, confirming his fear. “He's taken twelve of the guards and gone.” 
 
    Blane stared. He truly had done as he threatened, earlier that evening. He had sworn to wait, to destroy them from a distance. He had, evidently, meant it. He had taken his warriors – and there was a large band who followed him faithfully – and gone. Blane felt a shiver of fear. He did not like to think what that meant. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Leave me,” his father said, waving a hand at him as he sat down at his desk. His face was gray and drawn, and he looked prematurely old; older than Blane had seen him before. 
 
    “Father?” Blane said warily. 
 
    “Go, son,” Calum said, voice hard. “Leave me. I wish to be alone. This grieves me sorely.” 
 
    Blane nodded, not wanting to say anything and intrude on his father's sorrow. He walked out and past Stuart, shaking his head sadly. 
 
    “He wants to be alone,” he said to Stuart, wearily. He nodded. 
 
    “I'll guard the door, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Blane walked away, blindly. He nodded to Alex, and found his own way to his rooms. He reached the bedchamber and sank down on the bed, hands clasped, thinking. 
 
    Andrew. Wild, tortured, angry brother. I wished you no ill. Why did you do this? 
 
    Shaking his head, feeling confused and overwhelmed, Blane lay back on his bed. As he closed his eyes, the memory of the banquet slid back into his thoughts, making him smile. He curled in on himself, letting his mind follow the delicious pursuit of recalling every memory of Lilias: the way the torchlight shone on those soft eyes, the way her cheek curved and the red hair touched it, her secret, naughty smile. 
 
    I want her so much.  
 
    In his mind, he imagined kissing her lips, her chin, and her eyes. Moving to her throat, to kiss that skin. He imagined it soft as satin, scented, as she was, of rosewood and a soft dusky scent that was her own. He imagined resting his head on the soft peaks of her breasts. What would her body look like, under that brocaded dress? He sighed. 
 
    Och, mon. Go to sleep. It's near morning. 
 
    He sighed and stood, undressed and slipped between the sheets. Tomorrow was, after all, another day. A day, doubtless, of organizing the cleanup of the hall, sending the remaining townsfolk to their homes, restoring order. A day on which, Blane thought comfortably as he sank into sleep, there would be few surprises.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3: Lilias Moves to Blackrock 
 
      
 
    The room at the foot of the main tower was warm. The sunlight flowed in there, even in winter. It was also a room that afforded a magnificent view of the gardens – the kitchen garden and the herb-garden, graced with tall irises and thyme in bushy growth. 
 
    Lilias set aside her tapestry and decided that it was high time to explore.  
 
    I haven't been in Castle Blackrock for long enough to spend time not exploring. 
 
    It was a daring thought and she laughed, feeling daring. She dusted a hand down cream-colored skirts, collected her boots from the door, swung her long, hooded cloak over her shoulder and headed outside. 
 
    The morning air was chilly. She gasped as it hit her, and then laughed. What did you expect? It might be warm inside, but it is wintry-cold out here. 
 
    She was still determined to explore the place. The garden was surrounded by a high wall – the turret nestled beside the wall of the castle, all tumbling gray stones, moss-strewn and smelling of dust in the sunshine. Lilias turned at this border and ran, laughing, down the pathways of the garden to the orchard. 
 
    “This is fun!” she shouted to herself, racing off along swept earthen paths towards the well-trimmed trees. The garden on this estate was much larger than the one to which she was accustomed to at home. She also had less supervision here. Since her father had left her at Castle Blackrock, the time between her matrimony in spring and now to be spent here, she had felt new freedom, and come to love it. 
 
    I can go where I will here, do what I like.  
 
    Free of all but her eldest maid, who had been her nurse, and without the strictures her father placed on her, she had the run of the castle, and the garden, and the slopes beyond, if she wished to ride. Not that she had been out riding recently. 
 
    Plenty of time for that! I have only been here two days. 
 
    She ran down the path, choosing to go left. There, she ran straight into Blane. 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    She covered her mouth with her hand, looking up into his handsome, squarish face. He blinked, surprised, then grinned. 
 
    “My lady!” he bowed extravagantly low. “I did not expect to find you out and about.” 
 
    “I was...” she paused, giggling. “Exploring, my lord.” 
 
    Blane pulled a serious face, though his eyes danced in the way she was coming, slowly, to love. “I wonder what you made of your explorations? Anything interesting around?” 
 
    Lilias dropped her eyes to the floor, and then looked up from under her eyelids. “Well there is something interesting...” 
 
    Blane drew in a breath. His smile was like a sunset – warm and beautiful. “There is?” 
 
    “It moves about, though,” Lilias said, frowning as she kept up the game. “I never know where to find it next. And it seems distant from me, sometimes.” She made a moue of distress. 
 
    Blane reached out his hands to her. “My sweetheart! I must crave forgiveness. I am...kept away.” He frowned, looking upset. 
 
    Lilias felt a stab of guilt. “I was teasing, Blane,” she said gently. “I didn't mean to say I felt neglected by you. I know you have other demands.” 
 
    “It's my father.” Blane sighed. “He's...unwell at present.” 
 
    Lilias looked at the pathway, leaf-strewn and ocher, feeling sad. She didn't know what to say about that. Blane's father was ailing because of the shock. Andrew's sudden departure – along with his threats and the loss of the most accomplished guards – had been too much for his health. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Blane,” she whispered. 
 
    “No, sweetling,” Blane said, reaching for her hand. “You did nothing. Why are you sorry?” 
 
    “I'm sorry for the burden and the sorrow on you.” 
 
    “No, sweetling,” Blane said, laughing ruefully as he lifted her hand to his lips. “You are the light in these dark times. I thank you.” 
 
    Lilias smiled at him, touched by his words. Then a spark of mischief returned to her, and she grinned up at him playfully. “Let's explore the turret. Come on.” 
 
    “Lilias...” Blane protested as he ran after her, laughing, down the path. “We shouldn't! I have the council, and it's dangerous up there! You could fall…” 
 
    “I won't fall, though,” she called back, feeling her heart soar as she kept just ahead of him as they pounded down the path toward the door. “And, you'd catch me if I did. I know you.” 
 
    She turned to face him as he ran up. They looked into each other's eyes. She breathed out as he leaned closer, his mouth hungry, seeking hers. 
 
    “Lilias,” he breathed as his lips descended on her, plundering her mouth with his kisses. His hands sought her hair, and his tongue pressed in between her lips as she laughed and molded herself to him, her hands against his back, pushing him close and closer still to her.  
 
    “Blane,” she sighed. Looking up into his eyes, she felt the hunger in those soft coppery depths, and her own body melted a little in his hawkish gaze. She wanted him. She had little idea of what it meant to lie with a man – her ladies at home had been at once racy in their talk and deliberately mysterious – but she felt something of what it might mean. Her body shivered when she leaned against him, and she wanted to find out where this feeling led. 
 
    “I...” Blane shook his head, giving a weary chuckle. “I should work.” 
 
    Lilias frowned. “I suppose I can let you go,” she said, making a little moue of reluctance. He laughed. 
 
    “You are tempting, my dear. I would, if I could, stay with you all day, whiling away the hours in such pleasant things. Like kissing you, and holding you, and talking to you...” he sighed as he reached out to her again, and then walked away. “I should go. I am laird in my father's absence. The council expects me to attend its demands.” 
 
    “I know, my love,” Lilias nodded, hanging her head. “I'll wait for you.” 
 
    “Do that!” Blane said cheerfully, turning and waving as he walked up the path. “I look forward to seeing you after. Mayhap we could go riding, if the weather holds.” 
 
    “Mayhap,” Lilias called, and then turned away, walking in through the high, arched doorway. She stayed in the room a moment longer, sewing on the work she had begun, then gave up, interested in something else instead. 
 
    She slipped out of the room and headed into the castle. It was sunny, with its vast, high ceilings lined with arched windows. She walked quickly to the stairs that led up to the gallery, skirting the great hall.  
 
    “Lady Lilias,” a guardsman bowed respectfully.  
 
    “Alex,” Lilias nodded to the man. Blane had said she should trust him; he was a friend and would always have her best interests at heart. 
 
    Dear Blane. He is so protective. He thinks Andrew will do me harm. 
 
    She shuddered as she climbed the steps that led to the turret. She recalled the meeting between the laird of the Ainsley and her own father. Blane had not attended. Andrew had. The original idea had been to wed him. Their parents wished an alliance, and – though it had never been formally announced – Lilias knew from her father's candid talk that she would one day be betrothed to Andrew, the future Laird of the clan.  
 
    “He's a good sort,” her father had said casually. “Tall, proud – dab hand with a lance; saw him unhorse all his opponents in the tournament at Banwood Castle last year.” 
 
    Lilias shivered as she recalled her first meeting of Andrew. He had been, as her father had described, tall and not ill-looking: not at all, in fact. He was dressed in black, his chestnut hair brushed to gleaming, square-jawed face handsome below it.  
 
    It was the way he looked at me. She shook her head, actively blocking out the memory of that. It had scared her too much for her to wish to recall it now.  
 
    His eyes had narrowed, pupils dilating. He had smiled, a thin-lipped smile, lifting only the corners of his mouth. The smile might have been welcoming on another face, but his eyes were hard. He was a cruel man, she could see that. 
 
    “And, we will demonstrate this alliance?” he had asked his father. His voice had been quiet and humorous, and Lilias had felt her skin crawl. He had meant, she knew, that the alliance would be enacted by their union.  
 
    The thought of a union of any description with that man scared me. 
 
    Walking through the sunlit columns of the gallery now, Lilias was not sure why that prospect had scared her so. But it had. Something about his presence brought with it a weight of keen-eyed cruelty. She knew he would want to humiliate her, to make her suffer. She did not know why. 
 
    “Lady Lilias?” a guard called out as she passed. “Lord Blane is in the council-room.” He saluted, posture firm. 
 
    “Thank you, Keith,” Lilias nodded. “I was looking for Blaire.” 
 
    Blaire was her maid's name. The man nodded.  
 
    “Try the solar, milady. I think she was sewing there earlier.” 
 
    “Very good, Keith,” Lilias said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course, milady.”  
 
    He saluted and Lilias smiled, wondering at how polite the guards here were compared to those at her father's hall.  
 
    They treat me like rare china.  
 
    She laughed. Not sure whether she inspired these devotions herself, or whether the guardsmen had been ordered to take especial care on her behalf, Lilias just accepted it. Walking through the rare sunlight as it filtered down through the arched windows, she walked left and along the corridor to the solar.  
 
    This castle will never cease to impress me.  
 
    The pointed arches of the windows looked out over a vast town below; small stone houses clustered together, all held safe within the high walls of the fortress. Blackrock was thriving. Situated on a major trade-route, all the merchants poured through the castle on the road northward, bringing tribute with them to the laird. 
 
    For all the beauty and stature of the place, Lilias thought as she tiptoed across the bars of sunlight on the stone flooring to the solar, what she loved most about it was the freedom. 
 
    “Blaire?” 
 
    “Milady!” Her old friend jumped as Lilias walked in, pricking her finger with the needle and sucking it, eyes round. “Sorry, my lady. You gave me a scare, so ye did.” She chuckled fondly. 
 
    “I'm sorry, Blaire,” Lilias said quietly. “I didn't mean to scare you.” 
 
    “Not at all, milady. Not at all. Now. I was thinking. We'll need to make some fine embroidered cushions for your wedding chest, won't we?” 
 
    “I suppose,” Lilias said, mouth turned down in thought. 
 
    “You suppose?” her maid said, eyes round. She wore a full veil, gathered at the neck, nun-like and flowing. Lilias nudged closer, breathing in the scent of soap and flowers around her. “Why suppose, Miss Lilias? Don't you wish fine cushions for your wedding set?” 
 
    “I do, Blaire,” Lilias chuckled softly. “I do. But...is it not all done?” 
 
    “No, milady!” Blaire was aghast. “There's still no cushion covers, and that coverlet needs work. And as for the trimmings on the sleeve, well...” she rolled her eyes, and Lilias giggled. 
 
    “I know. I did it; it's bad.” she giggled ruefully. 
 
    “A little catching here and there, and it'll be perfect, milady,” her maid said defensively. “You shouldn't speak ill of yourself. Plenty others who'll do that for you, mark me. The world's a wicked place.” she rolled her eyes. 
 
    Lilias giggled. “Oh, Blaire, you are gloomy today.” 
 
    “It's this castle,” Blaire countered. “There's gloom in it, and the gloom sits in my joints. My bones ache in the chill, and it's not just the cold and damp, mark my words.” 
 
    “Oh, Blaire,” Lilias said again. “I know it's not that peaceful here, but...” 
 
    “There's darkness afoot,” Blaire said warningly. “And I know it. My bones don't lie, aye. Darkness and mischief. I can tell.” 
 
    “You're just gloomy,” Lilias countered softly. “It's the weather. Would you like to take a turn outdoors?” 
 
    “In this?” Blaire laughed. “Sure to catch my death of a chill there. It's frosty.” 
 
    Lilias nodded. “It is cold,” she agreed, and shivered. It was not just cold, but Blaire's words did prey on her. She knew what she meant – there was something brooding in this castle; and Andrew's disappearance did not lessen it. 
 
    “I'm going up to the turret,” she said quickly. “I want to see if I can see the sea!” 
 
    “Oh, my lady! What notions! We're miles from it here...” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Lilias said brightly. “Come on! Let's go!”  
 
    Before her maid could make an objection, Lilias turned and ran to the door, laughing, as she raced, quickly, still laughing, to the stairwell. 
 
    “Lady! Don't run! Those steps are all unguarded. You'll fall down the stairs, so you will...” 
 
    “Oh, Blaire,” Lilias said, rolling her eyes. She darted up the spiral staircase, clinging to the rope that was on her left, the only handhold between her and, as Blaire predicted dourly, plummeting to her death through the center opening. 
 
    At the top of the turret, at the door, she paused, doubled over, gasping for breath. Then she went in. She stopped, looking around. 
 
    “The sea,” she declared. “I can see the sea!” 
 
    It was a distant, wavering thing of scale-silver, glinting and shifting in the hazed brightness of the sunlight. But it might have been there on the eastern horizon. She sighed. In cloud light it would be impossible to see it; the mist swallowing the edge of the view to nothing. But now, today, she could just see the sea.  
 
    She leaned against the wall, letting the sunlight bathe her and wash away the gloom and tension of the castle. 
 
    Whatever happened, she was young; she was present. She was here. There was a wonderful future ahead of her and – ailing lairds and brooding castles notwithstanding – she was going to be happy here.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4: Blane's Duties as Laird 
 
      
 
    The turret room was chalk-white and gray, the view from the window pale with mist and cloud-wrack. Blane sat by his father and felt his heart ache. 
 
    “Son?” 
 
    Blane nodded mutely, hearing that voice, cracked and wavering, but still heavy with its old authority. He cleared his throat, too overcome to speak. 
 
    “Yes, Father?” 
 
    “I'm going.” 
 
    Blane shook his head, eyes filled with tears. He wanted to deny it. He knew it was futile. His father was right, he was dying. The chill had taken him quickly; mainly Blane knew, because of how he had neglected himself these last weeks. 
 
    Ever since Andrew left, he has lain here. 
 
    He had fallen that night, struck with a strange lameness in his left side that had made him take to his bed. From then, his health had gone until now, Blane knew, his life was slowly ending. 
 
    Blane sat beside his father, feeling the life ebb from him like waves on the shore, receding into sunset's dark.  
 
    I don't want to let him go. 
 
    Blane bit his lip, knowing himself selfish. He could not keep his father on this shore any longer. He was dying. He wished to go. There was nothing for him here. There, there was Colla, Blane's mother. Long gone into the waiting realms of death, she would be there, he felt sure, to greet his father. 
 
    “Son?” his father rasped. He moved back, leaning against the cushions, drawing deep, rattling breaths. Blane shook his head. 
 
    “Don't talk, Father,” he whispered. “Keep your strength.” 
 
    “Strength,” the old man laughed, and then coughed, a hacking sound that twisted Blane's heart as he closed his eyes. His father coughed raspingly, and then lay back, sighing. “I have no strength remaining.” 
 
    “You do,” Blane insisted. The black eyes looked at him with contempt.  
 
    “Son, stop playing. You know I'm in the grave. I...I will see Colla again. I do not grieve.” He coughed again, and then looked up at his son. “It's you I bleed for.” 
 
    “Me?” Blane felt his bow crease in concern. “Why me?” 
 
    “You...Andrew...” His father coughed. “I chose wrong. I should have...” he coughed again, “chosen Uncle Alec instead. Spared the pair of you the rivalry,” he chuckled. “There. That startled you.”  
 
    He smiled, his sunken cheeks lifting in a ghost of that hawkish grin Blane had loved. 
 
    “Mayhap you're right,” he nodded sadly. 
 
    “Cheer up, boy, I chose you.” His father sighed. “And I chose well. I know that. Now. Lilias...” he sighed. “You and she are well-chosen. It's...it's not your head that leads, Blane,” he said, coughing again. “It's this.” He patted Blane's chest. “It's the heart. That's why I...chose you.” 
 
    “Father?” Blane frowned. 
 
    “You have a heart, Blane. It's the biggest thing about you. That, and your opinion of your swordsmanship,” he said, mouth twisted in irony. “And, your pigheaded stubbornness.” 
 
    Blane chuckled. “Yes, Father!” 
 
    Having his father harangue him was a pleasure: even harsh words were balm when they were the reminder of a lifetime connected, when words were so scarce now. 
 
    “You stubborn scallywag.”  
 
    “I know, Father. I try not to be.” 
 
    “Try to be!” his father barked. He sounded angry. He moved from where he lay on the pillows, and Blane moved, startled, to push him back. His father shook him off, shaking his head. “No. Listen. I don't have much time. Try to be stubborn. Believe...in yourself. Have...heart. You'll be a great laird. You...Lilias...blessing.” 
 
    His father sagged back onto the pillows then. His eyes were fixed. His face soft on the bone, suddenly, as if he had been left out in the sun and softened there, all tension falling away.  
 
    He has passed. 
 
    Blane swallowed. He felt as if the knowledge was a vise, tightening his heart until it must burst. It was a pain that needed expression, a pain that gripped him tight. 
 
    He tipped his head back and howled.  
 
    Losing track of everything except the ripping agony of his grief, Blane did not hear the steward come in, the priest after. 
 
    “Come, my lord. Come away.” 
 
    “We must prepare your father for his journey onward.” 
 
    Blane shook his head. He didn't want to know. He didn't want to think about it. Nothing mattered. That great rock, that brooding tower of strength that had been forever on the corner of his vision, was gone. He was without direction. Torn loose, alone, lost on the moorlands of pain. 
 
    “Father,” he whispered. “No. No.” 
 
    He felt someone put an arm around his shoulders, heard words, low and soothing, speaking into the fractured mess of thoughts up in his head, setting order and tranquility where ruin reigned. 
 
    “Come, my lord,” the steward said gently. “Come. Come now. Your people are downstairs. Come. Go to your chambers. Get dressed. You need to reassure your flock.” 
 
    Blane shivered. They were his now. All that responsibility his father had shouldered, quietly and masterfully, passed now to him. He hated the thought of it. He nodded, miserable. 
 
    “Yes, Arthur.” 
 
    “Go now, my lord. Go, go.” 
 
    Blane nodded. He stood up. He had been knelt by his father's bedside, the cold stone biting into his legs. He shook his feet, feeling them numb. He let the steward lead him, woodenly, away. 
 
    The day blurred into forgetting. He dressed in deepest black. Went down to the hall. Addressed his folk. He went upstairs. His father's office was as he had left it. Moaning, Blane closed the curtains over the long window, moved the quill pen where it sat. Unlike many lords, his father could read and write. He had assured his son learned, too. Now all the books, all the accounts, all the warrants, were his. 
 
    I don't know what to do. 
 
    Blane sat behind the desk and covered his face with his hands. He was still sitting there when Arthur summoned him. 
 
    “Supper is in the solar, my lord.” 
 
    Blane stared at him blankly. Was it supper time already? The sky beyond the windows was dark, it was true. The fire was not lit in there, and it was cold. He could see a torch in the bracket by the door, a guard beside it. 
 
    “I'll come.” 
 
    He was hungry, he realized numbly as he walked down the cold, dark passage to the solar. Hungry and defeated and rudderless. He nodded to the guard and waited in the doorway of the solar, uncertainly. He could hear voices from within, smell the scent of cloves and baked goods. 
 
    “...and I told her, no! I'll wear blossoms in my hair. But would she let me? Would she just!” 
 
    “You should wear blossoms – it is the right thing to do, it brings luck to the wearer. Did not you know?” 
 
    Lilias. Blane sighed, recognizing the voice. His heart filled. He could just make out her back as he walked into the fire lit depths of the solar; her red hair coiled on her head, curls tracing the high neck and lying on her silken skin like flame.  
 
    He walked in and passed behind her, breathing in the soft scent of her perfume – daffodils, he thought, or something light that smelled of springtime.  
 
    “I see we're all sat down to dinner,” he said quietly, making her turn. 
 
    “Oh! Blane!” Her dark eyes filled with tears. “I'm so sorry for your loss. We heard of it earlier. I'm sorry.” 
 
    Blane shook his head. “Don't be.” 
 
    He noticed that she had not dressed yet for mourning and saw her stand, running an apologetic hand down her gold brocade gown. 
 
    “My lord. I...forgive me! I have not left the solar all day. I'm sorry.” She covered her face with her hands, shaking her head as her red curls tumbled down from her head. 
 
    “No,” Blane said. He walked to her and, firmly but gently, took her hands away and looked into her eyes.  
 
    “I should be in mourning,” Lilias said sadly, biting her lip. “I do dishonor to your home. I did not mean to wound you.” 
 
    “No,” Blane said, and this time his voice was tender. He bent down and kissed away the tear on her cheek. “You have done nothing. You have brought me hope. In this house of black misery, you are a light.” 
 
    He drew her into his arms and held her close. She held him and their hearts met, chests tight together as they pressed into each other’s warmness. 
 
    She is my hope, my purpose now, Blane thought raggedly. She is my life. 
 
    “Lilias,” he breathed into her hair. “My Lilias.” 
 
    “My love.” 
 
    Blane closed his eyes as she whispered that, his heart soothed by the tenderness of her words. He held her warm body to himself and promised himself, deep in his heart, that he would do anything for her. 
 
    She was his life. 
 
    He let out a shuddering breath and turned to where a manservant waited by his chair, hesitant and clearly unsure whether or not to bring in the first course. He nodded. 
 
    “We should dine,” he said to the assembled company, who all seemed to relax. He took his seat at the head of the table and watched as the others fell into the familiar pattern of dinner. He saw Lilias slip back into her seat to his right and felt a flare of reassurance in his heart as she did. 
 
    As the men brought in salvers of stew and trenchers of bread, and jugs of ale to top up the beakers before them on the tables, Blane found himself watching the scene with a sort of distant numbness, as if he watched from some distant place, a ball of quiet and timelessness around him, dividing his world invisibly from them. 
 
    They find reassurance in my presence. For them, as long as someone sits at the table's head, keeps the familiar patterns of living and management going, they are content.  
 
    The thought stunned him. For him, the world had changed. But for them, he was their continuity. He felt afraid, inadequate for the task laid on him. 
 
    As he sat there and reached idly for his glass, he looked across the table. Caught Lilias' gaze, caring and worried. 
 
    No. Not for all of them. She knows. She knows the burden that I carry. She will try and share it. 
 
    He wet his lips with the ale and then turned to sample the meal laid out before him. He had to maintain his strength. He ate some stew, watching Lilias as he did so. She was soft-skinned in the candlelight, her red hair a cloud of fire. 
 
    She is so beautiful.  
 
    Seeing her, Blane found his mood lightened. By the end of dinner, he felt at peace enough to retire to bed. He walked alone and weary up the stairs to his old chamber, knowing that it was no longer his own. Soon, he would move into new lodgings – the rooms of the castle's master. 
 
    He blew out the small stone oil-lamp and huddled in his bed, shivering and cold and alone. He bore the weight of grief and isolation alone, but not for long. 
 
    Soon, he thought, as he closed his eyes and drifted off to troubled sleep, he would have Lilias to hold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5: The Wedding Day 
 
      
 
    Lilias looked out of the turret window onto the green grass beyond, moving back a lock of red hair that fell across one eye. The air had the softness in it that speaks of springtime, and she could smell damp soil and somewhere, the distant smell of flowers. 
 
    This is my wedding day. 
 
    She tried to pretend she was not excited, but she was. All day the excitement had been building inside her.  
 
    Blane is so handsome. So kind. I will wed him soon. 
 
    A shimmer of excitement moved through her, and she bit her lip, hiding the grin that spread across her face.  
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    “Yes, Blaire?” she asked her maid, who had appeared in the doorway, strangely hesitant. 
 
    “It's time to get dressed, milady.” 
 
    Lilias drew in a breath as she brought in the gown, unable to contain her excitement any longer. It was of soft white linen, with an overdress of silk and a kirtle of pale green, shot through with silvery threads. The front was embroidered and decorated with intricate patterns. She shrugged off the linen nightgown she wore, shivering as the cool air touched her bare skin, and then stood while her maid lifted the gown over her head and drew it down. The overdress came next, with its many fastenings down the back.  
 
    “I'm almost finished,” Blaire said indulgently.  
 
    “Was I fidgeting?” Lilias asked, surprised at herself. 
 
    “You were, madam.” 
 
    They both laughed. Eventually, Blaire finished with the gown and Lilias went to sit at the dressing-table so Blaire could brush her hair. She would wear her hair down, the traditional symbol of her innocence. Blaire placed a wreath of rare orange-blossom, dried and delicate, about her brow. 
 
    “For blessings on your union, and many bairns,” she smiled. 
 
    Lilias shivered with expectant nervousness. She had heard something of the making of bairns from her ladies – enough to know that it was believed pleasurable. And, the encounters she had had with Blane thus far – kisses, handshakes, the feel of his palms pressed against her back, holding her tight – suggested it would be pleasant to know him in that way. 
 
    “Thank you, Blaire,” she said gently. 
 
    “Ah, don't thank me, mistress! It's a rare pleasure. There you are...my, but you're a bonny bride.” 
 
    She stepped back, letting Lilias stand. She regarded the tall, white-clad figure in the mirror, disbelieving. Was that really her? 
 
    The figure in the mirror was tall, with high, round breasts and a small waist, curves accentuated by the long gown cinched with the kirtle. Long, pointed sleeves lapped over her fingertips and her hair was a red river. 
 
    “You look beautiful, mistress,” her maid nodded. 
 
    “Thank you. Truly.” Lilias shook her head in wonder. She felt as if she had stepped over some magic threshold that had transformed her and led her into a new place of mystery. 
 
    “Now, we should get your bouquet, and the veil, and then off you go to see your father – he's downstairs awaiting your presence.” 
 
    Lilias swallowed hard as Blaire passed her a posy of daisies, with herbs that were meant to bring luck packed between the soft white blooms of the daisies and cosmos. The bouquet was fragrant and delicate, a thing of simple beauty. Lilias raised it to her nose, and Blaire laughed. 
 
    “You'll get your nose covered in pollen, you silly dear,” she chuckled. “Off you go, now. Down to the hallway.” 
 
    Lilias smiled at her maid fondly, feeling suddenly overwhelmed. Blaire would not stay with her at Castle Blackrock – here she would have a new staff, a new family; a new life.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered.  
 
    She and Blaire embraced and, when they drew apart, both had eyes red-rimmed from tears. Blaire chuckled. “Off you go,” she said, though her voice wobbled dangerously.  
 
    Lilias nodded, voice too glutted with emotion to speak. Wearing silk slippers, she descended the staircase. Her father, wearing the clan plaid, was there.  
 
    “You look bonnie, lass,” he said. His eyes glanced at her then fixed on somewhere above her head. Lilias was confused until she realized he was trying not to cry. She swallowed hard and fell in beside him. 
 
    They walked through the hallway, past the great hall where a feast was being laid, and out into the courtyard. The marriage was to take place in the castle chapel, across the yard. They walked through the cool morning together, and then on into the chapel. 
 
    Inside, it was dark. Lilias, blinded by the gauzy veil in the sudden darkness, saw the white haze of the clerestory windows, green-tinted light filtering down, far, to the congregants below. Then, she was at the end of the aisle and alone. She could see a shadowy figure before her. Then, she could look nowhere else. 
 
    Blane. He was tall and broad-shouldered, clad in a green tunic, brown trews and the long tartan cloak that denoted his family ties. He turned to face her, and she saw through the veil how his expression softened, eyes widening in wonder, smile hesitant. He turned away. Lilias swallowed hard, feeling a frisson of delight run through her. This was her bridegroom. She stood beside him, close enough to feel the warmth of his presence on the palm of her right hand. Then the priest was before them. 
 
    Latin words poured from him, soft and clear-sounding. Lilias did not understand Latin, but she knew the familiar sound from church services and its ancient rhythm soothed her. She knew what she was meant to say. The priest was turning to her, now, with a questioning look on his face. 
 
    “Volo,” she said in a low, tremulous voice. It meant “I do.” 
 
    She shivered as she said it. She had never meant anything so much in her life.  
 
    The priest repeated the question, and Blane answered as she had. Then, after another long swathe of melodious speech, the priest looked at them both, brow raised expectantly. 
 
    Oh! What are we... ? Oh! 
 
    This was the moment she had been waiting for. It had sneaked up on her, quite unexpected; for all that she had dreamed of it so regularly. Blane was turning to her, lifting the veil. 
 
    His hands were tender, and trembled, slightly, as if they unwrapped something of preciousness beyond price. Then he was looking into her eyes, a smile of wonder on his face. He whispered her name. 
 
    “Lilias.” 
 
    Then his mouth came down, so gently, onto hers. 
 
    Lilias shivered as his hands stroked her hair. She reached up and touched his shoulder and, they kissed a little longer, his lips stroking hers. 
 
    Then, they were turning to face the congregation. Lilias looked blankly out over the gathering of an entire clan, all packed into the small, holy space – or at least, the immediate family of Blane and his relatives, as many as would fit. Words rippled through the congregation, and they were words of praise, of goodwill. 
 
    They walked slowly down the three steps from the altar and along the aisle.  
 
    By the time they reached the door of the chapel, they were laughing. So many family members wishing them goodwill, throwing nuts and petals, meant to bless them and wish them many children – it was overwhelming! 
 
    Blane grinned at Lilias where they stood on the steps. “Not bad, eh?” 
 
    Lilias had to laugh. “Oh, Blane! It's wonderful. So, so wonderful.” 
 
    Then, Blane was tossing the pennies into the crowd, the expected largesse from the groom. They turned then, and walking rapidly so as to avoid more nuts which showered down, they crossed the courtyard lined with cheering, happy townsfolk, servants and clans folk, heading to the great hall. 
 
    The minute she entered, Lilias realized with a pang that she was starved. The place smelled of roasting, of baking, of sauces and spices and sweetness. 
 
    She looked up at Blane, who chuckled. 
 
    “The high table, sweetling. It's set for us. There.” 
 
    Lilias let him lead her through the throng, where guards and guests and the castle servants were already taking places at the benches, and to the dais. 
 
    As they sat down, Lilias felt his hand brush her knee. She jumped in mute surprise, and then smiled at him. He winked and held her hand. They sat together, side by side. 
 
    “A toast!” the steward, Arthur, proposed. “To Lilias and Blane, our laird! May they be richly blessed.” 
 
    “A toast!” 
 
    “To our laird and Lady Lilias!” 
 
    “Good health!” 
 
    As the shouts rang out and the company sat down to partake of the feast, Lilias felt a little tingle of nerves in her belly. She looked sideways at Blane, who looked across at her, his brown eyes shining. He is thinking the same thing as me, she thought. 
 
    He was thinking of the bedding ceremony. 
 
    The bedding ceremony. It was a ceremony in which, amidst laughter and celebration and not a little crudity, the bride and bridegroom would be sent upstairs to their bed. To consummate the wedding. 
 
    Lilias shuddered. She had a good idea that she would like that – whatever it meant – but the ceremony was something less exciting. Blane seemed to catch her thought, for he bent down to whisper in her ear, his hand moving on her knee as he did so. His touch made her shudder with excitement, as did the words. 
 
    “Let's hide from them.” 
 
    “What?” Lilias knew her eyes were wide with incredulity. “You think we should what?” 
 
    “Let's run away. We know where the bedchamber is. Let's forestall them. Saves us having to put up with their sordid banter.” 
 
    Lilias felt a slow blush creep into her cheeks. She felt his hand on her thigh and, shivering with delicious excitement, laid her hand on it. 
 
    “Oh, Blane,” she whispered. “Trust you to think of that.” She looked into his glowing brown eyes and knew, then, with utter certainty that filled her, that she loved him. She squeezed his hand. He squeezed her knee, making her jump, then laugh. 
 
    “Trust us to think of that,” he grinned, playful. “Are we not both the most naughty people ever to leave a nursery grown up?” 
 
    They both chuckled, and, still laughing, let the head servant fill their goblet. They both drank. It sealed their promise.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6: Wedding Night 
 
      
 
    Upstairs in the bedchamber, the fire crackled in the grate. Lilias stared up at Blane, wide-eyed. He smiled into her anxious gaze. 
 
    “Whist, lass,” he murmured into her hair. He kissed the crown of her head, breathing into the soft curls. “I'll not harm you.” 
 
    Lilias pressed herself against his chest, and found the strength of his hard muscles against her surprisingly sweet. She could feel her heart beating faster and the feel of his hands, soft and gentle on her back, made her breath catch in her throat. 
 
    “I should have told you this days ago. I love you.” 
 
    Lilias looked up at him, blinking in surprise. “I love you, too,” she whispered. She looked into his eyes, and he looked back. She felt as if she was drowning in the sweetness of his expression.  
 
    “Oh, Lilias,” he murmured, drawing her against his chest. She felt so safe in his arms, and yet there was a pulsing excitement within her, too, a question of what came next. 
 
    I have heard so much about bedding. What is it? 
 
    She felt her body shiver with excitement as he kissed her again, his lips soft and tender on hers. She gasped as her belly filled with a sweet warmth, and his hands moved down her back, undoing the buttons of her gown with a delicious slowness. 
 
    She pressed herself against his hard, muscled body and gave a gasp of surprise as he pushed her back onto the bed. She was lying on the pillowy softness of the mattress, gazing into his eyes. 
 
    “My Lilias,” he murmured, stroking the soft skin of her throat.  
 
    He followed his touch with his mouth, kissing her in the hollow of her neck in a way that made her whole body tingle. And, when his hands moved lower, drawing her dress off her shoulders, she felt as if the excitement in her body would spill over, carrying her away on a tide of pleasure, unending. 
 
    He undressed her slowly and then undressed himself. She stared at the taut muscle of his body, glowing in the firelight. Then he came to join her on the bed. 
 
    His mouth found hers and he kissed her as, very gently, he pressed her back onto the covers. Then he was holding her in his arms and his body was moving over hers, parting her thighs and sliding inside her with a pressure that just avoided being pain and instead was intense pleasure. 
 
    Later, when they lay beside each other, her in his arms, her hand on his chest, she knew that she had felt the profoundest bliss she had ever known. 
 
    “My Lilias,” he murmured, bending down to kiss her head. She smiled and nestled closer, letting her head rest on his chest, tucking it under his chin. “My dearest.” 
 
    “Blane,” she murmured, laying her hand flat on his chest, feeling the slow heartbeat below it. “My beloved.” 
 
    Later, when the sweat had cooled on their skin they made love again and drifted into the sweetness of sleep. As they were drifting off, Blane murmured into her hair. “I love you.” She closed her eyes and felt the happiness flow through her. 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    They slept until the slow light of morning crept through the window and found them with their arms about each other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7: Blane's Happiness 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Blane woke with a delicious happiness filling him. He looked down at Lilias, who smiled up at him. Her eyes – the sweetest, opaque blue – were so enticingly naughty that he could not resist kissing her again. They made love with delicious slowness and lay back, savoring the slow arrival of day together. 
 
    “Breakfast,” he murmured into her hair. She looked up at him. 
 
    “Mm?” she asked. 
 
    He laughed. “We should eat.” 
 
    “True.” Lilias sat up suddenly, an expression of eagerness that made him laugh. 
 
    “I love your appetite,” he grinned at her. She blushed. 
 
    “You tired me out last night,” she teased. “Of course I need a hearty meal.” 
 
    He felt a sweet pride flow through him – the thought of providing her with so much pleasure he exhausted her pleased him.  
 
    “Well! Then,” he chuckled, stroking her hand as he slid into a sitting position and then lithely from the bed, “we should wait no longer. Let us breakfast!” 
 
    Lilias pulled a face at him. “I suppose we have to go.” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, we could stay here, but we'd be hungry.” 
 
    “Well, then.” 
 
    They dressed and went downstairs. The great hall was occupied with a few men at arms – those coming from the night-shift to break their fast now. The rest had long ago departed, though a serving man still walked to the bench, a tray in hand, bringing fresh bread from the kitchens. 
 
    “Good morning,” Blane addressed him. “We'll have fresh bannocks, small ale and everything else you have in the kitchen! I'm so hungry I could eat right through the larder.” 
 
    Lilias chuckled and blushed, looking at her hands. He smiled and squeezed her forearm, noticing that the men at arms were pretending fine disinterest in them. They're watching us – I know they are.  
 
    He wanted to laugh. He knew his happiness shone out of him, and he didn't care. He wanted the world to see what joy he had found. He kissed Lilias on the side of the head as they went to the high table. She looked up, a little moue of shock on her face – displaying such affection openly was unusual for a laird and his wife together – and he grinned. 
 
    “I love you, Lilias,” he mouthed as she sat down opposite him. He was met with a radiant blush – she looked so pretty with her pale skin all pink and flushed that he wanted to make her do it again. He pressed his knee into hers and saw her go red. 
 
    He laughed. “My dear. We should eat something.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered in a demure, soft voice. She was looking down at the table but as soon as the servant with the ale and salver had gone, she looked up at him and the look in her eyes was anything besides demure. 
 
    Blane felt his whole body ignite at the slant-eyed smile. Whist! I wish I was alone here with her. I would kiss her and take her right here in the hall, with no-one to stop me! 
 
    He coughed, trying to distract himself from the overwhelming need of his body. “We should take a walk about the grounds, mayhap?” he said brightly.  
 
    “A good idea, dear.”  
 
    Blane felt his heart swell as she used the endearing “dear” to him. He swallowed hard and reached for a slice of the fresh, warm bread from the kitchens.  
 
    Breakfast passed in a haze of happiness. Then they stood and went out to the grounds together. They walked through the small coppice of trees and then to the herb-garden that was her favorite place. 
 
    “It's a beautiful place,” he mused, standing beside the tree beside her.  
 
    “It is,” she agreed. She turned and looked up into his eyes. He felt his loins stir with the spirited look and kissed her.  
 
    His lips slid over her soft mouth, and he ached to feel the pillowy sweetness of her mouth pressed into his. Her lips were twin cushions of velvet, and his tongue slid between them, sampling the sweetness of her mouth, still redolent of honey from breakfast. 
 
    She gasped into his kiss and he tensed, drawing her into his arms. They stood below the apple tree and blossoms drifted down around them as they kissed again and again. 
 
    “Oh, Lilias,” he murmured into her hair. She pressed against his chest. His arms enfolded her. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.”  
 
    Her face was so sweet, looking up at him, eyes shining warmly. He bent to kiss her nose, and she giggled. 
 
    “Come on,” he said hoarsely. “Let's go in.” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. They walked slowly together into the house. His hand was in her soft-skinned one, and he found himself smiling at everything and nothing. 
 
    “Blessings, Laird,” the gardener said, standing at the path with a rake in his hand. “Lady Lilias.” He bowed to her. 
 
    “My thanks, Alec,” Blane said kindly. He saw Lilias smile at the older man and the resulting beam he gave her. 
 
    I think everyone loves my wife, he thought wryly. She makes me so happy it's impossible for me to look at anything without loving it.  
 
    They walked into the castle together, arm in arm. There, she leaned against him.  
 
    “Blane,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked softly. 
 
    “Let's go up.” 
 
    He stared at her, his body thrilling with sweet surprise.  
 
    “Yes,” he whispered, taking her head in his hand, stroking her neck as he pushed his mouth against hers, passionately. “Let's.” 
 
                   *** 
 
    A week followed much in the same pattern. They fell into a comfortable routine together. Bed, then breakfast, and then a walk. Then Blane went to his office to see to matters of the estate, Lilias went to the kitchens to discuss supplies, and they met for luncheon. In the afternoons, he trained with his guards in the practice ground. Blane found the time passed quickly, and his favorite thing was creeping quietly to up the solar after; where, sometimes, he would hear Lilias practicing the lute. 
 
    He stood outside the door one day, listening to her fingers brushing the silver strings. The melody was tremulous as moonlight, and it seeped into his soul. She sang, then, and he was sure no bird had a song as sweet as the one that flowed, now, from her lips. 
 
    My Lilias, he thought in wonder. My love. 
 
    “And the youth and his lover went down to the lake, and they lay in the grass by the moss-green brake...” 
 
    He listened to the words of the chant, and his heart warmed. It was a love song, delicate and tender, and the description of the youth and lady might have been him and Lilias. 
 
    I love her, he thought. With every fiber of my being. Every beat of my heart.  
 
    He coughed, and the song faltered. “Oh!” she looked up, face suffused with blushing. “My lord! I didn't know you were here...” 
 
    He smiled. “I hid,” he admitted. “I love to hear you sing.” 
 
    “Oh!” she smiled again, then looked away, self-conscious. “I don't sing very well...” she trailed off. “My lady-in-waiting, Brenna, is so much better.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” he smiled, walking up and holding her close. “You have the sweetest voice in all of the world...”  
 
    As he said it, he planted slow kisses in her hair, on her face, on her throat, and she giggled.  
 
    “Oh, stop! Blane! I do declare!” she giggled, wriggling in his arms deliciously. “I can't bear much more of your sweet tickling...” 
 
    Blane giggled, too, and then they were both on the settle together, arms around one another, smiling with the dazed look of lovers who wonder at the magnitude of their loving. 
 
    “Should we go down to dinner?” he asked, stroking her hair. She lay with her head on his shoulder, supported against him. She looked up.  
 
    “I suppose,” she said, with that slow, teasing smile that touched his heart. 
 
    “Oh?” he teased. “You think so?” 
 
    She giggled. “Blane, Laird of Ainsley. I think you're wicked.” 
 
    “But you love me for it,” he smiled into her eyes. “And, I love you.” 
 
    “Oh, Blane,” she sighed, tracing his lips with her finger. He kissed it. 
 
    “What, sweetheart?” he asked, breathing into her hair as she sat up and turned to face him slowly. 
 
    “I sometimes think I'll die of happiness.” 
 
    “No,” he said, alarmed. “Don't say that. Losing you would kill me. Don't think it.” 
 
    She smiled. “Oh, Blane,” she sighed. “I do love you. But you shouldn't worry so about me. I know you cherish and cosset me as if I were priceless glass. But I'm not, you know. I promise.” 
 
    Blane chuckled, somewhat uneasily. “I don't want to risk you,” he whispered. In his heart, he had still not forgotten that look Andrew had given him, the night he stormed from the hall. Though his men had scoured the countryside for him, they'd found no trace. Some small, suspicious part of Blane still felt he might be lurking. The part of him that refused to believe his happiness could last. 
 
    To think ill is to make ill. The saying slipped through his mind. He nodded, then forgot about it as Lilias twisted in his arms and sat up, looking into his eyes. 
 
    “I'm not fragile, sweetness,” she smiled into his eyes. 
 
    “Not necessarily,” he allowed. “But you are precious. And I will not risk what is precious. You're my treasure. My life. My love...” 
 
    As he whispered the words, he rocked her in his arms and she closed her eyes, a small smile on her face. 
 
    “And, you are all of those ten times over,” she whispered sleepily. “And now, we should go down to dinner. I feel hungry.” 
 
    He roared with mirth and kissed her brow. 
 
    “Well, then, my lady. Down we go.” 
 
    Lilias stood and he followed and together, arm in arm, they walked down to the great hall. The torches were lit though the sun still shone greenly beyond the windows; a summer dusk. Blane heard the soft whistle of bats as they flew to roost in the castle roofs, and the evening was cool like the river water as they walked across the courtyard to the great hall. 
 
    Inside, the guardsmen were all seated at the benches. Blane made his way through them, laughing and joking as they called good-natured banter at him. He sat down and was surprised to find Alex, his head guard and longtime friend, at his side. 
 
    “My lord?” he asked. “I crave a word?” 
 
    “Of course.” Blane glanced across, worried, at Lilias, who smiled peaceably.  
 
    “You go, sweetling. I'll start dinner.”  She lifted a glass of small ale and drank prettily. He tore his gaze away and went with Alex. 
 
    “What news?” he asked. 
 
    “My lord, our scouts found signs of habitation near the Stonewell Tower.” 
 
    “Oh?” Blane frowned. His heart skipped a beat. “But surely...” he frowned, thinking. The Stonewell Tower was a lonely outpost, a fortress that had once guarded their border, but stood on land disputed in ownership, so no-one now used it. It was a day's ride hence. He coughed. 
 
    “What do you think we should do, my lord?” Alex asked. 
 
    “You think it is my brother.” Blane said it as a statement, though he meant a question. 
 
    “We thought perhaps,” Alex said awkwardly. 
 
    “Well, I don't want to believe it.” Blane said firmly. “Send troops, by all means. Not too many. Say two men, as scouts. Let them watch the place for three days. If they catch sight of him, I'll heed you. I know him. He won't hide himself away. No,” he sighed. “He's left Scotland.” 
 
    Alex narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. He doesn't believe it. 
 
    Blane knew his closest ally thought he was being flippant. Right now, he didn't care. He did not want to think of Andrew. Didn't want to entertain the possibility. He has gone. I have lived for months without considering him. He is no longer here. 
 
    But he was – Blane knew it. In every waking moment, every time he worried for Lilias and her safety, the ghost of his brother lurked, and smiled at him. He had not forgotten, not moved on. 
 
    “Send the men,” Blane insisted. Come back to me in three days.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Blane.” 
 
    Blane thanked him and stalked back to the table. He felt uneasy, though he tried to hide it. 
 
    “My husband?” Lilias asked, a frown twisting her brow. 
 
    “Yes, sweetling?” he asked, reaching for some bread and knowing she was worried for him. 
 
    “Is aught amiss?” she asked, her sweet pink lips forming an “o” of concern. He shrugged. 
 
    “No, my dear. Just some trifling issue of guard placement. Don't fret about it.” He smiled and stroked her hand in what he meant to be a reassuring manner. But he knew she was not fooled. She looked up at him from under her lids, then away again. 
 
    She is trying to forget, like I am. 
 
    “Dear?” she asked, intruding on his thoughts lightly. “Try this stew. It's delicious.” 
 
    He smiled. Dear Lilias, trying to distract him. He tried. “It is,” he nodded appreciatively. 
 
    The meal passed in tranquil silence, and afterward they retired to bed and loving. 
 
    Three days later, Blane waited with some restlessness for the report. But Alex did not come to him on time. When he went to inquire at the barracks, the men were restive, their gazes dropped. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked, feeling frustrated. “Whist, mon! Someone tell me,” he protested, throwing out his arm in a gesture of impatience. 
 
    “My lord,” an older guard said, clearly not afraid to risk his ire. 
 
    “What?” he asked. “Tell me.” 
 
    “The scouts never returned.” 
 
    Blane stared at him. He rocked back, leaning against the wall, color draining from his face. “What?” 
 
    The old man nodded, red-rimmed eyes steady. “They went out three days ago. Didn't return here.” 
 
    Blane shook his head. He felt as if someone had hit him. What they said was something he refused to believe. “Have you searched for them?” he demanded angrily. “Sent out a party? Looked for bodies? Why are we assuming they're gone?” 
 
    “My lord,” another guard stepped in, evidently sorry for the man on the receiving end of his rage. “We did that. That's why we know.” 
 
    “Why we know what?” Blane asked impatiently. His heart stopped a moment, and he dreaded the words. 
 
    “Why we know they're not coming back,” the guard answered in a small voice. “They've disappeared.” 
 
    Blane leaned back on the wall. Closed his eyes. This had his brother's stamp on it. He was out there. He knew it. 
 
    “Well,” he said raggedly. “Then they've gone. What can we do? I'm sorry, lads,” he added. “Sorry for your loss. I risked those men. I bear the guilt of it.” 
 
    The man looked back at him, compassionately. “You couldn't know, milord. That's why they went.” 
 
    True. Blane shook his head sorrowfully. “I am the laird,” he insisted firmly. “I shouldn't have sent others where I ought to send myself.” 
 
    The men exchanged glances, worried frowns on their faces. But they did not argue the point.  
 
    Blane sighed. “I'm sorry for their loss,” he said raggedly. He nodded to the men and went upstairs. 
 
    In the bedchamber – empty of Lilias, though scented with the lavender and rose of her perfumed strewing-herbs – he sat on the bed, covering his face with his hands. He wanted to scream in rage, but durst not make a sound. 
 
    “I don't know what to do.” 
 
    Sighing, he decided there was little he could do. His brother had taken his scouts. They were either dead or on his side. But he hadn't provoked an attack: he was still out there, but he'd done nothing – no-one could prove the incident with the scouts was him – and challenging him would invite more trouble. 
 
    There is nothing I can do more than what I do already. All I can do is guard all I hold dear. And wait.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8: Surprise for Lilias 
 
      
 
    Lilias walked in the grounds of the castle, the ever-present shadow of Alex beside her. She had taken to talking to him as he accompanied her – as he had to be with her anyway, she might as well enjoy his company, she reckoned. 
 
    “And the barley is ripening quickly,” she heard him saying. She blinked. 
 
    “Is it?” she asked drowsily. “That's good. Plenty for our tenants to eat this year.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady,” he smiled shyly at her. “You're always so thoughtful.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “Well, of course,” she said musically. “One has to be. Whoops!” she felt her foot twist as she stepped off the path. He reached out at once, steadying her. She smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Alex. You say I'm thoughtful!” she teased. “You take such good care of me.” 
 
    “Not at all my lady. My duty is my pleasure.” He smiled at her, and she smiled back. 
 
    They reached the bench where she liked to sit to look out over the estate. Under two tall pine trees, it overlooked the fields and caught the sunshine. She unpacked her embroidery from a small velvet bag and settled down to sew. 
 
    “I'll sit here a while, Alex,” she commented, looking up at him archly as she threaded a needle. “You go and see to the men. I'll be quite alright.” 
 
    “If you're sure,” Alex replied, eyes troubled. “My lord's instructions were most specific.” 
 
    “Oh, come now, Alex,” Lilias chuckled lightly. “It's the middle of the garden! What harm or mischief could possibly befall me here?” 
 
    Alex narrowed his eyes, frowning. But he did not argue with her. He went off, posture slumped, looking unhappy with obeying her. Lilias shook her head, smiling fondly to herself. Blane did take her safety far too seriously. 
 
    She lifted her sewing – a tapestry showing a lady in a garden with flowers of all kinds around – and began her work. The sun shone down, warm and revitalizing. She was surprised to feel herself nodding off to sleep. 
 
    “Oh! My!” she commented, yawning as her eyes dropped closed for the third time in half an hour's time. “I'm so sleepy today.” 
 
    She smiled. A protective hand went to her belly. I wonder..? 
 
    She bit her lip, feeling absolute delight. Perhaps she was with child! She had suspected it when her womanly courses were late this month. There was no sign of them yet, and it was more than a week since they were meant to occur.  
 
    And I feel so sleepy, with that lovely sense that everything is right, and good, and well. She felt herself smiling contentedly. Yes, she was sure that came with pregnancy. She had seen many of her maids and ladies be with child, had seen the look of soft joy in their eyes when they thought of it, a sort of inward contemplation that brought happiness. 
 
    I am going to have Blane's child. 
 
    The thought made her warm inside. She rested a hand on her belly and smiled in wonder. Inside her, a life was growing. A life made of the love she and Blane shared. A new soul. 
 
    She bit back a smile. I wonder what he will look like? Or she? 
 
    She spent the afternoon smiling to herself, sewing under the tree, a secret joy welling inside of her.  
 
    Should I tell Blane? 
 
    She bit her lip, frowning. It happened, she knew, sometimes that women lost their babes. It was safer, she decided wisely, to wait. After three months, she would be sure, and the life inside would be established. She would tell him then. 
 
    But how, she wondered, smiling, am I to keep this secret to myself? It was a delicious secret. She rested her hand on her belly again, contemplating it. She watched the garden, seeds drifting up from the flowerbeds in the drowsy air, until she noticed the light turning the syrupy gold of evening, the stones soaked in yellow gold. 
 
    I should go in. 
 
    She stood and walked slowly back to the castle. Inside, she went up to the bedchamber. 
 
    “My lady?” her maid, Camma, asked quickly. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “Should I bring supper on a tray? Or..?” she wrung her hands nervously. 
 
    “Oh, Camma,” Lilias smiled. “I'm not ill. I know I was poorly this morning, but it has waned.” 
 
    She smiled to herself. She should have guessed. The queasiness, the drowsiness, the peace. All pointed to what she guessed. She was with child. 
 
    “I'll come down directly,” she promised Camma, looking out of the window. The sun was still shining, though the day was late. It was high summer, and the dusk could last hours now. The sundial in the rose-arbor showed her it was not yet six of the clock. 
 
    I could play the lute awhile. 
 
    She did so, looking up when she heard a footfall outside the door on the turret step. She stood and hid behind the rood-screen in the solar's shadow. 
 
    “Lilias?” Blane put his head round the door, four heartbeats after she'd stopped. She stayed where she was, trying not to giggle. 
 
    Blane strode into the room, found the lute lying where she had left it on the table by the settle. His eyes widened in alarm. She could see in the dusky half-dark as they widened, showing the whites, wildly. 
 
    “Lilias!” he called, rushing to the window. The alarm was raw in his voice. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Here!” she said, slipping out from behind the screen, running to him lightly. “Here I am! Surprise!” 
 
    “Lilias!” His face was relieved as he put his hands on her shoulders. “Lilias.” He squeezed her close, his arms so tight about her that she thought she might be crushed. She wriggled, and his grip unclenched. He frowned down at her. 
 
    “Lilias,” he murmured, and she could feel his rasping breaths. She felt guilty. “Don't do that! I thought...I thought I'd lost you.” 
 
    He smiled, and she smiled up at him. “Oh. Blane, sweetness. I am sorry.” She buried her face in his chest, feeling a sudden stab of guilt for worrying him so. As much as she found his safeguarding of her tiring, it was clear he was sincere. He really expected some ill to befall her. 
 
    “I promise I won't do it again,” she said softly. She looked up into his eyes, trying to will him to believe her. “I won't hide from you again. Promise, Blane.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You are dear,” he said, kissing her brow tenderly. She was relieved to note that the worry had died in his eyes. She held him close. 
 
    “We should go to dinner,” she mused. “Or I might collapse of hunger.” 
 
    “Well, then. I shall carry you.” Blane laughed, and made to lift her. Lilias squealed in alarm and giggled as he unclasped his grip round her body. 
 
    “I can walk! Blane! You cosset me.” 
 
    “You are an invitation to cossetting,” he whispered, stroking her hair. “I can't help myself.” 
 
    “Oh, Blane,” she sighed. In truth, his cherishing moved her. She slid her arm through his and together, they went downstairs to the great hall. 
 
    They had a brief supper and went upstairs to bed. They made love with passionate gentleness and fell asleep after. 
 
    Lilias woke, hearing the regular sound of Blane's breathing. She stretched and slipped away from him, looking into the red darkness where the fire burned low in the grate. It was warm, and there was a soft breeze. She saw it twitch the hangings. 
 
    She looked around, letting the peacefulness of the castle night seep into her. She wondered what had woken her. 
 
    Probably nature's call, she decided, noting a pressure in her bladder. She slipped out of the blankets, careful not to wake Blane, and tiptoed to the garderobe, just down the hallway from their chamber. 
 
    When she returned, she noticed that the room was a little brighter. The curtain seemed to have moved a little. She went to tuck it back, then tiptoed across the room again. As she passed the door, she heard a noise outside. A soft scuff of a booted foot on stone. 
 
    “Who goes there?” she whispered. She felt her heart thud. Then she relaxed. It was Camma, she thought, seeing the soft glow of light under the door.  Silly me. She must be retiring late to bed. Her maid slept in the next room, lest she wake in the night and find a need for something. She was in the solar, fixing my torn gown...She must have finished now. 
 
    She heard the noise again, and the sound of indrawn breath. Who is out there? If it's Camma, why is she still there, and not in bed? Is she sick?  Not thinking overly about it, she opened the door. 
 
    The hallway outside was as she had left it, tranquil and still, bathed in the soft flush of moonlight. She looked around. 
 
    “Camma?” she called softly. “Camma?” 
 
    A hand clamped down over her mouth and arms enfolded her. She cried out. She struggled. 
 
    She couldn't move or gather breath to scream. Whoever held her lifted her and she gasped, biting the hand. Then something hit her hard on the back of the head and everything was shadow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9: Blane's Fear 
 
      
 
    Blane woke the next morning, feeling tranquilly sleepy. He stretched and yawned. Rolled to one side. The bed felt empty. He reached out, seeking warmth. 
 
    “Lilias?”  
 
    He opened his eyes and sat up, looking around. His first thought was to be crestfallen. He had been looking forward to the morning, to taking her gently and sweetly as he did every morning, then lying with her in his arms as they discussed and planned the day. 
 
    He looked around. The bedroom was as they had left it, his clothes in a pile on the chair, her own neatly packed in the chest in the corner where she kept them neatly. The sun slanted in, pale and filtered, through the curtain, which moved slowly in the breeze. The fire was out. 
 
    “Lilias?” he called again. He sighed and lay back on the pillows. She's gone to relieve her bladder. He shook his head at himself. That was it. He was so jumpy. It was perfectly natural, after all. Why should she be here when he woke each morning? 
 
    I'll wait for her. He smiled, and thoughts of the previous night played through his mind, making him smile with the happy memories. 
 
    He waited five minutes. Ten. No Lilias.  
 
    That was when he heard the maid cry out. 
 
    “What...?” he sprang out of bed, hearing the keening wail. He ran to the door, threw it open to reveal the maid. She was standing by the arched window in the hallway.  
 
    “What?” he asked again. He put his hands on her shoulders, resisting the urge to shake her. Her face was petrified, and she sobbed with fear. “What is it? Please! Tell me?” 
 
    She looked up at him. Her dark blue eyes focused on his. “Oh, my lord! I'm sorry. It's...my lady! She's gone!” 
 
    He frowned. What she said made no sense. Lilias was somewhere in the castle. She must be. Yes, she wasn't where he thought she would be, but... 
 
    “Why?” he shouted. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Look,” she murmured. He went to the window, standing beside her. He followed the line her finger pointed to the wall. Saw the cloak there. 
 
    “Lilias' cloak!” he shouted it. Pushing away from the windowsill, he ran down the stairs. It was then he realized he was still in his nightclothes. He shook his head impatiently and ran to the bedchamber. He would just fetch a cloak and... 
 
    He reached to where his cloak lay on the chair, then noticed something. A cloak lay in the middle of the floor of the bedchamber. Someone had been in here! He felt his heart thud, sick with horror. Someone had breached the safeguards he had in place and had reached his own bedchamber! They had taken Lilias. 
 
    “Call the guard!” he roared. He turned to the cloak. Lifted it and threw it around his shoulders – it was his cloak, displaced from the place on the chair where he left it always. He thought he saw something flutter aside as he moved it, but paid it no heed. He had to fetch the guard! Had to find her. 
 
    “Alex!” he said, as Alex ran up to report to him. “Find her.” 
 
    “Lord Blane? Find who..?” he asked, then, seeing his face, paled. “Is...” 
 
    “Lilias is taken.” 
 
    Alex stared at him, the blood draining from his face. “She cannot be. My lord, I...” he sighed. Seeing the expression on Blane's face, he evidently decided that defending himself against charges of negligence would be no use. He turned away. 
 
    “I'll send a band of men in each direction,” he promised, already hurrying away down the stairs without needing telling. “We'll search everywhere. We'll find her.” 
 
    Blane shook his head. They could search, but it was not necessary. In his heart, he knew where she had gone.  
 
    “Saddle my horse,” he said to his companion woodenly. “Get ready. We're going to the fort.” 
 
    Alex looked at him. Their eyes met. Alex nodded to him, comprehending immediately. If there was reproach, for not having believed him sooner, it swiftly went. Alex nodded again. He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Straight away, Lord.” 
 
    Blane sighed. “I'll come down.”  
 
    He felt infinitely weary as he turned to the bedchamber. He refused to let his gaze linger on the bed that, just yesterday, he had shared with Lilias. He had to go. Now. Any second could be too long to waste. He reached for his clothes and dressed quickly. Then he donned his cloak. Walking to the wall across the room, he reached for the great sword that hung there. 
 
    Named Coldwrath, the sword was forged steel and had been his father's. He sighed. Lifting it, he looked down the blade. 
 
    I should never have to carry this against my own brother. 
 
    For there was no doubt in his mind that was who had taken her. Who else would know the castle well enough to locate the bedroom? Who else would be able to find their way in, unaided from inside? And who else, he thought, would know that taking Lilias would be the same as ending my life? 
 
    It was worse, he decided numbly, as he slipped Coldwrath into the scabbard on his back and walked slowly out. At least, if he was dead, he would be beyond care. Now, he was locked in a prison of torment, his worry for her eating him from inside. What was happening to her? 
 
    As he walked out of the room, he noted the thing he had seen minutes earlier, fluttering away when he lifted his cloak. He hesitated, then stopped and retrieved it. 
 
    It was a parchment. Unlike many men not in the clergy, he could read. So could his brother. He lifted it and held it to his eyes, squinting at the words written there. He read it, then dropped it. It cut him like a sword thrust to the heart. 
 
    I have come, he read, to take back what is mine. What always was mine. I will take it, brother. Then I will take your land. Your home. And, lastly, your life. You will regret usurping me. I swear it. 
 
    Blane shivered and, eyes screwed tightly shut, tried to stifle the anguished sob that rose in his throat. Then he ran downstairs, light-footed, to the yard. 
 
    I will not let him hurt her. If he hurts her, I will kill him. He is my brother, but she is my heart. I will not let him hurt her. 
 
    “Alex!” he shouted. “My horse.” 
 
    Together, side by side, they rode out to the moors. To find Lilias and save her from his brother, and his brother's foul wrath.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10: Lilias in Darkness 
 
      
 
    Lilias was somewhere in a cold, black space. She opened her eyes and could not tell if she had done so, the dark was so complete. She breathed in and felt a damp coolness to the air that spoke of ancient stonework. Wherever this was, it had stone walls that were thick enough to keep the heat out, even in the height of summer. 
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
    She shivered. She was cold. She sat up and huddled with her elbows locked around her knees. It was so cold. As she sat, pain lanced her head. She remembered the blow and touched her hair, feeling the lump that formed behind her ear, angry and swelling still. 
 
    Someone has captured  me. 
 
    She shivered. “Hello?” 
 
    No answer. She closed her eyes, ignoring the lancing pain in her head and the white stars that fractured her vision. Opening them, she looked around. Her eyes saw at first nothing, then a hazed brightness perhaps twelve feet from the floor. 
 
    She walked towards the light and found a door below the high-slitted window. Knocked on it. “Hello?” 
 
    She leaned there, feeling her heart thump in her chest. At length, she heard footsteps. Firm, but hurried, coming closer. She stepped back, heart racing with fear. 
 
    The door opened. A face appeared. 
 
    Gaunt, with black hair surmounting it, the face had a long, slim nose, cheeks carved with wrinkles and a thin mouth. At first she did not recognize the face. The eyes were what struck her. Black and wide, they feasted on her face, kindled with a foul anger that seemed to burn there, unquenched and unquenchable. She shuddered. Looked away.  
 
    “Ah. So you're awake,” he said. His voice was a contented purr. The anger was veiled, momentarily, in the eyes. He held her at arms' length, assessing her. “You must have made my brother happy,” he said. A small smile lifted the corner of his mouth. “Yes, he would have enjoyed you. Well, that makes it twice as piquant.” He smiled. 
 
    Lilias frowned at him. “Who are you?” she asked, though she was sure she knew. A memory flared in the recesses of her mind, one of a dark night and a banquet, and a troth. 
 
    He laughed. It was a grim sound. “You wouldn't know me,” he said, and spat. “That's the problem. They have forgotten me. Now, everyone will know.” 
 
    He took her wrist and pulled her from the room. Lilias screamed. He cuffed the side of her head, stunning her. 
 
    She stared at him, feeling her heart stiff with fright. He smiled. 
 
    “That's it...Obey me. Come on.” 
 
    He dragged her behind him. When he reached a stairwell, he hauled her up behind him.  
 
    “Lord Andrew,” a guard called to him. “You need assistance?” 
 
    “Stay at your post at the bottom of the stairs,” the man said quickly. “Guard the door. Let no-one disturb.” 
 
    The man nodded, took up his position and stayed there. They hurried on.  
 
    Andrew dragged her up the steps behind him, and stopped at an arched door. He went inside, pulling her through the door and shutting it behind him.   
 
    Lilias tried to see where she was, but she had little time to look around her before he was upon her.  
 
    “You are my vengeance,” he whispered. His hand stroked her neck, pushing her back until she reached the wall. A smile played about his lips as he felt her skin. Then all the softness dissolved, replaced with violence. 
 
    His hands moved to her wrists, and he dragged them behind her. He chained her to the wall. 
 
    Lilias struggled, wriggling and trying to move aside, but his body pressed against hers hard. She knew enough to recognize the first signs of desire. She was terrified.  
 
    He leaned back and surveyed her. His face changed again, eyes narrowed. He stared at her as she wiggled and writhed trying to free herself from the wrist and ankle cuffs. Then he crossed the room. 
 
    “Enough,” he said. He grabbed her hair and pulled her head back, forcing her to look into his eyes. She read the savage anger there, and also the twisted desire to mete out pain to those more vulnerable. She could, under other circumstances, have felt pity. Instead, she felt revulsion and fear. She spat at him with all the disdain she had in her.  
 
    Andrew simply smiled. She could see the lust in him, but it was not healthy lust. It was the corrupted need to dominate; to exist through the marks he left on others. She shuddered and looked away.  
 
    “Look at me!” he demanded. 
 
    She turned her head, and his hand clamped on her chin. He kissed her on the mouth, and his teeth grazed her lip. She struggled but he stood, back, licking his own lips as if he delighted in the taste of her blood. He was panting, his eyes spiraled down to dark pinpoints of lust. 
 
    “You are my brother's whore,” he said, eyes sparkling. “To all intents and purpose, you are my brother. By breaking you, I break him.” He smiled. 
 
    “No,” Lilias said softly. “No.” 
 
    What he spoke of was unthinkable. But she knew it in his eyes. She shivered, revulsion filling her as his hands moved to the collar of her nightgown. She looked across the room, trembling. 
 
    “No,” she said as he drew the cloth back from her shoulder. He pulled it down, ripping it as his eyes lit up.  
 
    He tore the shift from her body and stood back, simply looking at her. She felt her skin crawl. Perhaps this was enough. Perhaps he would stop there. Humiliating her might be all he wished to do. She looked at the wall, counting the bricks up to the ceiling and trying to ignore the rising terror in her soul. 
 
    “No,” she said as he came closer. “No.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Yes.” 
 
    He was naked before long and then, he was forcing himself on her. She closed her eyes, bit her bleeding lip, trying to shut out the unbearable pain as he moved in her unready body. She could not endure it. She could not. If it carried on much longer she would die. She had to. I cannot do this. I cannot do this. I cannot... 
 
    She let the pain out in sobs, one sob at a time. It was beyond endurance. She closed her eyes and counted and tried to forget Blane, forget her baby; forget pain. All that existed was counting and breathing and sobs. One. Two. Three. Four... 
 
    When he fell back, sated, she collapsed. She slid down the wall to the floor, crouching there. Pain flooded her, and anger. She leaned forward, her head on her knees and closed her eyes, too afraid, too horrified, to do anything else. She heard him get to his feet and dress, then walk out. 
 
    Then, finally, there was silence. And pain. And hate.  
 
    She lay where she was, rolled in a ball, not wanting to think, to speak, to move. Not wanting to know anything or do anything or contemplate the future, which was suddenly a miasma of rage and shame, and the terror of pain she was unable to prevent.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11: Blane's Attempt  
 
      
 
    Blane lay beside Alex on the rock. He looked up at the tower, flattening himself to the earth to avoid the sight of the archer who patrolled the summit, alert. 
 
    “The men should stay,” he whispered to Alex. “We’ll go ahead.” 
 
    Alex nodded. He raised a hand, halting the two dozen who crouched behind them. “Yes, lord Blane.” 
 
    Blane nodded. They had ridden all day, and now it was almost too dark to act. He ground his teeth, frustrated. They had to act now! He looked around. 
 
    “Alex?” he whispered. “Shadow me.” 
 
    Alex nodded. They stood together and, a man's length apart, went up toward the castle. They clung to the darkness below the trees, skirting the place until they found a corner where the overhanging boughs of a tree sheltered them from sight of the wall. There, they slipped across the twenty feet of open ground and reached the turret's wall. 
 
    “That's the door, sir,” Alex whispered. He glanced to his right. Blane nodded. Perhaps three feet across and not quite high enough for him to pass through without knocking his head, the door stood to his left, a construction of stout oaken-beams.  
 
    “We can't break in,” he whispered. Alex nodded. 
 
    “It's too strong. And the archers right o'erhead.” 
 
    Blane stiffened. He risked a glance up, then nodded. “Quite so.” 
 
    He leaned his forehead on the cold stone, thinking. Lilias was in there. He knew it. The presence of the archer on the turret told him he was right – his brother had taken over this place. He could see tracks of hoofs leading toward the main gated entrance, and knew perhaps five men had passed from here, going to the castle. 
 
    Traitors, all of them. He wanted to shout. These men had been the cream of his guard, defected; gone over that night so long before, to his brother's troops. 
 
    He shut out the anger. Ignored the gnawing horror in his heart at the thought of what might be happening inside. He knew his brother too well. He forced himself to shut out those thoughts. Be present. Think. 
 
    “Alex,” he whispered. “I have an idea.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex nodded. 
 
    “The rear gate. The one for supplies. We'll sneak in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Alex nodded firmly. Blane bit his lip, seeing how his friend doubted his plan. He knew how risky it was without being told. Like most fortresses of similar design, this tower had a small rear gate for gathering supplies. Blane sighed. 
 
    “I know it's dangerous. I have an idea.” 
 
    “What, sir?” he asked. 
 
    “This.” Blane patted the side of his trews, and Alex frowned, mystified. Then his face cleared, and he nodded. He discerned the plan. 
 
    Blane lay where he was in the undergrowth. Alex was beside him. They had crept stealthily through the forest until they reached the door in the rear of the tower. They faced it now, so all they had to do was wait. 
 
    Light bled into the darkness. Peachy orange and glowing, the flame flared silently and broke the dark. Blane felt his heart start to thud. 
 
    Shouts rang out. The defenders were alerted. Good. Blane wriggled back into the undergrowth and watched the quality of the fire change. 
 
    It went from orange to yellow to incandescent and then the smoke billowed. It blew across to them, and Blane breathed behind his hand, frightened he would cough. 
 
    Not that anyone would hear it above the noise. 
 
    At the front gate of the turret fortress, perhaps thirty feet away from them and around the curve of the thick stone wall, pandemonium was spreading out.  
 
    “Now! Get water!” 
 
    “Call his lordship!” 
 
    “Fetch the men!” 
 
    A dozen orders were barked, harshly. Blane heard the sound of running feet and, somewhere, the sound of the grate, lifting. Someone was opening the gate. He tensed. 
 
    “Now,” he whispered, even as Alex turned to him and nodded. Two men ran from the gate just as Blane and Alex reached the wall. 
 
    “Ugh!” one of the men formed an oath, stifled into a pained gasp by Alex's arm. Blane dealt with the other man, striking him a ringing blow across the head that dropped him soundless to the floor. 
 
    “Now,” Blane hissed. They slipped in silently through the gate. Alex pulled it shut. Blane nodded. 
 
    “Now we need to run.” 
 
    Looking left and right they ran across the small space of courtyard, silent and empty for the moment, and to the door into the tower itself. The courtyard was peaceful, all the focus of the garrison on the front gate. And the fire that blazed there, hungrily, devouring the main doors that they had rubbed with pine-resin. It would take a few minutes to put it out, so they had to be fast. 
 
    Blane looked around. The interior of the tower was dark, the only light coming from the flickering flames, obscured as they were by the dozen heaving, striving, frantic men who now beat at the gate's far-side with blankets, cloaks and cloth to smother them. 
 
    They won't have much luck with that, Blane thought. Pine pitch burns well. As he thought it, he heard the grunts and shouts turn to howls of frustration and the space, once gray dark, filled with ruddy light.  
 
    “Quick!” Blane hissed, and he and Alex ran for the stairwell. It wound up from the bottom space and quickly turned away, hiding them from the men who now spilled out into the ground floor. 
 
    She must be here somewhere, Blane thought wildly. He ascended the stairs by feel, the tower in darkness. As he went up, he had the feeling of his hair rising on the back of his neck. Despite the howls downstairs, the place was damply silent. He had the feeling he had entered the den of some foul thing. He shivered. 
 
    “Lilias?” he called out. It was a risk – the doors he passed might have housed guards or servants and he was one man, and his companion behind him. Five foes between them, and they'd be killed. 
 
    “Lilias?” he called. No answer. They reached the top of the turret. If Andrew was in one of those rooms, he had yet to come out. 
 
    “Lilias!” he called. Suddenly, he heard it. A high, thin scream. It came from the last door. He ran, and Alex ran. They reached it together. 
 
    Blane hammered on the door. Alex stood at his left side, the shield side, sword raised, preemptive. The door swung loosely in, surprising Blane. He ran inside. 
 
    There, he halted. 
 
    Lilias was there. She was clad in a long cloak. She was shivering.  
 
    “Lilias?” he whispered. “Why..?”  
 
    He had been about to ask why she was standing there. Why she was crying. Why she had not run to him, but then something moved. He saw why. 
 
    Behind her, his face twisted with triumphant glee, was Andrew. It had been years since he had last seen him, but Blane would have known him anywhere. Known the rage in those narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Andrew!” he challenged. 
 
    “Stay back,” his brother shouted. “I'll kill her. Test that.” He moved his hand as Blane took a step. The light from the small, fitful lantern glinted on the dagger he pressed to her neck. Darkness touched the blade, and Lilias made a hissing sound of pain. 
 
    “Andrew,” Blane said, stepping back. “Let her go.” 
 
    “For a man in no position to ask anything, you're cheeky,” Andrew retorted. “What should I do to punish that, eh?” he asked angrily. 
 
    “Andrew, please,” Blane said as he saw his brother grin and heard Lilias sob. He saw the first glisten of blood along the blade and lowered his sword, despair engulfing him. 
 
    “Oh? Please, he says? I like it.” Andrew smiled. “Say it again?” He twitched his wrist and the blood line deepened, and Lilias screamed. 
 
    “Please,” Blane whispered. 
 
    “I think I like the sound of that more,” Andrew said. “So much, in fact, that I have a good idea. How about you stay where you are and watch us, eh? See me take this juicy bed warmer you have here. Hear how much she likes to have a real man inside her. How about that?” he hissed savagely. 
 
    Blane felt horror fill him. He had suspected Andrew would do that. He had a brutish mind that would lend itself to base violence. He felt rage wash through him, scalding him and making him sweat, a red-dark tide that flooded his brain and blurred his vision.  
 
    “You foul brigand! You evil...” he snarled. He ran forward. 
 
    “No!” Lilias screamed. “Blane. Stay!” 
 
    Her throat bled freely now and Blane could see, with growing horror, how easy it would be for Andrew to move his wrist an inch, taking her life. He stayed where he was. His sword fell from his lifeless fingers, clattering to the floor. He lost all hope. 
 
    “See?” Andrew grinned. “She wants me. She begged you to stop. To let me have her.” 
 
    “No!” Lilias sobbed. “Blane. Please. I don't want him. I don't.” 
 
    Blane saw Andrew's face twist in rage. Saw him pull Lilias' head back sharply. In that minute the knife left her throat. 
 
    “What did you say?” he shouted. “Say that again. Say it, and I'll kill you.” 
 
    “I don't want you,” she hissed. “I love Blane. He's my world.” 
 
    Andrew lifted the knife and brought it down but he had lost focus on Blane. He thought he was across the room, still. Did not realize, that during his momentary inattention, his brother had moved. 
 
    “Ouf!”  
 
    His eyes widened in surprise as the sword took him in the side. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. He let Lilias drop. She stayed where she was. Blane stepped back. 
 
    He had stabbed his brother in the side, under the ribs. He saw him sway, then turn, his face clouded in black rage. 
 
    “You!” he screamed. “You took all that was mine. You took Mother – she died for you. Then Father. Then the castle. Then the men. Then her.” 
 
    He rushed at Blane who stood where he was, mute in horror, and saw the blade coming, striking for his throat. His sword was across the room and there was nothing – nothing – he could do. 
 
    “I'll take your life now, Blane!” his brother screamed. “I would have, years ago, but that...” he stopped. 
 
    His eyes widened and then focused on Blane's face, then clouded. His face shifted from rage to surprise and then slowly, to softening, gasping and then slumping forward. He fell to the floor. 
 
    Blane stepped back as his brother collapsed on the cold floor. He looked up. “What?” 
 
    He stopped the question before it was completed. In front of him stood Alex. On the ground was Lilias, her eyes huge, his sword in her hand. Alex held his own sword. Both were bloodied. 
 
    “He's dead, Blane,” Alex said softly. “He's dead.” 
 
    Blane stepped back once more, looking at the floor. His brother laid there, dark fluid spreading in a smooth-edged pool below him. There was no sound save the sobs of all their breath. 
 
    “He's dead.” 
 
    He was not sure if the words left his own lips, or those of Lilias. His eyes locked on hers and, wide with horror and loathing and the slow, creeping realization of what had occurred, hers grew damp and then dropped. The gaze broke. She curled up, knees hugged to her chest. 
 
    “Help her,” Alex whispered to him. “I'll finish here.” 
 
    Blane nodded, and he turned to Lilias. She was hunched and soundless. Beneath the cloak, she shivered. He bent down to lift her, and she flinched at his touch.  
 
    “No,” she whispered thinly. “No.” 
 
    She repeated the word over and over, and Blane felt like the worst kind of person as he bent to lift her, immobile with fear, and carry her from the room. Behind him, he sensed Alex move, cleaning his sword on a scrap of linen, then walking to join him. 
 
    They went slowly down the stairs. The ring of steel greeted them halfway down, and Blane turned to Alex, who nodded. 
 
    Our men are in. 
 
    The fight was bloody, but brief. Andrew had taken twelve men with him, they had twice that many. Blane and Alex descended into a room strangely silent, but for the muffled, strained breathing of their men. The scent of blood, sweat and smoke thickened the air. Blane coughed. 
 
    “Let's go,” he said quietly to the men who gathered round him. “Let's go home.”  
 
    He walked through the blackened gate posts and out into the cold, clean night. His face was stiff with sorrow, and his heart was sore. He had killed his brother. Dispatched troops once loyal to his father. Burned a gate. And, rescued his wife. 
 
    His wife, who was hunched and quiet in his arms, who tensed when he touched her. Who seemed unaware of everything around her and whispered, softly, “no.” 
 
    He carried her down the incline to the woods where the horses were tethered, fifty paces in. He lifted her into the saddle and climbed up behind. 
 
    She leaned against him stiffly and said nothing. Blane knew she feared him – that she likely hated him. He closed his eyes and knew that Andrew was dead now. But he had won. He had taken Lilias from him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12: A Journey for Lilias 
 
      
 
    Night lengthened to a hesitant gray dawn. Lilias clung to Blane, drifting in and out of wakefulness. Her whole body ached. She felt sick and dirty, foul and empty, and she wished everyone would leave her alone.  
 
    “Here we are,” Blane whispered into her hair. “Almost there.” 
 
    The voice would once have melted her bones with its sweetness. Now, Lilias felt only a cold, gut-aching revulsion. The softness taunted her, the kindness mocked her. 
 
    Go away, she wanted to scream. I am tainted. Broken. Do not drown me in your pity.  
 
    They rode on through the night, and Lilias slept most of the way. The next thing she knew, they had stopped. 
 
    “Here we are, dearest,” Blane said.  
 
    She said nothing, simply went stiff as he raised her in his arms, lifting her from the horse and carrying her upstairs. She heard shouts from the guards, questions and inquiries. Blane waved them all away. For that she was grateful. 
 
    He carried her up to the chamber. Laid her on the bed. She closed her eyes. If he thinks I am asleep, he will leave me alone. Good. 
 
    “My wife,” he murmured. “My dear. I am so, so sorry.” 
 
    Lilias lay where she was, eyes closed, and let him cover her with the coverlet. His words brought her a measure of comfort. She waited until he had gone, shutting the door behind him, and rolled into a ball and slept. 
 
    Later, she heard him come back in again; waking when he sat down and slid under the covers. She lay stiffly. Don't touch me. Don't. At this moment, she had no idea how she would react.  
 
    When she next woke, it was full morning. Birds were singing, carts rolling into the courtyard. Someone was working in the kitchen garden, pots clanging and water splashing in a pan. She looked around.  
 
    This is my home. The room was exactly as it had been. Blane's cloak was on the chair where he always left it, the gauzy hangings drawn aside, her chest of clothes by the window. Only she was different. She looked in the mirror. It showed her a haunted face; eyes dark-ringed with shadows, hair limp and lifeless around her shoulders. She sighed. 
 
    This is my life. It is still my life. I will live it as best I know how. 
 
    She went to the door. “Camma?” 
 
    “My lady!” Camma appeared, a broad smile on her face. When she saw her lady's expression, she stopped.  
 
    “Bring water for my bath, please.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” 
 
    Camma hurried off.  
 
    The bath made things feel better. Washing the filth and taint off her skin made her feel more whole. But the memories were inside. The holes the violence had carved open in her mind were still there. She could not unsee the hate in Andrew's eyes. Could not unlive the feeling of fear and rage. 
 
    “I will do as best I can.” 
 
    She dried herself, letting Camma dress her and arrange her hair. She looked a little better, she allowed. She went downstairs and went about the household tasks as if nothing had changed. The servants went quiet when they saw her, sensing the change within her. She was no longer the laughing, carefree mistress they had loved. She was cold and empty; the semblance of the person but not that person. She had no hair out of place, no outward change; but it was an empty shell. 
 
    “My lady!” Blane greeted her cheerfully at luncheon. 
 
    “Husband.” Her voice was small, mannerly. She nodded her head politely, looking down again at her lunch plate. 
 
    She was polite, kind and dutiful. She was also absent. Blane seemed to sense the shift in her, as he kept his distance. She played the lute and waited for him to come in to listen, not sure how she would receive that intrusion. But he didn't come. At dinner, they barely spoke. 
 
    In the bedchamber, she lay stiffly beside him. He whispered to her, tenderly. “Goodnight.” 
 
    Lilias said nothing. She rolled onto her side and turned her back to him. She wanted to cry.  
 
    He doesn't want me. He wouldn't want to touch me. He thinks I am tainted. He hates me now. Of course he does. 
 
    The days followed that pattern for a month. Lilias felt the child grow in her and the day came when she knew, without a doubt, that she would not lose him as she feared she might. She said nothing, but felt more alive than she had for weeks. 
 
    “Will my lady take a turn about the garden?” the cook asked her while they discussed the menu for the day. “I'd like you to see the new herbs I planted; how well they're doing even now that Autumn is coming nigh.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Knott. I would like that.” 
 
    They went about the garden together, and Lilias felt her cheeks flush with color. She smiled at the late summer flowers, watched the butterflies drifting hither and thither over the lawns like snow. She felt safe.  
 
    That evening, she played the lute again. She was sitting, playing a tune she loved, singing the words, when she heard a noise. She carried on, but strained to hear the noise, to recognize it. 
 
    It sounds like someone crying. 
 
    After a moment, she stood and, still playing the melody, she walked silently across the room to the corner where she could see through the door. 
 
    There, in the hallway beyond the solar, dark-clad, tears pouring down his cheeks, was Blane. He was sobbing. The evening sunset caught his tears and made them liquid gold.  
 
    “Lilias,” he was whispering under his breath. “I miss you. I love you.” 
 
    She stared. Set the lute down very quietly. Then she ran out into his arms. 
 
    “Blane,” she whispered, kissing him on the mouth, the cheeks, the nose. “Oh, Blane! I love you! I do. Oh!” 
 
    She was sobbing too, now, and he held her against his chest, and they stood together, reunited in their mourning, and their joy. 
 
    “I can't believe it!” Lilias said, looking up into his face with wonder. “I thought you hated me.” 
 
    “Hated you?” Blane stared at her in mute horror. “Oh, Lilias! Why? Why, my love?” 
 
    The anger and the self-loathing and the misery that had been frozen inside her for so long came out in a shuddering sob. “Because...because I'm broken. A nothing. Used goods.”  
 
    Blane stared at her. Took a step back. “Lilias?” he said, his voice raw with rank amazement. “How can you think such a thing? I love you. I thought you hated me. Thought you would never want me to touch you again!” 
 
    “Oh, Blane!” Lilias was laughing now, laughing through her tears. “You daft man! I longed for your touch, some nights. I thought you shrank from me because you could not bear to touch me after...after that.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Lilias!” Blane looked down into her eyes. He kissed her tenderly. She kissed him back. She felt something in her heart melt then, and as she lapped the salt tears – his and hers mixing on her lips – she knew spring had come to her heart. The hate that had frozen her soul froze it no more. She was free to love again. 
 
    “Blane,” she whispered. She looked into his eyes. He looked into hers. They stood like that for a long time. He kissed her brow tenderly, in wonder. 
 
    “Promise me, my beloved,” he said softly. “Promise me you'll never not talk to me again. We must always share our secrets; trust each other. Or there truly will be a wall between us.” 
 
    “I promise, Blane,” Lilias said. She meant it. She looked into his eyes with love. “I promise I will never hold back the truth from you. Whatever I think – however bad it is – I shall tell you. Will you promise me the same?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    They kissed again. Lilias felt her heart soar. They had made a new vow; one that would hold them together for the rest of their lives. There could be no more lies to come between them, no more assumptions. Only truth. 
 
    Later, they went upstairs together and made love with a gentle passion that moved them both to tears. And when they were done, Lilias curled up with her head on his chest, and he held her in his arms until they fell asleep. 
 
    When they lay together in bed, wakeful but still drowsy, she sat up and looked down at him.  
 
    “Blane,” she said gently. “I have a secret. I have kept it these three months past. Can I tell you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Blane said, frowning in puzzlement. “What is it, my sweet? Tell me?” 
 
    She smiled. She could hold back no longer. She had to say. “I am with child.” 
 
    He stared at her. “Lilias? You? Me..?” He laughed, his whole face lit like a beacon. She giggled to see him. “You're with child? Really?” 
 
    Lilias laughed. “I had to wait until I was sure, my dear. But now there is no doubt. I am with child. It is your child. We will be mother and father together.” 
 
    Blane smiled, and his eyes filled with tears. He held her close. Then they were both laughing. 
 
    “I'm going to be a father,” Blane said, with a kind of bemused wonder that made Lilias smile.  
 
    “Yes, dear. You are. The best father.” 
 
    “You are the best, Lilias. The best everything. My best love.” 
 
    She smiled at him and lay down beside him again, her head in the place it always rested, hand on his chest. He held her close. 
 
    “I love you, my Lilias.” 
 
    “I love you, my Blane.” 
 
    He looked into her eyes, and she looked back. They smiled and then they were both giggling. The sun came up and pale light filled the room. They lay together in one another's arms, content.  They were together again and on a new journey: one they would take together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Lilias lay back on the pillows, exhausted. She could not quite believe how hard it had been. But it was over now. It was done. 
 
    She lay back in a haze of drifting exhaustion and listened to the sounds around her in the room. Somewhere, someone splashed water into an ewer. Someone closed a door, quietly. Herbs burned on the fire, sending a sugary, sweet scent through the room. Somewhere closer, a child cried. 
 
    “Let me see him?” Lilias asked softly. “Bring him. I want to hold him.” 
 
    “Wait a moment, my lady. Be patient,” the midwife said, a laugh in her gentle voice. “I'm just washing him.” 
 
    “I want to see him now,” Lilias insisted. The midwife came forward a moment later, a bundle in her arms. 
 
    “Here we go, my lady,” she said gently. “You've a fine son.” 
 
    Lilias opened her eyes and looked down at the bundle. Nothing could have prepared her for how she felt when she saw the small, rumpled face that lay there. 
 
    Hello, you, she thought, a smile stretching her cheeks even as she felt tears dampen her cheeks. My son. You are the most beautiful person in the whole world. 
 
    She looked at the tiny hand, curled up and just appearing from the swaddling in which the midwife had wrapped him. It seemed too small to be a human hand, and yet it was. Small and perfect. The little face was elfin, barely seeming human either; yet it was perfect, too.  
 
    “Fine pair o' lungs he got, my lady,” the midwife grinned, chuckling. “Fair yelled the building down when I washed him.”  
 
    Lilias smiled. “You weren't that loud, were you, Benedict?” she kissed the baby's head. She hadn't known what to call him until that moment.  But now she knew. Benedict. Benediction. A blessing. It was perfect. 
 
    She looked up then, and saw the face looking across at her. Tall, dressed in russet, his face gentle, stood Blane. It was the look in his eyes that melted her heart. He was looking at her with such tenderness, and she felt tears start again. 
 
    “Blane,” she whispered softly. “Come. Come and see him?” 
 
    “Him?” Blane choked. “He's a boy?” 
 
    Lilias laughed. “Of course he is a boy, you daft man.” She chuckled, then stopped, as he stirred in her arms, fitfully. She didn't want to wake him. 
 
    Blane came and looked down at him. He stared. His own eyes were damp when he looked up. 
 
    “Our son is beautiful, my dearest. I cannot tell you what this...what it means to me.” He choked. 
 
    Lilias felt tenderness swamp her. She reached out and rested a hand on Blane's head where he knelt to look at Benedict. He leaned forward, resting his head on her chest. The three of them stayed like that a long moment, love flowing between them; united in bonds of love. 
 
    “What is his..?”  
 
    “Benedict,” she completed the sentence before he finished it. “His name is Benedict.” 
 
    “Benedict.” He smiled. “Yes, it is perfect. He is a gift.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded, her tears flowing freely down her cheeks. He dried them with his fingertip, kissing it where it was wet with her tears. 
 
    “I love him,” Blane said hoarsely. “I love him. And I love you, my dearest. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Blane.” 
 
    They sat like that together for a long while; talking of the future, of the birth, of how worrying it was and how triumphant they felt. They talked of Benedict and what he might grow up to be; of how he looked more like Blane at this time, but might grow into the more slender features of his mother, given time. How they would christen him and what his names might be. But mostly, they talked of love.  
 
    And, that was how it always would be, for the rest of their lives. Love, each other and the infinite, ordinary and extraordinary joys of being together.  
 
    

                                               The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Highland Yearning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ©2020 by Blair Keith 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, events or locales is completely coincidental. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Hearing the cries from the tower, the hushed murmur of gossiping voices, and, in the distance, the thunderous roll of horses on the hills, Bethia knew that Ivar and his men had returned. Yes, men, for they were men now. 
 
      
 
    They had left as boys, barely into their teens, prepared to fight for the clan and conquer new lands in the name of Laird Arran, Ivar's father. Ten years they had been away, fighting with enemy clans, living out in the wilderness half their days and nights, travelling by foot or horse from battlefield to battlefield, living the lives of savages. 
 
      
 
    And now they were home, possibly to rejoin civilization and reclaim their titles. For among them, every man was of status, every man was a successor to a title of some kind. Some had even inherited titles in their absence, and would be pleased to hear of the abundance they could expect now that they were home.  
 
      
 
    Bethia peered out of the castle window, spying the crowd of twenty to thirty rough young men, dressed in battle garb, dismounting their steeds. Her heart fluttered. She was betrothed to Ivar, heir to the Lairdship, and she had awaited him for so long. At twenty two, she was considered a little old to still be a maid, all her friends were already wed and most had borne two, if not three, children. 
 
      
 
    Yet she, betrothed to Ivar, had waited and waited, keeping the flame of her passions alive and controlled, hoping for the day she would finally be able to marry the man she had dreamed of for a decade.  
 
      
 
    Even though they were all rugged, unkempt warriors, she could tell which one was Ivar immediately. He had his father's jaw and his father's dark locks, which he wore long, like a lion's mane, making him stand out from the other men who wore their hair short and discrete. But unlike his father, Bethia could see, even from the window, that Ivar had skin darkened and scarred by battle. His flowing black hair and olive skin made him appear exotic to her eyes, and as he dismounted, she noticed how much taller he was than most men she knew. 
 
      
 
    Ivar, like Laird Arran, stood around six and a half feet tall, with huge broad shoulders and hands like dinner plates. His muscles tensed and pulled at his clothes as he walked, further emphasizing the sheer size of the man who stood an entire head above almost every other warrior. He was the very picture of a barbarian. 
 
      
 
    And, he was gorgeous. 
 
      
 
    Bethia sighed. It had been the right decision to wait. She had remembered him all these years, fretted that maybe he would never come back, or he would return changed for the worse. Even her mother had offered her the option of secretly marrying another young man when she turned twenty and Ivar still showed no sign of returning. 
 
      
 
    But she always held him in her mind, and she always waited for him. 
 
      
 
    But would he remember her? 
 
      
 
    She remembered him so well. She remembered almost every day they spent together as children... 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bethia did not like Ivar. Not one bit. 
 
      
 
    She didn't generally like boys, to be fair, but Ivar was a particularly terrible specimen. He was an arrogant, strong-willed, pushy boy. Most boys seemed content to tease girls, pull their hair, or wave frogs in their faces, but Ivar was determined to make everyone into his servant, and that included Bethia. 
 
      
 
    “You need to be more understanding of Ivar,” Bethia's mother said to her daughter, who had come home in a flood of tears because the boy had told her off for sitting cross-legged in a skirt. “He is only looking out for you.” 
 
      
 
    “He is always bossing everyone around,” she replied, her face puffy and red from crying. 
 
      
 
    “That is because he will, one day, be the Laird, and he must learn to direct others with grace,” her mother explained. 
 
      
 
    Bethia grunted indignantly. “Why would we want a Laird who is so mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Bethia, you will grow to love him, trust me,” her mother reassured her. 
 
      
 
    Bethia shook her head. “I won't.” 
 
      
 
    At the time she did not quite understand. She knew she was betrothed to him. He had been introduced to her as 'your betrothed, Ivar of Caithness'. And she had nodded and curtsied to him. But she had not understood it. There were many things she did not understand about the adult world, and she did not have time to question all of them. 
 
      
 
    “Look, there he is, run along and play,” her mother insisted, pushing the small of her back. 
 
      
 
    Bethia looked from her mother to the pile of embroidery beside her. It would be a losing battle to try and stay home when her mother was working on fine needlework. She shrugged and ran to the doorway where Ivar was waiting. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we go and play?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Ivar grinned. “Yes, we shall. Let's go to the lake,” he said, extending his hand. 
 
      
 
    Bethia glanced at his hand and wrinkled her brow in disapproval. “I'm not a wee girl any more, I can walk myself.” 
 
      
 
    “But you're going to be my wife, so you need to hold my hand,” he said earnestly. 
 
      
 
    Bethia laughed and ran off in the direction of the lake. 
 
      
 
    Looking back, she saw a slightly stunned Ivar shake his head, then run after her. 
 
      
 
    Something primitive in her was kicked off, seeing that tall, brutish boy chase after her. Her heart raced, and her legs began moving faster and faster of their own accord. She leapt and bounded and sprinted like a little deer chased by a dog. In her heart, she felt a genuine fear of being caught. 
 
      
 
    Reaching the water's edge, she halted suddenly, reassuring herself that he was no real threat to her, that he was just a boy. Nevertheless, she startled when his hand seized her wrist and gripped it firmly. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to hold your hand,” he said breathlessly, pouting a little.  
 
      
 
    “I did not want to hold yours,” she replied, pulling her wrist away and turning to face the lake. The water shimmered silver, reflecting the blanket of clouds above. 
 
      
 
    Feeling him kiss her cheek, she turned around and slapped him.  
 
      
 
    “What'd you do that for?” he asked, lifting his hand to his sore cheek and rubbing it gingerly. 
 
      
 
    She scowled at him. “What'd you do that for?” she spat back at him. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged a little. “I thought you would like it. I thought that was what girls wanted.” 
 
      
 
    She blushed and looked back out over the water again. “Well I didn't. And it isn't.” 
 
      
 
    “What were you doing talking to another lad?” he asked in his usual haughty manner, seemingly trying to recover some dignity. 
 
      
 
    She shrugged. “Talking.” 
 
      
 
    “But I didn't know that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I can talk to whoever I want to talk to,” Bethia replied. “You aren't in charge of me, are you?” She huffed indignantly. 
 
      
 
    There was a moment's silence where Bethia thought she had had the last word. No such luck. “No, you're basically my wife, ye ken?” he explained, laughing again. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you keep saying that?” she asked, turning around to face him again. 
 
      
 
    “Because it's true. We are betrothed,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Bethia paused. “That's not what that means, we aren't married.” 
 
      
 
    “But we will be one day,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    “I would never marry you, you're mean,” she said, glaring at him. 
 
      
 
    “It's not your choice. Besides, you should consider yourself lucky, pa says, to marry someone like me.” Ivar looked at the floor in a way that suggested he did not completely understand what his father meant by that. 
 
      
 
    Bethia felt her face flush hot with a combination of shame, anger, and confusion. “You liar!” she exclaimed, pushing Ivar aside and beginning to run back home. 
 
      
 
    Although without the extra impulse of having someone hot on her heels she was slower, she still ran swiftly back home. Knowing her mother would be angry if she crashed in through the door, she slowly drew to a walk as the castle walls came into view. By the time she had slipped in through the side door, into their little home nestled in the castle itself, she had caught her breath. 
 
      
 
    Her mother looked up as she walked to the fireplace, and then concentrated on her sewing again. Bethia sat down on the hearth and played with the cold ashes. It was not cool enough for a fire to be lit yet. 
 
      
 
    “What does 'betrothed', mean, ma?” Bethia asked cautiously.  
 
      
 
    “It is when a man and a woman are going to get married,” her mother replied calmly. 
 
      
 
    “What about a boy and a girl?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Then it is when they are going to get married as soon as they become a man and a woman,” her mother elaborated. 
 
      
 
    Bethia drew circles in the ash with her index finger. “And... what if they do not want to get married?” Bethia asked. 
 
      
 
    She heard the soft sound of her mother putting down the sewing. Looking over her shoulder, she saw her mother was looking at her tenderly, but with mild frustration. “Bethia,” she began, “one does not choose who they marry. They are put in that position by people who know better and want what is best for them.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia pursed her lips. “I do not want to marry Ivar, though,” she replied eventually. 
 
      
 
    “You shall, though,” her mother said, picking her sewing up again. 
 
      
 
    “I'll run away,” Bethia said. 
 
      
 
    Her mother looked up from her needlework, saw the lack of earnestness in Bethia's eyes, and just shook her head before returning to her work. 
 
      
 
    Bethia turned back to the ashes and continued drawing patterns in them. She was not sure what to make of this. She had never considered marriage, not even just in the childish sense of playing in a white dress, or playing house. She had been too busy gathering flowers, skipping stones, and chasing frogs to think about who she might marry. Nevertheless, even without an ideal, she was still insulted by her lack of choice. 
 
      
 
    Confused and frustrated, and not knowing what else to do, Bethia cried. She did not want anything to do with this horrid, horrid boy. She fell, face-first, into the ashes, burying her face in her arms and sobbing heartily. 
 
      
 
    She barely heard the gentle swoosh of her mother's skirts as she walked over, knelt down, and rested a comforting hand on Bethia's back, patting her softly until the sobs subsided. 
 
      
 
    Ashamed, Bethia did not raise her head. She sniffled. A little ash went up her nose, and she sneezed. 
 
      
 
    “We will do great things, Bethia, if we follow the path that has been laid out for us,” her mother explained tenderly.  
 
      
 
    “But I am scared,” she replied. “How can you know you made the right choice for me when he isn't even grown yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Because he will be the Laird. And if you marry him, you will be a very powerful, very happy woman,” her mother insisted. 
 
      
 
    “I don't care about that,” Bethia said quietly. “I just wish he were nicer to me.” 
 
      
 
    “And he will be, with time,” her mother reassured her. “Boys do not understand their feelings very well, but as they grow older they learn how to treat a woman properly.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia sniffed and sneezed again. “Not him.”
  
 
    “Yes, even him,” her mother replied. 
 
      
 
    “He's just a bully!” she declared.  
 
      
 
    Bethia knew she ought to make more of an effort to be considerate towards, and to befriend, the boy who would become her husband. But she could not bear the thought of ever being nice to someone who was so mean towards her. How would he ever learn? He was a bully and a brute and jealous and arrogant. To learn how to treat her properly, he would first have to learn how to be a man. 
 
      
 
    “Bethia, you are being ridiculous,” her mother said with a sigh. “There are many years yet for you two to come to know one another. And you will probably like each other very much by the time you are due to be wed. Just be good for now.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia groaned. 
 
      
 
    “Bethia...” her mother said warningly. 
 
      
 
    She shoved her mother's hand off her back and sat up, face full of soot, glaring angrily. 
 
      
 
    Her mother chuckled. 
 
      
 
    Bethia did not see the humor. Face full of soot or not, she was doomed to marry a boy she had no intention of marrying. In a silent rage, she stood up, shook the dust out of her skirts, and stomped over to the bedroom, where she locked herself in. 
 
      
 
    Collapsing on the bed, she wondered whether there would be any possibility of arguing her way out of this. She could not think of any. She sniffled again. 
 
      
 
    “Bethia, come out,” her mother said by the door, “you are interrupting my sewing. Just go out and play and stop kicking up a fuss about something that will not happen for years.” 
 
      
 
    “No! I'll not come out until you say I'll nae longer marry that horrible boy!” she exclaimed.  
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Arriving home after so long felt strange to Ivar. Almost half his life, he had lived roaming. First developing his new lands, then conquering more ones, then developing again, and then defending them. He had not stayed in one place for much longer than a moon. Even as the son of a Laird, he had often slept under the stars, and in simple huts. He had grown used to it. He had long since given up on the idea of ever stopping. The concept of returning to a castle and settling in, living in one place forever, except in the case of war... that was too strange. 
 
      
 
    Up and down the castle walls he could see people lined up, cheering for their return. Their voices were full of joy. They waved. Some cast flowers down upon them as they neared the gates. The delicate petals caught in the breeze and swept past them, like a multi-colored snow storm. Music could be heard as the gates slowly opened wide to let their future rulers in. 
 
      
 
    He was not used to this. He was a warrior, a man of action, a savage, a wild man. Not a Laird. And yet there he was, about to rejoin society and become a noble once again. Looking up and down the ranks of his men, he could see they were facing the same dilemma. Even though each and every one was of noble blood, all had been sent out, as boys or teenagers, to fight for the clan and to learn how to build and maintain a society. But their society had been one of brutish order, not one of finery and pleasure. They were not sure what to do with themselves in the face of music, flowers, and adulation. 
 
      
 
    Guiding his horse through the castle gates, he could see the looks he was getting from the courtiers and maids. Every woman there could see that he was indeed the leader of this band of feral nobles. His stature, his strength, and his luxurious mane made him appear to be the powerful Alpha of a pack of wild animals. They eyed him nervously, admiringly, lustfully... 
 
      
 
    Not that any of this surprised him. He had received plenty of attention on his travels. A man so powerful, so imposing, so roguish always did. His enemy's women had betrayed their clans for the sake of pleasing him. Travelling girls had toyed with him and made sure he was never lonely. Noble women would sneak behind their fathers' backs so as to merely feel his powerful arms and chest. And the women who became part of the villages he established were practically falling over one another, trying to secure his hand in marriage. 
 
      
 
    And he had enjoyed all this attention very much. But there was only one lady he wanted. One lady who had played on his mind the entire time he had been away... Looking up and down the crowd either side of him as he walked towards the castle, he wondered whether any of the women he saw were her. 
 
      
 
    No. He knew he would recognize Bethia as soon as he laid eyes upon her again. It had been many years, but the heart did not lie. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivar had liked Bethia from the day he saw her. It was a shame she had not liked him. In the usual manner of boys, he had expressed his affections for her by teasing her and trying to force her to be friendly with him. 
 
      
 
    In the usual manner of noble boys, he had expressed his annoyance at her by teasing her and demanding that she treat him with more respect. 
 
      
 
    Neither had worked, but even though he resented her for being so mean to him when no other girl had, he still felt a little affection towards her. It was not just because she was his betrothed, although he did accept it was his responsibility to love her to some degree. No, he genuinely found her to be sweet and pretty, in a stubborn, tomboyish, frustrating sort of a way. There was an interesting charm in her indifference towards his status. There was a beauty in how she wrinkled her nose and forehead in disgust when he tried to kiss her.  
 
      
 
    Over time, she seemed to soften a little towards him. However, she retained that same stubbornness he had liked in the first place, only now it seemed to be directed towards his enemies and other girls, rather than towards him. At twelve, when they were both on the cusp of puberty, the last strands of animosity between them were fading away, giving way to affection and a calm acceptance of their future together. 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the grass as the sun beat down on them, Ivar reached out and rested his hand on Bethia's. She turned and smiled at him. “Fiona shall be married next week,” she remarked. 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded. “She shall. How old is she?” 
 
      
 
    “Sixteen, seventeen by the time of the wedding though,” Bethia said. 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded again. “Not long for us to wait, then,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Shall you be glad to be my husband?” Bethia asked suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Ivar glanced down at the grass, then back up at Bethia. “Of course.” 
 
      
 
    “You hesitated,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “Does it not scare you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    She shook her head. “I was scared of it for three years; that is enough being scared for now. Do you not think I am pretty?” 
 
      
 
    “I think you're pretty, I always thought you were pretty,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “Then you should be glad to be my husband,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded. “I suppose so. But should you not be glad to be my wife? I will be Laird some day.” 
 
      
 
    “When will you be Laird?” she asked.  
 
      
 
    He shrugged. “I suppose when my father passes on,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then I shall be glad to be your wife then,” she replied with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Do you not love me?” he asked in an indignant tone, half jokingly, half genuinely. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose I do,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “Do not tease me like that.” 
 
      
 
    A voice called out for him at the top of the garden. His father's servant. That meant only one thing: Laird Arran wanted to speak to him. Ivar released Bethia's hand and stood up, dusting the grass from himself. 
 
      
 
    “I will be right back,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    She just nodded and watched as he walked back towards the castle. 
 
      
 
    His father was sat in a great arm chair in his bedroom, waiting for Ivar's arrival. As soon as the boy stepped in through the door, Laird Arran indicated that he should sit down in the chair opposite. Ivar heard the heavy door creak shut behind him as he sat down. 
 
      
 
    “The time has come for you to go your own path,” Laird Arran said sternly. “You are soon to become a man, in body at least. But a true Laird needs to be a man in both body and soul. And for that, you need to face life's challenges and defeat them.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded sternly. “I understand, father. What challenges must I face?” 
 
      
 
    “All of them,” his father replied. “You and the first born sons of my most trusted attendants will join forces to prove to us that you are worthy of your titles. You will defend our border, expand it, build on it, and defend it again.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar felt hesitant. “Father, I have never done anything like this before. How shall I know where to begin?” 
 
      
 
    Laird Arran shook his head. “You shall have some men with you for instruction and support at first, but it will not be long before it is you alone in charge of our clan's new lands.” 
 
      
 
    He nodded in agreement. “Of course, father, when do we begin?” 
 
      
 
    “Tonight,” his father replied. “You must pack some bags in preparation, and we shall depart shortly. Some of my advisors and warriors will already be there, prepared to make men out of you.” 
 
      
 
    That very night? Ivar was confused and alarmed. “I should like to tell Bethia first.”  
 
      
 
    His father shook his head again. “No, Ivar. She is a woman. She does not need to know about the affairs of men. She will be told, when you are gone, that you have left as a boy and will return as a man. But anything else will break her heart.” 
 
      
 
    “I could tell her myself, if you tell me what to say,” Ivar insisted, feeling a pain in his chest at the idea of leaving, possibly for weeks or months, without bidding farewell to Bethia. 
 
      
 
    “No, Ivar. It will do neither of you any good. Go and pack yourself a bag, we will depart shortly,” his father said coldly. 
 
      
 
    Ivar knew there was no use fighting this. His father usually had a reason for everything he said and did, and as such would not back down from anything he had committed to. Ivar nodded, stood up, bowed, and set off to pack his bag. 
 
      
 
    It felt wrong, to be leaving without telling her where he was going or why. But he was a man, and she was a woman, and it was his duty to be strong and calm. He felt an intense urge to disobey his father and rush into Bethia's arms, where he would tell her everything. But the urge was fleeting. He could not disobey his father. 
 
      
 
    He marched to his room, put a few items of clothing and his favorite knives in a bag, and then made his way to the Great Hall, where, as promised, the sons of his father's attendants were also there, all aged between twelve and seventeen years old, all holding a small bag of belongings, all with the same fearful look in their eyes as he no doubt had. 
 
      
 
    And just like that they set off. 
 
      
 
    Leaving his home behind, he knew it would be a while until he saw it again. He never knew quite how long, though. Out there the days turned to weeks, the weeks to months, and as an entire year passed, he began to realize that he would not be home as soon as he thought he would. There was too much to do and too much to learn. 
 
      
 
    At first life was fairly easy. The boys followed in the footsteps of the men who were there to mentor them, and faced few true challenges of their own. They hunted, they built; they practised their battle skills. It was not much different to life back at the castle, if it were not for the fact that all their comforts had been stripped away. At first many of the boys complained bitterly of all they had lost, but even from the start, Ivar bit his tongue and pushed through. 
 
      
 
    The worst was yet to come. Before long, the time came to prove himself in battle. They boys were sent to the border, where they were told an enemy clan would attempt an attack the following night. Standing with the soldiers, they waited patiently, their hearts in their throats, to prove their mettle to the men who had been mentoring them. 
 
      
 
    Ivar remembered the rest as a whirlwind of pain and fear. Although the soldiers were more than capable of pushing back the small attack, the boys were encouraged to step in and fight like men. After a few minutes, the enemy retreated, but the boys were left breathless, bleeding, and bawling. It was their first taste of what it truly meant to be a man, and it shocked them to their very core. 
 
      
 
    Picking up the pieces, the next day they returned to their wild lives of hunting, building, and walking, meeting farmers and villagers on their lands. But that first encounter had changed Ivar. It had shaken him, left him hardened, and yet thirsty for more. He had not enjoyed seeing his friends in pain. But that was just the thing…he wished to become a strong warrior so that they would never have to suffer like that again. 
 
      
 
    As the years had gone by, he had taken on more and more responsibilities. They had learned the ways of their people, established a village, and maintained it, ruling over it for five years before Laird Arran's messenger finally arrived with a letter inviting the boys back. They were proud of their accomplishments as leaders, as farmers, as builders of society. And yet, when the call came to come home, Ivar knew he was still a simple soldier at the end of the day. 
 
      
 
    Riding home, he found himself overwhelmed with feelings he could not even begin to explain. He was afraid of failing. He was afraid that he could not live up to his father's reputation as Laird. He was afraid that all the lands he had conquered and controlled would be taken back if he was not a powerful ruler. These fears weighed heavily on him.  
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, he was glad to be coming home. After all, he had much left to learn before he became Laird of Caithness. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    It had been announced that the men were returning, but Bethia had been distracted at the time. Apparently, everyone else had either heard the news first hand from the messenger two days prior, or else through gossip over the following days. But Bethia had been busy walking in the gardens when the news first arrived, and she had never been one to follow gossip. 
 
      
 
    She felt that anything worth talking about was worth saying out loud, and turned away and ignored whenever she heard people whispering and mumbling. Thus, the news of the men's return had completely passed her by. She had merely noticed the castle was a little cleaner than usual. 
 
      
 
    Instead, she had only found out when she heard the hooves drumming the hillside and the castle springing to life. She had known that instant that Ivar was back. 
 
      
 
    She had been tempted to capture his attention from the moment he arrived, but it was not as she had dreamed of it. She was not prepared. 
 
      
 
    Her dark hair had not been combed. Her dress was dirty from her long, soothing walks in the garden. She did not smell as sweet as she would have liked. No, this would not do. She had sneaked away to prepare for the banquet which would be thrown in Ivar's honor. He would see her once she was prepared, made beautiful and elegant. Then he would see her and, as when they were young, love would fill his eyes, he would seize her and kiss her, and declare he was ready to marry her. 
 
      
 
    Bethia had not had time to feel any emotion other than urgency. She knew that the feast would begin soon, for she had already received her invitation. And she needed to impress. Not just to impress Ivar, but to impress Laird Arran, and Ivar's friends, to show everyone that she was worthy of marrying the heir to the Lairdship. After all, a girl of her descent... She had a lot of proving to do. 
 
      
 
    Now, stood in her room, finally dressed properly to see him, she felt wave after wave of emotions take over her. She was elated he was home, saddened that he had ever been gone, nostalgic for the days they had enjoyed together, angry for the years they had lost, and, above all, afraid she would not live up to his expectation. But no, she would. 
 
      
 
    Bethia looked at her reflection in the mirror and felt a deep sense of satisfaction. Her beautiful chestnut hair cascaded down her shoulders in glossy waves, ornamented with ribbons and flowers. Her dress showed off her curvy, womanly figure, and the jewelled accents drew the eye to her childbearing hips and slender waist. The luxurious gold on her neck showed her wealth and status within the clan, to silence any comments about her lack of belonging. 
 
      
 
    After all, she had heard so many of those comments since he was gone. Jealousy is a bitter, evil thing, and as puberty set in, it had gnawed at the hearts of most girls living within the castle walls. They did not understand how Bethia, an outsider to most eyes, could be betrothed to Ivar. They did not accept that she would inherit the Lairdship, rather than one of them, who had lived there for generations. With their tongues and their hands they had hurt her inside and out, for something completely beyond her control. 
 
      
 
    They did not know what she knew. They did not understand the situation as she did. She could still recall the evening when she had heard he had left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bethia was aghast. Ivar had only gone to speak to his father, as far as she knew. Then she had seen him and several other boys climb into the back of a horse-drawn cart with heavy bags, and they were gone. That alone had told her something was wrong. She tried to reassure herself. 
 
      
 
    But when her mother had explained to her that Ivar and the boys had left to become men, she knew it would be longer than a weekend. It would be longer than a fortnight. Boys did not become men over a short trip. And, he had left without a single goodbye, without a kiss, without promising that he would be by her side and marry her as soon as he was back. 
 
      
 
    “He will return, right, mother?” she asked, lying on the cold floor in their house, staring at the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    Her mother prodded the embers lightly. “Of course he will be. It will take time, but he is of good blood, he will survive and come back a better man than you have ever known.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia sighed heavily and remained silent. She liked him as he was. He was sweet and kind. He had only just learned how to treat a lady with respect. And he loved her. That was good enough. 
 
      
 
    “I know that you love him, but you must be good, and patient,” her mother insisted.  
 
      
 
    “Mother, how is it that I am betrothed to Ivar?” Bethia asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” her mother asked back. 
 
      
 
    “We live out here, in the castle walls, rather than inside with the other nobles, and you have no servants to help you. We cannot be much, but I am betrothed to the son of the Laird,” Bethia said, sitting up and looking her mother in the eye. “I know my father was Laird Arran's chief advisor, but he passed away before I could walk. And now we live here. Why has the betrothal not been ended?” 
 
      
 
    “Because it cannot be,” her mother replied, standing up and dusting her skirt as the fire roared to life in time for sundown. “You two were fated to be together.” 
 
      
 
    “Fated?” Bethia asked. 
 
      
 
    Her mother nodded sternly. “I think the time has come for you to hear the story of where you come from,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    As her mother sat down in her chair, Bethia moved closer into the fire light and listened intently. 
 
      
 
    “You know we are outsiders, not from this clan originally. Your grandmother, my mother, was married to the chief of a small, warlike clan in what is now our Western territory. This clan, although small, were angry people, and intent on taking over the Lairdship. They staged invasion after invasion, each more violent than the last.” Her mother paused and looked down at her, as though making sure Bethia was paying attention. 
 
      
 
    Bethia nodded and listened, wide-eyed. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, this could not go on long. Laird Arran decided enough was enough and stamped out the whole tribe in one surprise attack. No adult was left living.” 
 
      
 
    “Not even my grandmother?” Bethia asked. 
 
      
 
    “Especially not her, or her husband. They were clan leaders, and sure to turn against Laird Arran were he to allow them into his castle. The children, on the other hand, were brought in as servants to the Laird. Some stayed in the castle, and some were sold.” 
 
      
 
    “And you were a servant?” Bethia interrupted again. 
 
      
 
    Her mother shook her head. “No, because I am technically of royal descent, I was raised alongside the children of the nobles, much like you are being now. I was taught from an early age how to be a lady, and as soon as I came of age, I went on to marry Laird Arran's chief advisor at the time, around the same time as Laird Arran's first wife passed away. And so it came to be that Laird Arran remarried, and his second wife and I both fell pregnant within days of one another.” 
 
      
 
    “Was that with me?” Bethia asked eagerly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, with you, and she with Ivar. You were born within a few days of one another, between the Solstice and the following full moon. The Seer said this was a sign. He said that if Ivar married you, the Lairdship would become stronger and defeat its enemies, as Arran had defeated your grandmother's clan. Whereas if you and Ivar were not to marry, the Lairdship would fall and be torn apart by the little clans which surround it,” her mother concluded. “Therefore, one day you will marry Ivar, and be able to leave our little house in the walls and make your home in the great chambers of the castle, alongside the nobles.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia had understood this. Between fate and love, she knew she could not marry any other person. And she had waited and waited. The years rolled by, and all she could think of was Ivar. Every time someone visited the castle, she hoped it was him returning. Every time she heard news of another victory, she was proud and relieved to hear he was doing well. Every time another girl attacked or insulted her, she thought of the sweet reward of Ivar's embrace. 
 
      
 
    As time passed and she grew more and more beautiful, she found that many of the young men, servants and nobles alike, were approaching her and expressing their affections. She knew she could not marry them, but they insisted that a night or two alone would hurt nobody. And she had to admit, some of these young men were very attractive, physically and personally. But she could not replace Ivar. He held her heart. 
 
      
 
    As she turned twenty, her mother began to despair. She had asked Laird Arran repeatedly to end the betrothal, so that her daughter would not end up a spinster. Laird Arran had refused, naturally, as he was afraid of the Seer's prophecy. Even so, Bethia's mother feared for her daughter's future. She offered Bethia the option of secretly marrying any of the young servant boys, farmers or villagers. That way she would have someone to care for her should Ivar not return alive. 
 
      
 
    Bethia declined. She understood that her mother just wanted to protect her. All she wanted was to ensure her daughter would not end up a spinster living in that old groundskeeper's house for the rest of her days. But Bethia could not bear the thought of marrying any other man. Only Ivar would do. Not only was it her duty, but the longer they were apart, the stronger her love grew. 
 
      
 
    Bethia did not even regret her decision when her mother fell ill and passed away suddenly, without ever seeing her daughter married. She knew her mother would have preferred for her to be wed before passing on, and she did not like living all alone in that little house. But marrying someone else was simply out of the question. 
 
      
 
    She would have waited forever for him. Fortunately, she had not had to. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivar cleaned up well. His hair had been combed beautifully, he was dressed in the usual elegant tunics the nobles wore, and he was adorned with jewels. He looked a far cry from the near-barbarian who had walked in through the castle gates. 
 
      
 
    And yet, he retained some of his wildness, some rough charm about him which made Bethia glad to be sat at his right side. He smelled of action and energy. He moved like a sleek, muscular predator. He had bright eyes which darted from face to face, not nervously, but powerfully, as though surveying his domain, the humans which he all but owned. 
 
      
 
    Just seeing him was enough to make her feel like melting. Sitting beside him her heart beat faster than ever before. This was it. She had waited ten years, and she was finally sitting beside her betrothed. It was hard to believe that the same loving boy was living inside this rugged, manly body. She worried that the time away had changed him inside, too. That perhaps all of this violence and training had not just taught him how to be a man, but how to once again be the brute and the bully she had first met. 
 
      
 
    There was only one way of finding out. She needed to speak to him. To catch up. To find out if he still loved her after all these years, if he had missed her at all... 
 
      
 
    But he paid her no attention. It was as though he had forgotten her entirely. He talked and laughed to his father, Laird Arran, sitting to his left. He looked over at his mother, on the other side of Laird Arran. He turned to face the nobles down the table, and even shouted gleefully down the room at his friends who had come home with him. But not once did he look to his right, into the eyes of the woman who would become his wife. Even when she rested her hand on his arm to attract his attention, he merely brushed her away and continued speaking. 
 
      
 
    Somehow his indifference was magnetizing, seductive... It added to the mystery that she had been wallowing in all these years. Rather than repel her, his repeated efforts to apparently ignore and reject her only made her want to get closer to him. She wanted him to see her, needed him to see her. She needed him to acknowledge her and speak to her and show her that he was able to love her. 
 
      
 
    She waited for the perfect moment. As the food was brought out and the initial jovial tone of the banquet calmed down, she knew she would have a little time before everyone was drunk enough that attempting serious conversation would not be worth it. She leaned subtly to her left, so that only Ivar would be able to hear her properly, and rested a hand on his thigh, causing him to stop eating and glance towards her. 
 
      
 
    “It has been a long time,” she said. 
 
      
 
    He smirked. “Yes, it has. Ten years...” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who I am?” she asked gently. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Of course. You are Bethia, my betrothed.”  
 
      
 
    He seemed about to continue eating, just like that, so she quickly carried on. “And do you recall our days together when we were younger, before you left?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I recall,” he insisted.  
 
      
 
    Bethia huffed slightly in frustration. 
 
      
 
    “What was that for?” he asked with a slight chuckle. 
 
      
 
    “You are being so cold,” she complained. “It has been many years since we have seen one another, and you are more focused on your food.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar blushed red, but then shrugged. “I have had a long day of riding, I am sore and tired, and if all I want tonight is to fill my belly and laugh with my friends, then that is what I shall do.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought you might have wanted to talk to the woman you shall soon marry,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “And I will want to talk to you. But I am tired and hungry,” he insisted. 
 
      
 
    She was about to continue arguing, when a couple of his aforementioned friends swooped down between him and her, leaning between the chairs and forcing her to sit back upright. There was a hurried muddle of words between the three of them, and then Ivar stood up, holding his goblet in one hand and a large plate of pies in the other. 
 
      
 
    “I shall talk to you later, my friends wish to show me something,” he said with a smile, as though she ought to understand this perfectly. 
 
      
 
    And just like that, he was swept away. 
 
      
 
    Bethia wanted to be angry. She wanted to shout and storm after him and give him a piece of her mind. She wanted to unleash the same hot-headed tomboy she had always been, and make sure she got her alone time with him, just as she had been dreaming of for the past ten years. 
 
      
 
    But all she really felt was sad and disappointed. 
 
      
 
    She sipped her wine and stared vacantly at the plate of food before her. 
 
      
 
    She had waited so long... for this? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 4  
 
      
 
    Ivar had not meant to insult Bethia. It hurt him deep in his heart to see that defeated expression on her face as he was hustled out of the room. She had seemed to be making a genuine effort to talk to him. But that was what put him off. She was acting as though it was difficult, as though it was a great trouble to her to be betrothed to him, as though it were her duty. 
 
      
 
    And, in a way, it was her duty. They both knew of the Seer's prophecy, and they both knew that the fate which awaited her in her current position, although by no means terrible, was hardly the pleasant and easy life she could expect by his side. She was bound, both by pressure from the clan and by her own wants and needs, to marry him. 
 
      
 
    He had rehearsed what he would do when he saw her a thousand times in his mind. He would charm her as he had charmed every other woman he had met over the last decade. She would be as sweet and loving towards him as he remembered her being when they were still kids. They would pick up where they had left off, grow close, he would kiss her lovingly, and anticipation would build for their wedding night. 
 
      
 
    But every rehearsal had assumed she wanted to be with him. At no point had he considered that perhaps she had grown tired of waiting. That perhaps she no longer desired him the way he still desired her. That perhaps she would only want to marry him out of her duty and her need, not out of love. 
 
      
 
    She had not come to greet him as he entered the castle. He had looked up and down the crowd for her, and he had not seen her anywhere. She had not come to his quarters to talk to him as he changed, ready for the banquet. And even sitting by his side at the table, she seemed a little cold, a little distant. 
 
      
 
    Furthermore, she was far more beautiful than he had even imagined. And sitting beside her like that was too much for him. He had found it hard to even look in her direction. Her eyes were bright. Her lips looked so soft and inviting. Her beautiful hair begged for him to run his fingers through it. And that dress hugged her body so perfectly, not so much as to be immodest, but just enough that he could tell exactly what lay beneath its folds. He wanted to lay her down on that very table and ravage her immediately. 
 
      
 
    And he could not. Not only because he was among polite society, but also because she was simply not interested. In fact, she looked as though she would rather be anywhere else. So he looked away from her and tried to talk to other people, to keep his mind off the stunning beauty who sat to his right. Her hand on his thigh, and her quiet voice whispering to him, did nothing to calm his passions. And yet, she spoke only of the past, not of the present, or of herself, or of desire. Had she asked him about their wedding, he would have kissed her. But she did not. She seemed to be holding back. And he knew it was because she no longer loved him. 
 
      
 
    He was glad his friends had come to the rescue. Hamish, his cousin, and Alan, a courtier's son, had always been by his side these last ten years. They had defended him, supported him, and made sure to look after him. And, as always, they had seen his distress from down the table and found an excuse to call him away. With a nod of approval from his father, he had been able to finally escape the banquet and the contradictory feelings he had for Bethia. 
 
      
 
    “Bethia has grown up a lot,” Alan said. 
 
      
 
    “She is a stunning beauty,” Hamish said, nodding in agreement. “You are a very lucky man.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “I wish I were, but I fear I am nothing to her. She did not come to greet me, she barely looks at me, and when she does she seems more afraid than in love.” 
 
      
 
    Hamish laughed. “You must be imagining things. That girl wants you, Ivar, she wants you badly.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I can see what Ivar means,” Alan argued. “She did seem a little distant. And why would she not come to greet him?” 
 
      
 
    Hamish paused, and then shrugged. “I suppose that is odd, aye.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar sighed. “I'm telling you, she is not the girl I left here. She has grown and changed. And, I do not think she loves me anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “The rest of the clan is pleased that you have returned,” Alan replied. “You will be sure to find a wife among any of the single young women if Bethia will no longer have you.” 
 
      
 
    “But the prophecy says I must marry her, for the good of the Lairdship,” Ivar insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Then marry her and take a mistress,” Alan replied. 
 
    
“Or do not marry her,” Hamish suggested. “Not every one of the Seer's prophecies has come true; perhaps this shall be another one where he is wrong, where he has misread the sights and signs.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we cannae distrust the prophecy,” Alan answered. “We must be wary.” 
 
      
 
    “It does not matter. My father would never allow me not to marry her,” Ivar replied. 
 
      
 
    “You are your own man now,” Alan insisted. “You will be the Laird one day, too. That is why we were brought back, after all…to lead. We have learned all we need to and in a few years we will begin replacing our fathers. They are old men already. And then you can marry whoever you wish to.” 
 
      
 
    But Ivar's heart was still heavy. He did not feel prepared. Becoming a Laird would be hard work. Back at Ullapool he had enough on his plate already. And there he had so few duties compared to his father. The last thing he wanted to do was start his Lairdship by jinxing it, by refusing to marry Bethia and unleashing the evils of the Seer's prophecy. But, on the other hand, Hamish was right. The Seer's prophecies were often cryptic, and sometimes what he saw did not come true in the way he thought it would. All he did was see memories of the future, in a sense. He did not know what exactly he was seeing, or how it had come to pass. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps... Perhaps Ivar did not have to marry Bethia after all. He wanted to, of course. He wanted to win back his childhood sweetheart and enjoy every inch of her sweet flesh. But if she did not love or desire him, then he could not bring himself to hurt her. He could not make her marry him out of duty. Her sorrow would be his sorrow. 
 
      
 
    He stood up. “I think I shall retire for the night. I am weary,” he said to his friends. 
 
      
 
    They raised their glasses to him as he turned and left the room. 
 
      
 
    But there was a small figure waiting for him in the hallway, just outside the door to his quarters. At first it was as though he were seeing an apparition, her pale dress shone so nearly white in the candlelight. But as he walked up to the ghostly figure, her brown hair and ruby lips came into view. 
 
      
 
    It was Bethia. She smiled nervously. “I was waiting for you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “So I see,” he replied, averting his gaze. She was far too beautiful. Were she interested in him, he would have invited her into his room immediately. He needed to hold her and kiss her. He needed to feel her body move beneath his. But he could not. Not if she did not love him. 
 
      
 
    “You left quite suddenly at the banquet,” she added. 
 
      
 
    He felt uncomfortable as she seemed to try and force out small talk. She did not want to be there. She was just doing her duty. “Well, I had things to attend to. As I am sure you do.” He was offering her a way out, an excuse to say she tried and just go back to the banquet, or to her own room for the night. She did not seize the opportunity. 
 
      
 
    “Ivar, I was hoping to spend a little time with you... I am sure we have much to discuss,” she said, in a voice which suggested she was merely forcing herself to be cheery. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose we could,” he said. He opened the door to his room and walked in. 
 
      
 
    She followed close behind, and he closed the door. He ought not to be doing this. The temptation would be too great. And yet he knew she was at no risk. He would not so much as kiss her hand unless she loved him. Even if she pretended to love him, pretended to desire him, if it was not genuine, he knew he could not bring himself to touch her. 
 
      
 
    “Have you been well?” he asked her. 
 
      
 
    She nodded. “As well as I ever was. Our Laird has treated me very kindly.” 
 
      
 
    “And your mother?” he added. 
 
      
 
    She looked down at her feet. “She passed away last year.” 
 
      
 
    His heart sank. No wonder she was forcing herself to be civil. No wonder she was still fighting for a marriage she clearly did not want. Bethia was now all alone, still in that little house in the castle wall, no doubt, still living life as an outsider. She needed this marriage to save herself from that sad and lonely fate. 
 
      
 
    “I... I must speak to my father,” was all he could manage to reply. 
 
      
 
    Bethia looked at him, dumbfounded, before standing up and smiling politely. “Very well...” she said reluctantly, walking back towards the door. She stopped just before it and turned around. “I shall retire to my home for the night. If you need me, you know where to find me.” 
 
      
 
    He felt he should have said something in response, but he just smiled, nodded, stood up and walked over to the door. They walked down the hallway in opposite directions. He wanted to look back at her over his shoulder, but he focused on making his way to his father's room. He had important matters to attend to. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sitting before his father, Ivar felt reluctant to even bring up the subject. He knew his father was a deeply superstitious man who trusted the Seer implicitly. And yet... and yet Ivar knew that, as a man, it was his duty to stand up for himself, for his beliefs, and for his interests. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure I can marry Bethia,” he said to his father. 
 
      
 
    Laird Arran raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean by that, my son?” 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “I mean I am not sure I can marry Bethia. When I left I felt that I could, and over these years I had assumed I would marry her when I returned, but... it has been a long time. She has changed. And I am not sure I can marry her,” he explained. 
 
      
 
    “You must, the Seer's prophecy is not to be taken lightly,” Laird Arran insisted.  
 
      
 
    “But she no longer loves me,” Ivar replied, “and I cannae marry a woman who does not love me.” 
 
      
 
    Laird Arran paused. “What makes you think she does not love you?” 
 
      
 
    “She did not come to greet me when I returned. She does not seem to have anything important to say to me. Every time she so much as looks at me it seems forced,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “That does not mean anything, Ivar,” Laird Arran said. “She is a woman, and you have been separated a long time. She probably does love you, and simply needs to remember it, or to adjust to your presence. And if she does not love you...” Laird Arran paused. “If she does not love you, then she will learn to love you in time.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure I want to marry a woman before she loves me,” Ivar replied. 
 
      
 
    “And what of the Seer's prophecy?” Laird Arran asked. 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head, and then shrugged. “I suppose I am willing to take my chances. The Seer has been wrong before. Perhaps he is wrong this time. 
 
      
 
    “Very well...” Laird Arran conceded with a weary sigh, “you are your own man. If you will throw the Lairdship away, let it be under your name, however. I forbid you from marrying anyone else so long as I live. After that, you may choose as you will.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 5  
 
      
 
    Bethia was not a woman easily defeated. Sure, Ivar was being distant and stubborn. But that did not mean he was not at all interested in her. On the contrary, after being apart for ten years they could not possibly know one another well enough to make such a decision yet. 
 
      
 
    What she needed to do was make sure they did get to know one another properly. She needed to show him that she was still the perfect bride for him, that she still loved him, and that their betrothal was no mistake. After a little time together, she would surely uncover some of the old Ivar, and they could fall in love all over again. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning, Ivar,” she said cheerily at breakfast. 
 
      
 
    Ivar looked visibly uncomfortable as he smiled back at her. But she did not let this put her off. No, she needed to push ahead, let him know she was interested in him, seduce him. Something about his slightly awkward indifference just begged to be challenged. 
 
      
 
    “How are you today?” she asked him, glancing at his empty seat beside her. 
 
      
 
    He did not sit down. He shrugged a little. “I am well.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust that after a good night's sleep you are feeling refreshed?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Yes, very much so,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “That is wonderful news, because I was hoping we could spend the morning together,” Bethia said, smiling seductively. 
 
      
 
    Ivar seemed distinctly unimpressed. “I have been invited out hunting,” he replied hastily. 
 
      
 
    His quick reply hurt her. It was hard not to feel hurt when you tried to entice someone and their first response was to find an excuse to get as far away from you as possible. But she drew a deep breath. Perhaps the quick reply was simply because he genuinely had plans and did not want to mislead her. 
 
      
 
    “However shall we get to know one another better if we do not spend any time together?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “Perhaps we shall not.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia put her head on one side at this cryptic response. “I would have thought you would have wanted to get to know me before we got married,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “It is not so certain that I will marry you,” Ivar contested. 
 
      
 
    His words were like daggers through her heart. “What do you mean?” she asked. “I thought we were betrothed. I thought... I thought we were fated to be together. Do you not fear the Seer's prophecy?” 
 
      
 
    Ivar glared at her somewhat angrily, causing her to shrink back, afraid and confused. “I do not fear the prophecy, no. And, I believe it would be very foolish for anyone to marry someone just because they think it will cause some magical good fortune to come their way, or some magical bad fortune to be prevented. Superstition has no place in my heart or mind.” 
 
      
 
    She did not understand. Why was he so angry at her all of a sudden. “But... your father believes the Seer. What will he say?” 
 
      
 
    “My father has said I may choose any woman I like,” Ivar said. 
 
      
 
    Bethia felt her heart sink. “He did?” 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded. “Well, not so long as he lives. But when I am Laird, I shall marry whoever I wish to.” 
 
      
 
    “I see...” Bethia replied. She felt so scared, so sickened. It was not her status she was worried about. She would gladly live in that house forever. But she could not bear the thought of having her heart so cruelly broken. And, on top of this was the risk of the Lairdship falling. It was unthinkable. “And whom do you wish to marry?” she asked tentatively. 
 
      
 
    Ivar shrugged. “I have not yet decided,” he smiled. “However one thing I am decided on is that I shall go hunting this morning.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia nodded. “I do not suppose you will choose to marry before you are Laird?” 
 
      
 
    “Unless I choose you, then I cannot, it is that simple,” he said, looking eager to leave. 
 
      
 
    Bethia sighed. “And, I suppose you shall not choose me?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot say yet,” he insisted. “But do not worry. You shall be cared for whether I marry you or not. I am sure any of my men would be glad to marry you also. And they are nobles, ye ken? Anyway, the hunt calls.” 
 
      
 
    She didn't try and stop him leaving again. What was the point? He was so eager to escape. He wanted nothing to do with her. She watched as he walked out the door, without breakfast, without so much as looking back at her over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Her heart sank. Was that really how he felt? She yearned for him so badly, and yet he seemed to have forgotten her, forgotten his love for her. Did he not remember that it was her mother, not her, who had yearned to live in the castle? Did he not remember that she had always wanted nothing but him? Did he not remember the love they had shared? 
 
      
 
    It was as though she had become nothing in his eyes, as lowly as a servant. 
 
      
 
    But she could not even find it in her heart to hate him. She still desperately wanted him. She wanted to get closer to him, to rediscover that tenderness he had showed her all those years ago, to reignite his love for her. 
 
      
 
    And it was not too late, after all. He had not given her a name, not told her of some other woman he wished to marry. Nor had he said outright that she was not being considered. It was possible that he was just unsure, after ten years away, what he thought of anyone. She would have to seduce him all over again. But it could be done. 
 
      
 
    Determined, she waited for him at the castle. It was hours, almost lunch time, before she heard his return announced. She made her way quickly to the castle gates, to greet him as he returned. Many other young women seemed to have had the same idea, eager to get some time with the heir to the Lairdship. 
 
      
 
    As his betrothed, she was the only one allowed to follow him into the great hall, where lunch awaited on an, as of yet, unoccupied dining table. Of course, nobody would be allowed in before the Laird and his family were ready to eat. 
 
      
 
    But as soon as they were alone, it was clear he still did not want to see her. He avoided her gaze and seemed uncomfortable. She smiled slightly. He looked at her, did not smile, looked away again. 
 
      
 
    She sighed. It was hopeless. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you do not want any more to do with me?” she asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you say that?” he replied. “Have I said I do not wish to see you anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “Not with your words,” she replied. “But you are making it abundantly clear that my presence troubles you.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “Not at all, I am just getting used to the pace of life at the castle. It is very different here to how it was for me in Ullapool.” 
 
      
 
    “But you find time for your friends,” she insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Because they are my friends. I know them. It is comforting to me, to spend time with them.” He sighed. “I did not expect you to understand.” 
 
      
 
    “I just... I do not see why you would remain betrothed to me when you do not wish to spend even a minute in my company,” she said angrily. 
 
      
 
    “Because I must. Until my father passes on, I must remain betrothed to you, to ensure he has no reason to fear the Seer's prophecy,” Ivar explained. 
 
      
 
    “Do I mean so little to you that you will just... use me like so?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head. “You are very important. And, do not fear I will push you out when I am Laird. In fact, you may come to live at the castle already, if you like.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, but I am quite comfortable where I belong. Seeing as I shall never be your wife,” she said in frustration. 
 
      
 
    “I simply have not yet decided,” Ivar insisted.  
 
      
 
    But Bethia had. If he did not love her, then she would not force him to spend any time in her presence. “I am not hungry,” she said with a curtsy, “see you later, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    She could not bear to sit at his right hand for another meal, to try and win his attentions yet again as he did everything in his power to avoid so much as looking at her. Why would he torment her like this? It was not as though she had a choice in who to marry. She had to wait until he made his decision.  
 
      
 
    She saw him later that day, talking to some of the courtesans. It made her blood boil. She wanted to hit him, or them. She felt the same anger and jealousy take over her as she had felt in her teens. He was hers. They were betrothed. Sure, he had said he was not necessarily going to marry her. But these young ladies did not know this. And yet there they were, flirting with a man who was spoken for, brazenly in front of everyone, touching him... 
 
      
 
    But what could she do? If she made a scene he would no doubt dismiss her and humiliate her. And these women did not need help in ostracising her. After all, she was an outsider who had gotten lucky. They hated her enough already. 
 
      
 
    She walked away, looking at her feet. 
 
      
 
    Why did she still love him so much? He was clearly not interested in her. In fact, he was dismissing to a point of cruelty. And, he was happily flirting with other women in public, as though their betrothal was so unimportant he did not care who saw him getting close to random women. 
 
      
 
    She ought to hate him. She ought to feel indignant, insulted at his rejection and indifference, fuming at how he was keeping their betrothal only long enough to become Laird. Or, at least disappointed that the caring, loving boy she had known had grown into such a cruel, indifferent man. 
 
      
 
    But... she needed him. And she could not help but feel that this was not who he was. This was not actually how he wanted to treat her. There was something else... 
 
      
 
    Was she just deceiving herself? Was she just living in hope? 
 
      
 
    Bethia made her way back to her house. She was not sure she wanted to see Ivar ever again. But what could she do? She would be betrothed to him until Laird Arran passed away, making Ivar Laird. Laird Arran was a strong, healthy man for his age, and possibly had another decade or more ahead of him. 
 
      
 
    And then, when he passed on... What would Ivar do? If he grew to love her and married her, then there would be no problem. After all, he was the one she wanted. But if he chose to marry someone else... He had said she could move into the castle, but she did not want that. She just wanted to marry him. Living by his side, so close to him, as he married someone else and lived happily with her... it would be torture. She would rather remain in the little house in the wall. 
 
      
 
    And, if he were to marry her without loving her? That would be as bad, if not worse. She did not want to subject him to the torment of being eternally bonded to a woman he did not love. All these years Ivar had lived wild and free, and he would not enjoy becoming a domesticated man. She would not want to domesticate him either... 
 
      
 
    No, she knew in her heart that, unless he came to love her again of his own accord, she could not marry him. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 6  
 
      
 
    Ivar felt a great sorrow in his heart. He had not meant to be so cruel to Bethia. But he could not let her do this to herself. He could not let a precious woman like her throw her life away by marrying a man she would never love. He loved her too much to be the source of her misery. 
 
      
 
    And yet, if he loved her as much as he thought he did, why was it so hard to talk to her? Just looking at her tied up his tongue and made his heart ache. He found it much easier to talk to other women. They were something he knew, something he understood.  
 
      
 
    He had known she was watching when the courtesans had been flirting with him. He hoped that seeing him flirting and laughing back at them would put her off for good. That she would see he had options and was interested in other women. She might be forcing herself to pursue him out of duty, but if she saw he was pursuing someone else then perhaps she would give up and seek happiness instead. 
 
      
 
    In fact, he realized that the only way he would ever get over the emotions he had for Bethia would be by replacing her. One of the courtesans, Rodina, was particularly stunning, and forcefully showing her interest in him, so much so that the other courtesans seemed intimidated. 
 
      
 
    He had allowed her to follow him to his quarters, where she had gone from flirty but discrete, to familiar and sensual. She knew what she was doing very well. Sitting on the arm of his chair she placed one of her long, slender legs across his lap, the skirts shifting up, revealing the soft skin underneath. He smiled. She wasn't enticing him as much as she probably hoped, but she was definitely beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you ought to reconsider your betrothal, Sire,” she said in a sultry voice.  
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded. “I have been, to be honest,” he admitted, placing a hand on her leg and sliding it up, stopping at her mid thigh. “Are you presenting yourself as a better choice?” 
 
      
 
    “I can be everything your heart desires, Sire,” she whispered, leaning in and kissing up and down his neck. 
 
      
 
    But all he could think of was how much he would rather it were Bethia's lips on his neck, Bethia's hand on his chest, Bethia's thigh under his grip. He shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Is anything the matter, Sire?” Rodina asked, her voice a little desperate. “Do you not like this? Can I do anything else to please you?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me be,” he replied with a sigh. “I wish to be alone.” 
 
      
 
    “A man such as yourself should never be alone,” she said, “you may confide in me, Sire.” 
 
      
 
    But he knew he could not. She, like the other courtesans, was a power-thirsty gossip, who only cared about status and outdoing her friends. That was the only reason she had even approached him. And, just as with Bethia, he could not bring himself to pursue a woman who did not love him. 
 
      
 
    “Just leave,” he insisted, pushing her slightly so she slid from the arm of the chair onto her feet. 
 
      
 
    She glared at him, but as he glared back she saw the change in her eyes, as she realized this was not some minor noble or soldier. No, this man could make her life hell, even make it come to an end, if she insulted him enough. She smiled sweetly, curtsied, and left, casting a sensual glance over her shoulder as she pulled the door shut. 
 
      
 
    As she left the room, he could sense her anger and frustration. But it did not matter to him. She could be angry all she wanted. What was she going to do? 
 
      
 
    And he was not particularly saddened by the prospect of angering some petty money-grabbing courtesan who was only interested in what he could get for her. 
 
      
 
    If she went and gossiped with her friends, that would not bother him either. She may gain some status from boasting being his mistress, but she would get nothing else. And he would not exactly be hurt by such a rumor. If anything, the rumor that he was bedding beautiful courtesans would only improve his reputation among the sort of men he was friends with. 
 
      
 
    She could say whatever she wanted. He just could not bear to actually sleep with her. 
 
      
 
    She reminded him of the women back in Ullapool. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They were farming girls, most of them. Or, had been until they were invited into the castle. The young men, excited to finally be settling down after years of roaming and warring, wanted some female company in their new home, and swiftly invited many young women to move in with them. Some of the local farmers were reluctant to let their daughters chase their fortune as courtesans, but some felt the risks were worth the opportunity of becoming a maid, attendant, mistress, or wife to one of their rulers. 
 
      
 
    The girls took a keen interest in Ivar even before they discovered his status. His long, dark hair, height, and powerful build singled him out among the other men, as did the slight scars which adorned every inch of his body, just deep enough to add intrigue, not enough to disfigure. The power he wielded simply sweetened the deal.  
 
      
 
    The first to find out was Dolina, a pretty redheaded maiden who was cautious about meeting any of the men, yet desperate to prove herself to them at the same time. Discovering how important they were made her a little more relaxed, perhaps too much. 
 
      
 
    “You are the son of a Laird? Whatever are you doing out here?” she asked in awe.  
 
      
 
    The changes in her posture and voice were so obvious to Ivar, it was almost comical. She seemed to position herself to present as much of her flesh to him as possible, and spoke in a low, sensual tone. He did not blame her. For a simple farming girl, the possibility of even being a mistress to a Laird would mean her whole life could change. 
 
      
 
    Bit by bit, the news got out that these men were not just small time nobles there to lead Ullapool, but the sons of very powerful men, using Ullapool as their training grounds, where they would learn how to rule a Lairdship together. And, as the girls discovered just how important these men were, they desired them more and more. Initially, they had wanted them a little, but mostly just yearned for the warmth and regular meals castle life offered. Now they wanted to move up in society again, to become someone worth something. 
 
      
 
    Many of Ivar's friends were pleased for the company. The girls would surround the men often, gently touching their powerful bodies. They knew they would never be wives of noblemen. Most of them did not wish to be. After all, not only did they not have the breeding, but they did not have the education they would need to help govern a Lairdship. No, they simply aspired to be mistresses, to enjoy the luxuries which men of status would buy for them, without any of the duties of a noblewoman. 
 
      
 
    And they were prepared to do almost anything to secure such a position. At first, they all showed keen interest in Ivar. After all, he was the most powerful and the most attractive of the men, and he would surely have the most to offer these women. But none of them were able to capture his imagination, so one by one they were ignored or rejected until, feeling personally insulted, they turned to the lesser nobles for their security. 
 
      
 
    His friends naturally relished such attention. Having left home in their teens meant they had not truly enjoyed the company of high class women. Instead, they had spent their youth being trained to fight and build and farm and defend, with only farm girls and travelling women to give them anything to lust after. And sure, these were farm girls, too. But these were farm girls who had been dressed up, taught manners, and shown how to keep a castle. They were a step above. Not only that, but unlike in their mid-teens, when girls laughed at their advances, in their late teens and early twenties they received earnest interest, which was refreshing to them. 
 
      
 
    But for Ivar it was just a poor substitute for the woman he was really craving. Nothing equalled her. Although he had left when she was still a girl, his imagination filled in the blanks and none of these farm girls matched up to Bethia. 
 
      
 
    As he rejected them, one after the other they left, until only Dolina, the first to discover his status, remained. She clung on desperately, still trying to capture his attention, for all the years he ruled in Ullapool. 
 
      
 
    She sat in his lap, toying with his long, tussled hair. And he let her. He was tired of pushing her away, turning her down, making her angry. It didn't work anyway. Every time he pushed her away, she came back with more strength, with greater earnestness, trying to seduce him however she could. Eventually, he decided he would let her grow bored of her own accord. 
 
      
 
    After an afternoon of letting her pamper him, he turned her away so that he could rest for the night. She attempted to slip into his bed, but he shoved her towards the door instead, making his intentions clear. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you do not wish for my company?” she asked. “I know for a fact you are not seeing anyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I wish for no company at all,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “That cannae be,” she said with a laugh, “all men wish for company.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar shrugged. “I do not.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you... prefer the company of men?” Dolina asked, almost hopefully. 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and sighed. “If you believe so, will you go away and leave me alone?” 
 
      
 
    She glared at him. “What is your problem? I do nothing but treat you well, I am by far the most beautiful woman here, and you show me not even the tiniest bit of affection.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannae show what I don't feel,” Ivar said. “I am not interested. You can't change that.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Dolina replied, making her way towards the door. 
 
      
 
    She was indignant, but made an effort not to show it. He wondered how much it would take to genuinely insult her, so that she would never return. And he almost immediately concluded that absolutely nothing he could do would push her so far away. He realized that whatever she did, she would put on a brave face and come back. 
 
      
 
    But why? Why was she so willing to be berated and insulted and pushed away by him? It could not only be about his status. 
 
      
 
    So many girls seemed eager to leap into bed with him. They knew that if he slept with them he would feel some responsibility towards them. That if they bore him a child he would ensure it would live a good life, along with its mother. It was their ticket out of a life of poverty. But as soon as he insulted them, by ignoring or rejecting them, they began turning away. It was as though they understood they had no hope of winning him over and would only further hurt their own pride. 
 
      
 
    But not Dolina. 
 
      
 
    And then the thought struck him; Dolina loved him. 
 
      
 
    For all his flaws, for all his advantages, she loved him. She was able to look past both his meanness and his power and see him as a person. A person who was handsome, and charming, and who filled her heart with joy. A person she would allow to bully and torment her, just so long as she could enjoy more time with him. 
 
      
 
    His heart sank to think of this. To think of how cruel he had been to a woman whose only crime had been to love him. And yet... what else could he do? He could never satisfy her desire. His heart belonged to Bethia only. No matter how long Dolina persevered, he would never love her as she loved him. 
 
      
 
    All he could think of was his betrothed, waiting for him back home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thinking back, he was suddenly concerned. Perhaps he had been reading the situation wrong. Perhaps Bethia was not pursuing him so desperately because it was her duty. Perhaps she, like Dolina, was sticking by his side because she was still passionately in love with him? And perhaps he was breaking her heart, just as he had broken Dolina's.  
 
      
 
    Only this time the love could be returned. He could love Bethia. He always had. He could not bear this any longer. He had to go and see her. He made his way out of the castle and down to the castle wall, where the old groundskeeper's house still stood, swallowed by creeping ivy, its door open to indicate someone was home. 
 
      
 
    It was still as small and humble as he remembered. He had grown so tall that as he walked in he almost banged his head on the doorframe, and had to duck. He could easily touch the ceiling by raising an arm slightly. 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” he called out. 
 
      
 
    She emerged from the open door to the bedroom, a fresh dress on, her hair tied back and a little damp from washing, her face pinkish from being scrubbed clean. She looked so sweet and innocent without any adornments or makeup on her. Just like he remembered her as a teenager. 
 
      
 
    She was so beautiful. He desired her strongly. And yet... he could not marry her if she did not truly wish to marry him. He needed to know. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Bethia was shocked to see Ivar stood in her house. After how dismissive and cold he had been, it had not even crossed her mind that he might make the effort to go and see her. It was just... unimaginable. And yet there he was, in the middle of her main room. 
 
      
 
    It usually looked small and humble anyway, but with this gargantuan, lavishly dressed man standing in the middle of it, the room looked as small and simple as a hen house.  
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, did I interrupt your wash?” he asked. “I can leave...” 
 
      
 
    “No, no... I had finished,” she replied, wondering whether to invite him to sit down. 
 
      
 
    “You look a little startled,” he insisted. “Are you sure I did not interrupt anything?” 
 
      
 
    “I... I simply did not expect you,” she said, blushing bright red. “Please, do take a seat. I know the house is not much, but…” 
 
      
 
    “No,” he interrupted her, “it is precisely as I remember it.” He made his way over to one of the rocking chairs by the fire and sat down in it. “In fact, I remember your mother telling us we could not sit in these very chairs.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia chuckled. She could remember that, too. “Yes, she thought we would break them from too much rocking.” She moved to the second chair and, sitting down, looked into the low fire above which a kettle of water sat. She had not needed the last one for her wash, and she had forgotten it there. The steam rose from it. “Why are you here?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you want to marry me?” he asked her. “I need to know.” 
 
      
 
    “Because I love you,” she replied without hesitation. “I have always loved you; I have always waited for you. Even when I had other opportunities, I have waited for you. There is nobody else in the world for me.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded. “I wish and hope that is the case. But many women would say such a thing only to get close to me, only to make sure they have an opportunity to become the wife of a Laird. How can I know for sure that you are any different?” 
 
      
 
    “Would I have waited for so long for you, knowing that you might never return, if I only wanted to be powerful? Had I wanted to leave here, I could have married another noble,” Bethia said earnestly. 
 
      
 
    “And if my power were the only thing, I could believe that. But there is also the prophecy. Perhaps between my power, and the prophecy, you could be pretending to love me?” he suggested tentatively. 
 
      
 
    Bethia felt a pain in her chest. The mere suggestion that these emotions were false was agonizing to her. She loved him, truly and deeply, from the bottom of her heart. 
 
      
 
    “But I do love you,” she insisted, tears forming in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    He looked into her eyes and sighed before looking back into the low-burning fire. “How can you know that?” he asked. “We have not seen one another in ten years. People change, especially over so much time.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia nodded. “But... I still love who you were... and I have waited such a long time,” she replied. “And I believe we were fated to be together, just as the Seer said.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar looked unconvinced. “I suppose so... And I, too, have loved you all these years. But what if we are not meant to be? What if we are just holding onto the idea of one another, because we were raised to marry each other? It could all be what we were told to do.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose we were young,” she said, “and we were following the path set out for us by our parents.” 
 
      
 
    “I'm glad you understand,” he replied.  
 
      
 
    “However,” she continued, “is that any reason to reject it entirely? To spend time avoiding me purposefully? I think the Seer is right. And perhaps, if we get to know one another, we shall discover what he meant. But if we just spend all our time apart then we would never know.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure I am ready,” Ivar said, avoiding eye contact with her. “I have been away so long, and you have grown up so beautiful. I do not trust myself to think when I am around you. How can I get to know you when I am so infatuated?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” she asked, warily. 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “I am not sure. But... I think we ought not to see one another. I think we ought to spend some time thinking.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia's heart felt so heavy. She did not want him to spend any more time away from her. She wanted to spend every minute of every hour of every day by his side. But it was what he wanted to do. For his good and for her own good. 
 
      
 
    And yet... They had been apart long enough already. It had been ten years. She shook her head. “No, no we should not spend any more time apart. Ivar... It has been ten years, does it not tell you something, that our love has not waned in ten years?” 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head slowly. “But can we put so much trust in a feeling? We have both changed so much. You are not the person I knew back then.” 
 
      
 
    “And you are not the person I knew either. And yet here we are, still in love. It is fate, Ivar,” she insisted. 
 
      
 
    “I... I am not sure. I am afraid of making the wrong decision,” he confessed. 
 
      
 
    She could not hold the tears back any longer. They began to stream down her cheeks. How could she possibly get through to such a stubborn man? He had hardly changed at all, really. 
 
      
 
    Hearing nothing but silence from her, he finally looked at her face again, locking eyes with her as the tears silently fell. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you weeping?” he asked softly. “Do you hurt?” 
 
      
 
    Bethia nodded. She wiped the tears from her face, but they kept rolling down, and fresh ones replaced the ones she had wiped away. 
 
      
 
    Ivar stood up and took her hands, pulling her to her feet where he embraced her. “Please do not cry. You are right, we have waited too long. And I was a fool not to believe you loved me.” 
 
      
 
    She buried her face in her chest. “I was a fool to let you be so mean to me, but... I loved you too much to stop you,” she said between sobs. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose I am not sure I believed a woman like you would love me,” he admitted. 
 
      
 
    Bethia could not bear this a second longer. This pain was too much for her. She looked up at Ivar. Despite his words, despite the emotion in his tone of voice, his expression was the stern and strong face of a ruler. He had grown up, become a true man; that much she knew. It was so obvious from how he carried himself. The same boy was in there, deep in his heart. And, like an armor, he wore the man around the boy, not stifling or killing it, but protecting it. 
 
      
 
    This was the reunion she had always dreamed of. Ivar stood before her, his face a cold mask. And, he was still so handsome. His hands on her waist, his warm, loving eyes looking into hers, betraying all the emotions raging beneath his calm exterior. He had grown up well. And, she was so glad she had waited for him. He was worth it. 
 
      
 
    She yearned to press her lips to his. Their eyes locked, and he seemed to understand what she wanted. She stepped in closer, feeling dwarfed by his height. He was so tall, she had to stand on tiptoe and lean her head right back to reach his lips. But he wrapped an arm behind her back to hold her steady and leaned down to meet her halfway, embracing her closely. His strong arm around her and soft lips against hers made her heart beat faster by the moment. It was like she was being completely enveloped in him. It was almost too much. 
 
      
 
    She had wanted this for so long. She had waited ten years to be by his side again. And having given up all hope of his ever loving her, to be held in his arms was surreal. It felt like floating, like dreaming. She moved even closer, pressing her soft chest against his hard one, feeling his every breath throughout her own body. 
 
      
 
    At first he was kissing her back. It felt amazing. She was a little taken aback at how expertly he kissed her. It was obvious to her that he had not been quite as reserved as she had been over the years. It made her briefly wonder how much more experience he had, what he had been doing, and with who. It hurt a little, to think she had waited and he had not.  
 
      
 
    And then he pushed her away. She was briefly stunned. Although she was a little indignant at the fact he seemed to have met other women whilst he was away, she was by no means angry enough to want him to stop kissing her. He was with her, after all, and what happened from then onwards was what counted. The thought crossed her mind that perhaps he had changed his mind; that perhaps, he was genuinely unprepared for everything she wanted from him. 
 
      
 
    “Is anything the matter?” she asked him. 
 
      
 
    “The bell is sounding,” he said.  
 
      
 
    And, sure enough, it was. This was big. Other than for religious ceremonies, the bell was only rung to announce the arrival of other Lairds, and in case of emergencies. And either way, all the lower classes were expected to retreat home, and all the nobles were expected to gather within the castle walls. Bethia felt nervous. Nobody had mentioned even the possibility of a dignitary visiting. Which meant this was urgent. She and Ivar ran to the castle as fast as they could, and stood to the right of the podium where Laird Arran waited for everyone to gather. 
 
      
 
    Soon enough the room was full and silence fell, as the nobles awaited their instruction. 
 
      
 
    “News has reached me that the castle at Ullapool has been ransacked,” Laird Arran said. “It seems that news got out that the young nobles who were guarding Ullapool had returned home, and an angry new clan has formed and raided the castle, making it their home. It is of utmost importance that all of you who came home return to Ullapool immediately and claim back the castle, to defend the Lairdship and our people.” 
 
      
 
    Laird Arran made eye contact with Ivar, and Bethia immediately realized that meant he would be leaving again, leading his friends into battle at the border. Perhaps he would never come back. Perhaps he would have to remain to guard the castle, or perhaps he would... 
 
      
 
    Bethia felt her heart breaking in two again. Was she going to lose him so soon after getting him back? She slipped her little hand into his great one and squeezed his fingers gently. Ivar looked down into her eyes and smiled reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    They remained as Laird Arran gave out instruction, then, as the nobles dispersed, Bethia took Ivar's hand and walked him to the corner of the room, where they could have some privacy. She wanted to ask if he had to go. But she knew he did. She wanted to plead with him to stay. But she knew he would not. So she just looked up into his eyes, feeling desperately afraid. 
 
      
 
    Ivar kissed her lovingly and held her in his arms, close to his chest. She could hear his heart thumping hard in his chest, and could tell that he was afraid, too. For himself, for his men, for the Lairdship, and for her. She nuzzled his chest, inhaling his rich, masculine scent, and wishing she could stay like that forever. 
 
      
 
    It was too cruel to be true. He had only just confessed his love for her. They had only just been able to embrace and kiss, like she had wanted to for ten years. And now he was going away. If she had known a day in advance, she would have insisted on marrying him. If she had known an hour in advance, she would have surrendered her body to him. But now he was going away, and she may never see him again. 
 
      
 
    She nuzzled his chest some more and began to weep, her tears soaking through the elegant robes he would soon have to trade for a more battle-ready outfit. He stroked her soft hair ever so gently with his huge and heavy hand. 
 
      
 
    Even though not a single word was said, she knew what he meant, and she knew he knew what she felt. But they did not have time for any more affections. Ivar gently pried her away from his body and looked lovingly into her eyes. They kissed again. It might be their last one. Every kiss might be their last one. He tasted so delicious. She sighed as the kiss broke, and looked back into his eyes pleadingly. 
 
      
 
    “I promise I shall return safely... and then we shall wed,” he said with a tender smile. 
 
      
 
    She could only hope so. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Ivar was as angry as Bethia was about the turn of events. All he wanted was to take her in his arms, kiss her lovingly, feel her warm, soft body against his... And then to marry her as soon as possible. To have all he had dreamed of for the past ten years. He had tasted a drop of her sweet love, and he wanted to bask in it for the rest of his life. 
 
      
 
    He resented the bitter turns of fate which had spoiled his time with her. He resented his own paranoia which had led him to push her away instead of embrace her. He resented the status he held and the years he had been forced to spend away from his betrothed. 
 
      
 
    But his duty lay with his Lairdship. He could not just throw away his bloodline or that decade of training. He could not undo it. All he could do was carry on as he had been, and hope he was skilled enough to come back alive and pick things up where he was leaving them. 
 
      
 
    His battle clothes fit him perfectly, and were much lighter and more relaxed than the thick, luxurious garb of a nobleman, or the jewels he was expected to adorn himself with. This was what he knew. This was what he had been trained to do. He seized his sword, prepared to drive out the enemy and prove himself. 
 
      
 
    As he made his way to the castle gates, the reins of his horse in hand, he saw Bethia. Her hair and skirts waved in the wind, and her face was red from crying. 
 
      
 
    He picked her up in his arms and kissed her deeply. “I will be back. It will only be a few weeks at most. Nothing like before.” 
 
      
 
    “And what if you do not return?” she whispered quietly. 
 
      
 
    “I shall,” he insisted, holding her light body close against his. This was what he was fighting for. To protect her. To protect their future together. If he did not fight for the Lairdship, the lands, the people, and Bethia, then he deserved none of them. 
 
      
 
    The horse ride back to Ullapool weighed heavily on his heart. He could tell something was wrong with how this was playing out. With how long the news took to arrive, the attack had to have begun only a few days after he and his men set off, and ended over a week later. The attackers knew what they were doing. What sort of devastation would he be about to witness? How many dead? How many wounded? 
 
      
 
    Arriving, he was not surprised to see that the castle had indeed been taken over. And he was relieved to see that the farms, and the castle walls, still stood fairly well. However the damage to property and life was evident. There were streaks of blood everywhere, livestock had been slaughtered mercilessly, and shops and houses had been stripped of their property. 
 
      
 
    Whoever had done this had intended to cause a scene. To make everyone panic. This was not a simple raid for wealth or a bit of land. This was an attack on the Lairdship, a challenge to Laird Arran and Ivar. Or a trap. 
 
      
 
    As they drew closer to the castle, Hamish began laughing. Ivar turned to face his cousin, perplexed. Was Hamish so badly affected by the sights that he had gone insane? Hamish grinned at Ivar, then carried on laughing, spurring his horse so that it began running towards the castle gates. 
 
      
 
    A strange feeling took over Ivar, an intuition that he could not let Hamish make it into the castle. He spurred his own horse, which broke into a gallop and was soon drawing close to Hamish's steed. Hamish took a stone from his pocket and threw it at Ivar, to try and distract him. It did not work. Ivar evaded the stone and became more resolute than ever to trap Hamish. 
 
      
 
    Ivar leapt, and as he pushed Hamish from the saddle, punched his cousin square in the jaw. A small stream of blood erupted from Hamish's face as the two cousins landed on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “You knew!” Ivar declared. 
 
      
 
    Hamish, blood pouring from his lip, burst out laughing again. “Aye, cousin, I did.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you do?” Ivar growled, seizing Hamish's collar. 
 
      
 
    Hamish pushed Ivar's hand away. “You and your line of our family have ruled over Caithness for too long. It should have belonged to my line, and yet it was stolen. A hundred years of your tyranny. Well, no more. I am starting a new clan, and reclaiming the Lairdship in the name of all my ancestors, who your ancestors deprived.” 
 
      
 
    He scrambled to his feet and burst into a sprint for the gates. Ivar leapt to his feet and started after his cousin, but it was too late.  Before anyone knew what was happening, Hamish had retreated into the castle with his mutineers. 
 
      
 
    Ivar knew he did not have a minute left to waste. He mounted his steed and galloped back to where his remaining men looked on in confusion. He needed to inform them that they needed to retreat, that Hamish had betrayed the Lairdship, and they would need to wipe out their invaders if they were to restore order. None of them would have believed it if it had not come from Ivar himself. Hamish had always seemed so loyal to the Lairdship, and especially to Ivar. He had taken them all for fools. 
 
      
 
    Ivar was fuming. He would have expected this from lesser men, but not from his own cousin. And yet, he knew there was no time to spend being angry. He had to rally his men together, ready to take the castle back. They barely had time to retreat and come up with a plan before the makeshift army had charged out of the castle and was upon them. 
 
      
 
    After days of travelling, Ivar and his men were weary, and very much unprepared for battle. But the soldiers which Hamish had gathered, if one could call them soldiers, were not a quarter as trained as the future Laird and his men. This evened the odds. 
 
      
 
    The battle was long and bloody. Not the worst Ivar had suffered physically. After all, his enemy lacked skill and sufficient weaponry to do him any real damage. But from a mental and emotional standpoint, he was continually suppressing the rage and disappointment he felt in his own flesh and blood. 
 
      
 
    As the battle drew to a close, Ivar and his men were victorious. Only one enemy soldier remained standing, and, seeing his rivals overlooking the bodies of his friends, this last man standing threw his arms in the air in surrender.  
 
      
 
    It was Hamish. Ivar leapt and pinned him to the wall by his throat. “Give me one reason why I should let you live, traitor,” he demanded, glaring at Hamish. 
 
      
 
    His cousin was shaking and sweating. He tried to move but was firmly pinned. “You are my cousin. You cannot... We are the same...” he pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “We are not. You have put innocent lives at risk for your little show of strength. And you think you have what it takes to be a leader?” Ivar replied. He released Hamish's throat. “You are no threat to anyone. You are just a coward. Get to your horse, and we shall go home where a fair trial awaits you.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar stepped aside to allow Hamish to mount his steed. But Hamish had other plans. 
 
      
 
    It all happened in a split second. As soon as Hamish was set free he leapt upon Alan, threw him down and slit his throat. 
 
      
 
    Ivar could not do anything but look on. Nobody had expected it, least of all him. Alan, his close friend of many years, had never raised a finger to hurt any of his friends, had never spoken a mean word against them. Why should he be on the receiving end of such pointless violence? 
 
      
 
    It made Ivar's blood boil. He knew there was nothing he could do to save Alan, who already lay on the ground, quite dead. But he could still capture his murderer. 
 
      
 
    Ivar smashed Hamish back into the floor. It took all his friends seizing him to stop him from killing his cousin then and there. A tear escaped the corner of Ivar's eye. “You bastard,” he gasped. He raised his fist, shaking his hand free to bring it down against Hamish's face. His friends grappled with him again, trying to get him back under control. It was more than evident that he was the biggest, the tallest, the strongest and most skilled of all the men. Even with all of them working to restrain him, he was putting in a formidable effort, almost throwing them off several more times before, exhausted, he gave up. 
 
      
 
    Hamish just laid there, blood dripping from his head and mouth, staring blankly into the grey sky. For a moment, Ivar wondered if he had killed his cousin, but then Hamish's eyes darted back towards the other men. 
 
      
 
    “How could you?” Ivar asked in disbelief. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    Hamish shook his head and sighed. “To be fair, I do not know. It doesn't exactly help my circumstances, does it? And yet... at least when I am hung I can claim I did something.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar could not even find it in himself to hate Hamish. He was just revolted. Revolted that he was related in any way to this man. Seeing that he had calmed, his friends released him and focused on binding Hamish's hands and feet, so that he could not attempt to hurt anyone any longer. 
 
      
 
    Ivar, meanwhile, knelt beside Alan's body, gently closing the glassy eyes as they stared up into the cloudy sky. It was not right. It was not fair. But such was the way of the world. Ivar picked up his friend's limp body and walked towards the castle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They had much work left to do before they could return home. The castle was not structurally compromised, but many people needed medical attention, and the insides of the building needed repairing. Not to mention, order had to be restored. Many of the peasants and servants were confused by how often power had changed hands over the last few days, and needed reassuring that the Lairdship was still strongly in Arran and Ivar's hands. And there remained a few of Hamish's supporters who needed to be weeded out and disposed of. 
 
      
 
    What was more, much of the hard work the men had put in to make the castle and settlements habitable had been undone. The livestock were slaughtered, the fields trampled, workshops and houses had been torn down or burned to the ground. And as lords of these lands, it was their duty to ensure everything was rebuilt before they returned home. 
 
      
 
    The men completed their work in silence, deeply saddened by all that had taken place. Alan's body rested in the crypt, where it had been blessed and was kept cool and clean to prevent decay until they could take him home. A messenger had been sent ahead to notify Laird Arran of the situation. But healing hearts was a more difficult matter than fetching cattle or building cottages. All of them had left many things unsaid to Alan, and all of them were confused and pained by the senselessness of his death. 
 
      
 
    Those who had been friends to Hamish were likewise hurt and confused. He had acted like such a good friend to all of them, and yet he had so easily cast them aside in his pursuit of wealth and power. That day, the men had lost two dear friends, not just one. 
 
      
 
    Even when everything was finished and they were ready to head home, nobody was any closer to emotionally resolving what they had endured. And they knew that the families back home would by now know of what had transpired and would also be grappling with the same emotions. 
 
      
 
    Some of the nobles volunteered to stay behind and guard, defend, and lead Ullapool from the castle. Ivar understood. After what had happened, it was clear that Ullapool was a vulnerable place which needed much oversight. As a man, he wanted his beloved friends to remain with him for the rest of their days. But as future Laird, he understood that they needed to be divided, to spread out across the Lairdship and protect it from all its corners. 
 
      
 
    He embraced his men closely, and asked them to make sure to write to him. This was the sort of lesson he had not been able to learn in all his years of warring, the sort of lesson he could only learn through making an effort to become a good Laird. If only it had not come at the expense of his family's good name and his best friend's life... 
 
      
 
    Carrying the captive Hamish, and Alan's body, the remaining men began the long journey home. Their first journey back from Ullapool had been jovial, excitable, and casual. This journey felt altogether different. As they rode, they carried a shadow with them. For Ivar, it was only the light of Bethia's love which could dispel this dark cloud that engulfed him. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER 9  
 
      
 
    Bethia had been eagerly waiting for news from Ivar. But when it came, it was neither what she expected, nor what she wanted. Not only was he not coming home yet, but he was mourning his friend, Alan, who had been killed by none other than Hamish. None of the nobles back at the castle understood what had taken place. It was difficult for them to believe that Hamish had been at the center of a plot to kill Ivar and usurp the Lairdship, much less that he had put everyone else's lives at risk to achieve this goal. 
 
      
 
    But for Bethia the biggest concern was how this would be affecting Ivar. He had lost his best friend and his cousin in one fell swoop, and yet was expected to stay behind and pick up the pieces anyway. Bethia understood that this would truly put to the test Ivar's abilities as a Laird. But she also felt heartbroken that she was unable to be by his side at his time of need, and help carry him through the pain. 
 
      
 
    For three days after the messenger arrived, Bethia paced the halls and the gardens nervously. All she could think about was how much Ivar must be suffering and longing for her, and how she was unable to fulfil her duty as his betrothed. She could not wait until they were married, and she could be by his side through thick and through thin for the support he truly needed. 
 
      
 
    Then came the sound of the bell ringing, and the thunder of hooves on the hillside once again. Bethia was relieved that he was returning, but also apprehensive. Things had changed once again and, even though he had been away for less time this time around, she was not sure what she was about to face. She made her way to the castle gates and waited with baited breath as the hooves neared the castle walls.  
 
      
 
    The gates slowly drew back, letting the men in. The crowd which had gathered to welcome the Lairdship's heroes back home was suddenly silent, as the first horse to walk in carried Hamish, bound by the wrists and glaring at everyone. 
 
      
 
    There was an altogether different appearance to the men this time. Almost spectral. Their eyes were somewhat sunken, their cheeks a little sallow, their skin a little pale. They seemed worn out, physically and mentally, by their ordeal. Changed. Like men returning from a great war. They had been playing soldier all this time, but it had taken a betrayal of this scale to make them aware of just how dark and painful their role in society could be. 
 
      
 
    Bethia noticed that some of the men were missing. Some other than Alan. Their horses walked in empty, guided by the other men. Unless the missing men had died more recently, they had probably stayed back to finish cleaning up after the battle. She hoped and prayed with all her heart that Ivar was among the ones who were coming home this time. She could not bear to spend any longer without him. 
 
      
 
    And then her eyes landed on him. His long dark hair, his olive skin, his great stature. He was unmistakeable, a god among men. 
 
      
 
    But behind him was the reason for their somber demeanor. A great oak coffin, carefully tied to a cart, laden with flowers, drawn by Alan's horse, his sword resting across the top of it. A wave of audible gasps arose from the crowd as they laid eyes upon it. Everyone had heard of Alan's death at that point, of course. But seeing the coffin somehow made it more real. 
 
      
 
    Bethia was just glad to see Ivar alive. All she wanted was to fling herself into his arms. But she knew she had to wait. As the warriors made their way to their quarters to get washed and changed, she followed the other nobles to the Great Hall, where they sat down and patiently waited. 
 
      
 
    The table was laid with a huge array of meats and breads, but as Ivar and his men walked in through the doors, Bethia could tell that food was the last thing on their minds. Ivar forced himself to smile and talk with the other nobles, but the mood was low, and nobody ate much before retiring for the night. 
 
      
 
    Ivar did not retire to his room, however. Bethia followed him out of the Great Hall, out of the castle, and down to the crypt. He wanted to be with his friend. She watched as he ran his hand over the coffin, and then rested it on the flat side of Alan's sword. 
 
      
 
    “Was he a good man?” she asked quietly from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Ivar jumped and turned around, relaxing somewhat when he saw who it was, and smiling slightly. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry,” she said. “I did not mean to startle you, I just...” 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “No, it is fine. I must retain my composure. And yes, Alan was a very good man. My best friend, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia could tell from Ivar's tone of voice that this was true. She realized she never would get to know Alan as an adult man, never would be able to truly meet her future husband's best friend. 
 
      
 
    “Do you recall Alan?” Ivar asked her, caressing the lid of his friend's coffin.  
 
      
 
    Bethia put her head to one side. “As he was when he was last here, or…” 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” Ivar interrupted, “from when we were younger. That Alan.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia paused. “A little. You two used to get up to all sorts of mischief.” She walked up to Ivar and slipped her little hand around his great fingers. “No other boy wanted to be your friend at first, but the two of you were inseparable.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded with a faint smile and squeezed her hand softly. “Yes, he understood me. He always did. Even as we grew older he understood me better than anyone.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia caressed Ivar's hand softly. 
 
      
 
    “I recall Hamish, too,” Ivar said with a sigh, “but not the Hamish I saw at the castle.”  
 
      
 
    “I would never have thought he was capable of that,” Bethia remarked, shaking her head. 
 
      
 
    Ivar sighed again, more heavily this time. “I would not have thought so either, and I have lived with him the past ten years. I suppose you never truly know someone through and through.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia nodded. “I doubt that it is even possible to know someone so well,” she remarked. 
 
      
 
    Ivar turned and looked at her. “Not even you?” 
 
      
 
    “I would be lying if I said you could read my thoughts. We simply have to trust one another in this world,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    Ivar shook his head. “But... when I put my trust in Hamish, I lost Alan.” 
 
      
 
    “And that is the risk we take in loving,” Bethia replied, squeezing Ivar's hand tightly. 
 
      
 
    “He took a risk, also,” Ivar said, squeezing her hand back so firmly she could feel her little fingers going numb. “Hamish is to be executed. By hanging next week.” 
 
      
 
    “Executed?” Bethia asked with a gasp. She knew that murder brought with it capital punishment, but she had never heard of a Laird executing his own family. Ordinarily, the rules of polite society were waived for a Laird and his family, at least so long as he remained in power. 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded. “Aye, he betrayed us all, and is a madman, a threat to the Lairdship itself.” 
 
      
 
    Bethia paused and looked down at Alan's coffin. “And yet, you are still sad that you shall lose him.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar turned away from her in shame, looking over at the wall of the crypt. “Aye,” he eventually confessed quietly, “I do not wish to lose another friend.” 
 
      
 
    He was in visible pain. Bethia wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his back. “Perhaps you could consider that you lost him back then in Ullapool,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Ivar nodded, resting a heavy hand on her hands as she embraced him. “Perhaps I should.” 
 
      
 
    “Come, let us sit in the garden, the moon is bright,” Bethia invited. It would do Ivar no good to stay in the crypt, thinking of death all night. She took his hand and began to walk towards the door. 
 
      
 
    Although he hesitated and brushed his fingertips over Alan's coffin, Ivar followed her out of the crypt and into the garden. 
 
      
 
    “I always walk here when I feel lonely, or afraid, or sad,” she explained. “I find the sound of the wind in the trees and the scent of the leaves and flowers to be quite reassuring. They tell me that life goes on.” 
 
      
 
    “My father says you have spent almost every hour of every day walking in this garden, all of the last ten years,” Ivar replied. 
 
      
 
    Bethia nodded quietly, sitting down on the grass under a tree. “Yes, I have.” 
 
      
 
    Ivar lay down with his head in Bethia's lap. He did not cry. He was not the crying type. But she knew how heavy his heart was. She ran her fingers slowly through his hair as he stared up at the branches of the tree set against the starlit sky. 
 
      
 
    It had been a tough journey for them both. But they had reached their destination. They were finally together. And that was what mattered now. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Bethia looked out of the castle window at the bright blue sky. It had been five years since she and Ivar were wed, four years since the birth of their first son, and three years since Laird Arran passed away. So much had changed in so few years. After ten years of nothing ever changing, it seemed that life wanted to make up for lost time.  
 
      
 
    She turned away from the window, and her bare feet softly walked back to the huge bed, where Ivar lay, still fast asleep, as the sun rose higher and higher in the sky. She slipped under the covers and lay across his great and powerful chest. She felt tired, but oddly satisfied. Unlike the ten years she lived waiting for Ivar, these past five years had meant something to her. 
 
      
 
    She had given birth to two beautiful boys. She had seen her husband rise to become Laird of Caithness. She had helped Ivar to retain and build on the Lairdship's lands, including a hamlet named and farmed in Hamish's honor. She had done things. 
 
      
 
    Ivar's breathing steadied. His great hand lifted and then rested on her waist, drawing her even closer, as though he wanted to mash their bodies together into one. She knew he would awaken soon. And when he woke up, he would get dressed, mount his horse, and race off on another of his duties. 
 
      
 
    Life as a Lady was challenging, and one of life's biggest struggles was knowing how burdened her husband was with his duties, and how threatened his life was by his status. In many ways, that was the one thing which frustrated her about it all. She deeply yearned to spend every single minute in his company. And it was not possible. 
 
      
 
    But he was worth it nonetheless. Even five minutes by his side would make waiting a year worthwhile. Even a single kiss would give her the strength to face any challenges. They were fated to be together. They belonged. They were as one. 
 
      
 
    She sighed in resignation as his eyes opened lazily, and he looked down at her face. He smiled with satisfaction and kissed her forehead. “Good morning, my beautiful wife,” he said huskily. 
 
      
 
    She pressed her lips to his. “Good morning, my Laird,” she whispered lovingly.

                                                The End 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Colina ran down the castle hallway, laughing merrily.  The day was warm and fairly dry, but nevertheless, she preferred to play in the castle than to go outside, where the wind was blowing strongly and the servants were milling about on some duty or another. 
 
      
 
    In one hand she clasped an apple, in the other a small rag doll, as she sped down the stony halls, her little footsteps echoing slightly as she went, the bright windows passing her by, illuminating her face in brief flashes of sunlight. 
 
      
 
    As she passed a doorway, someone shouted after her. Colina laughed some more and ran faster. She peered over her shoulder. It was Efie, her older half-sister, running behind her like a wolf chasing down a deer. 
 
      
 
    Letting out a sharp shriek and a laugh, Colina ran faster and faster to avoid capture, but her older sister was hot on her heels. It was thrilling. Although she knew she was at no risk of real harm, her little heart pounded hard in her chest as though she was at serious risk. A slight panic set in, making her legs move faster and faster. Although she was a whole five years younger than Efie, she was nearly as tall, and slimmer, and she ran like the wind when she got going. 
 
      
 
    But in her running, she missed a protruding flagstone in the hallway. Her toes got caught and she tripped, tumbling head over heels and rolling for a few feet before her face smacked the wall. It hurt and, sitting up slowly, she rubbed her red nose with a solemn expression. 
 
      
 
    Efie had caught up with her by now, and still upright, towered over her half-sister, glaring disapprovingly. “Your nose is bleeding. Serves you right for running like that,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Colina once again began to laugh, but this time nervously. “But you scared me,” she replied with a gentle smile. 
 
      
 
    “You little fool, why would you be afraid of your sister? What'd I do to you?” she scoffed. 
 
      
 
    “Well you do hit me,” Colina replied, more seriously this time, narrowing her eyes. “So I have good cause to be scared of you. 
 
      
 
    “Not this again! And why do you have my doll?” Efie said, reaching down to snatch the rag doll from Colina's fingers. 
 
      
 
    Colina clutched onto it tightly. “No, she is mine! She was left to me by my daddy,” she insisted, pulling the doll up against her chest. 
 
      
 
    “Yours? You own nothing. You are a horrid child and all that you have is mine,” Efie said, reaching for the doll again. 
 
      
 
    Colina spat into her sister's hand. “I do own things, and this is one of the things which I own, now go away or I'll tell mother that you are stealing from me.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother doesn't care. She wants me to have everything that I want, and if that means your doll- I mean the doll, then I shall have it,” Efie said, glaring. 
 
      
 
    “She will not give it to you. It is mine,” Colina replied, wrinkling her nose. “Mother will protect me, and she will make you darn the socks as punishment.” 
 
      
 
    “No, for you are a useless little wretch, just like mother says,” Efie replied. “She will not take your side when she does not even love you.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother does love me,” Colina said with a huff, standing up slowly, still clutching An to her chest. “And she will let An be mine.” 
 
      
 
    “What sort of a daft name for a dollie is An?” Efie replied. “See? This is why mother hates you. Because you are dim and peculiar.” 
 
      
 
    Colina began to weep. “It is not true!” she shouted. “Mother loves me just as much as she loves you, you mean, lying girl.” 
 
      
 
    “No she does not, if she did she would say so,” Efie replied. 
 
      
 
    “She says she loves me. I have heard her,” Colina insisted, tears streaming down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “She has not said it since your father died, has she?” Efie asked. “And yet you seem to remember it. Why do you bother clinging onto words she said two years ago? Perhaps she loved you then, but she doesn't love you now, that is for certain.” 
 
      
 
    “She loved me then and she still loves me,” Colina said, wiping her eyes with the back of one hand as she hugged An with the other. 
 
      
 
    “You were not even wanted,” Efie said. “I bet mother never loved you at all. I bet mother only kept you because she wanted to make Derek hers. Otherwise she would have put you in the river like that scullery maid did with her baby that was born with no legs.” 
 
      
 
    “She would not! She loved daddy, and she loved me,” Colina shouted back, beginning to back away down the hall. 
 
      
 
    Efie shoved Colina into the wall and smirked. “No, she didn't love him. She loved my father. She only married yours because she wanted to keep her place as Maid of the Lairdship. You were the price she had to pay.” 
 
      
 
    Colina pushed Efie back. “She loved him, and she loves me. You're just jealous that I will be Maid of the Lairdship one day.” 
 
      
 
    “You will not,” Efie replied indignantly. “You are younger than me. I shall be Maid.” 
 
      
 
    Colina shook her head. “I am the only daughter of the last Laird. The title is mine.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet you were not even his!” Efie spat. “I bet you are Boyd's bastard child. That is why mother cannae respect you at all. A bastard will never inherit the Lairdship.” 
 
      
 
    “I am no bastard, and I shall inherit the Lairdship,” Colina said, glaring, wiping the last remaining tears from her face. “And when I do I shall treat you far kindly than you have treated me, because I am a good person, unlike you.” 
 
      
 
    Efie laughed. “Well, when I am Maid of the Lairdship I shall exile you. Or have you hung for trying to take my title illegitimately.” 
 
      
 
    Colina just glared. “Well, it shall never come to pass, so I shall not lose sleep over it.”  
 
      
 
    Efie just laughed again. “You shall see,” she said, before turning around and leaving. 
 
      
 
    Colina could not understand how her own sister could be so cruel to her. Of course they did not share a father. But they shared the same mother, did they not? And should it matter who Colina's father was when it came to receiving the love of her older sister? They looked so similar and had been so close for the first five years of her life. But since her father died Efie had been mean to her, and the older she got, the more cruel her sister became. Now, at ten years old, she could not for the life of her understand how her life had led to this point. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Efie's father, Wallace, Laird of Inverness, had ruled over his people kindly and fairly. He had been a good judge of character, able to dole out punishment and rewards so that his people rarely second-guessed his decisions, and willing to go to battle to defend his lands and subjects. 
 
      
 
    However when his wife, Fenella, was heavily with child, a mysterious illness took over the Laird. He began to weaken and to vomit often. He slowly lost weight and color, until he was eventually bedridden, permanently ill, and so weak on some days that he was unable to even speak. 
 
      
 
    The little girl grew up between her father's bed and the vast royal chambers, where her mother attended to serious matters in her husband's name. Of course, he was unable to attend to such affairs as taxes and farming and sending the men out to defend the borders. But Fenella was as fair and kind as her husband, and the people were pleased to be ruled by such a noble pair. 
 
      
 
    Efie's fourth birthday was three days before her father passed away. The seer said that the only reason the Laird had held onto life was to see his lovely baby daughter growing up. She was strong and healthy and plump, as a child that age ought to be. She was talking animatedly about how she was a big, grown girl. Upon seeing her that night, the Laird smiled weakly, blessed her, and went to sleep. 
 
      
 
    For two whole nights he slept and dreamed fitfully. On the morning of the third day he was found dead. 
 
      
 
    All were sad to see him depart. Very few rulers were quite so good as he. But they knew that the Lairdship needed to remain strong. Wallace's brother, Derek, took over from there. Efie had been indignant. Her uncle looked and acted nothing like her father, and she could not see how another person could possibly match up to the old Laird's leadership. 
 
      
 
    But those were simply the fears and fancies of a grieving child. The new Laird ruled kindly and fairly as his brother did before him. The people, through his love and care, found the strength to carry on, and he was admired by many eligible young women. But there was a blossoming romance that was obvious to anyone who was close to the new Laird. 
 
      
 
    Before long he had embraced Fenella, the woman who was once his sister- in- law, and sworn to protect her and Efie. The couple were bonded originally by Fenella's duty to her daughter and Lairdship, and Derek's love for Fenella's beauty and grace. The two were so passionate that they conceived before they were wed, and by the time of the wedding a faint bump was visible through Fenella's dress. 
 
      
 
    Efie was jealous from before her sister even arrived. She began to act out, continually demanded her mother's attention, and was aggressive to the Laird to a point where he could not go near her without being bitten, scratched, or spat on. Because she was his niece and adoptive daughter, Derek bore this with great patience, but the courtiers soon came to know Efie as a little savage who resembled her graceful mother only in beauty. 
 
      
 
    Fenella, despairing, entrusted Efie's care to a maid whilst she carried her next child to term. This caused Efie even more distress. Now she had lost her father and all but lost her mother. He heart was broken, and she could not help but hate her uncle and her unborn sister, who had, in her eyes, taken her family from her. 
 
      
 
    The girl was born and christened Colina. Although Efie, with her shoulder-length golden locks and brown eyes, resembled her mother down to the smallest detail, Colina was different. She resembled her father, with long, thick, deep red hair, so dark it was almost mahogany, and fair, freckled skin. The one small aspect in which she differed from him was her eyes. Although his were blue, and Fenella's were brown, Colina's were a soft green, like running river waters.  
 
      
 
    As a small baby, Colina was raised apart from Efie, who was guarded by the maid, who had become her nurse, at all times. But as time passed, the girls were introduced to one another, and Efie was encouraged to put her resentment aside so that the family could join together again. 
 
      
 
    At first the girls were raised as equals. Efie was taught to love and respect her little sister, and Colina looked up to her. Everything which Efie did, Colina wanted to do. Everywhere Efie went, Colina followed. As time went by, everyone assumed that Efie had naturally outgrown the trauma which had led to her violent outbursts, as she grew to be a happy, outgoing child. 
 
      
 
    Colina was a little shy and cautious compared to her sister, but every day she seemed to become a little bolder and more sociable, as she learned from Efie.  
 
      
 
    A little rivalry was natural, of course, but this was quelled by their parents' watchfulness. Fenella grew to love Efie once again, and relished the ways in which her newly graceful, pleasant daughter resembled herself. Meanwhile, once Colina was weaned, she became the apple of her father's eye. He would play with her and take her places, slowly nurturing that little seed of extroversion which her big sister had planted. 
 
      
 
    They grew together as a family, and the whole Lairdship flourished under their love and joy, as though it were the sunlight which drew the crops from the ground. Laird Derek became greatly admired by his peers and known across the land for how powerful and beloved he was. 
 
      
 
    And then disaster had struck. Derek was suddenly afflicted by the same illness which had claimed his brother's life. He began to grow seriously ill, vomiting often and losing strength, until he, too, was bedridden. Colina, only three at the time, was confused and despairing over her father's illness. Efie was strangely unaffected, spending her days in the gardens, away from the sick bed. 
 
      
 
    Derek's condition progressed much faster than his brother's had, and before long, he was thin, pale, and barely able to speak. The Lairdship was now under Fenella's rule once again, and the people were once again grateful that their Laird had married such a wise, kind woman. Before Colina was three years old, her father had passed away. 
 
      
 
    The Lairdship was in disarray. There were no more brothers from that line, no further descendants from that family at all, and neither Laird had produced a son. At some point either Efie or Colina would have to wed, and establish a new Laird, but they were still too young. Panic set in as the people feared invasion and devastation. 
 
      
 
    But a solution was found. Whichever girl married and succeeded her father, they were both daughters to Fenella, who had successfully ruled the Lairdship alongside both of her husbands. Although the people feared that she too may contract the mysterious ailment, they trusted her judgement and leadership, and allowed her to rule instead of a Laird. Instead of a man ruling, they accepted Fenella, with Boyd, Derek's closest friend, as her counsellor.  
 
      
 
    Soon after that, Fenella's treatment of the girls began to change. Whereas she once treated them both equally, it was clear she had a preference for the older, bolder girl who most resembled her mother. Colina, who had always been quiet, had become even more withdrawn after losing her father, and spent most of her days playing with a doll he had given her. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Efie seemed unaffected by the loss and continued to blossom into a strong, healthy young woman. She noticed her mother's dislike for her little sister and, having never truly recovered from that sense of betrayal she felt after Fenella remarried, she, too, began to express her distaste for Colina. 
 
      
 
    The girl was verbally and physically abused by Efie, and Fenella either turned a blind eye to it, said it would strengthen her, or denied it outright. Colina responded by withdrawing even more, hoping that perhaps if nobody noticed her, nobody would harm her. 
 
      
 
    Only Boyd, Derek's loyal right-hand man, would stand up for the little girl. He still felt a strong duty to his best friend, and vowed to protect Colina and ensure that she was raised as strong and healthy as her older sister, so that they both stood an equal chance of marrying and continuing the Lairds' legacy. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Colina sat in the garden, by the castle wall, playing with An, hoping that Efie would forget about the doll before telling their mother. She was right: mother would take it away if only Efie asked. Mother always did what Efie asked of her. It never used to be like this, but it was like mother no longer cared for Colina at all. Colina's daddy... he had cared about her. He had loved her dearly. And he had given her An. 
 
      
 
    But now Efie could take An away if she simply asked for it. And Colina stared at her beloved doll, wondering whether she would ever be able to cope with losing her.  
 
      
 
    Of course she couldn't. An was the one thing that reminded her of the past, of a better time when her father had been alive, her mother loved her, and her sister looked after her. An was all she had left of those happy, happy days. She would have to hide An, to protect her. Even if it meant never playing with her again, she needed to make sure that An would be there for when Colina needed her. 
 
      
 
    Colina found a little crevice in the wall and shoved An into it. There. Now nobody would take her. She felt pleased with herself, but she also felt a sharp pain. How could she bear to never see An again? She pulled her little rag doll out of the crevice and kissed her dirty face. “I am sorry, An, but you must wait here for me. I shall visit you once a week, when Efie and mother are having lunch together.” 
 
      
 
    “What are ye doing, little one?” a gruff voice asked, startling Colina. 
 
      
 
    She shoved An back into the crevice before turning around to greet the owner of the voice. It was Boyd. She sighed in relief. “You scared me, Boyd,” she said softly.  
 
      
 
    “I dinnae mean to, little one. Are you playing by yourself again?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, I am,” Colina replied. 
 
      
 
    “Your sister giving you trouble again?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Colina fell silent and shuffled her feet. 
 
      
 
    “You know you can tell Boyd anything,” he said softly, sitting down beside her. 
 
      
 
    “She says she will take An away,” Colina replied. 
 
      
 
    “An? She'll never take An. What does a big girl of fifteen want with a wee dolly?” he said, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
    “But she said she would,” Colina insisted, tears welling up in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Boyd wrapped a reassuring arm around her shoulder. “Now, now, she just does this to upset you. If you let her upset you then she wins, doesn't she?” 
 
      
 
    “I know but it does upset me, Boyd,” Colina replied.  
 
      
 
    “Why does it?” he asked. “She is just doing what sisters sometimes do.” 
 
      
 
    “How can she be so mean to me?” Colina asked Boyd. “She is my sister, and I love her so much.” 
 
      
 
    “I know you do, I know you do. And I am sure she loves you very much also,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “She has a funny way of showing it,” said Colina with a sniffle. “I wouldn't do or say such things to my sister for no reason.” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes brothers and sisters say such things to one another. I am sure she will grow out of it,” he reassured her. 
 
      
 
    Colina nodded. “I used to want to be more like her. I still do a bit. But if being more outgoing and sociable means becoming so mean and nasty, then perhaps I ought not to be like her after all.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a very wise choice,” Boyd replied. “You need to be yourself. God put you here as you are for a reason, and if you are not you, then nobody else can be.” 
 
      
 
    “But mother prefers Efie. So I want to be like her. So mother will love me.” Colina looked aside in shame at the fact that her own mother did not love her. 
 
      
 
    “She loves you both,” Boyd replied. 
 
      
 
    Colina shook her head. “She does not. She prefers Efie. She always does what Efie wants.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I am sure your mother has her reasons,” he insisted, petting her soft red hair. “Perhaps it is because Efie is soon to come of age, and needs more attention, to ensure that she remains good and pure for her marriage?” 
 
      
 
    Colina sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Colina, your mother would not reject you both. She gave birth to each of you. She went through nine months of hard work and a day of labor to bring your pretty little faces to the light of day. And she worked hard to make sure that you are both strong and healthy. She loves you,” he said, making eye contact with her. 
 
      
 
    “Efie says mother only had me so she could marry Derek,” Colina said. 
 
      
 
    “Efie says a very many hurtful things and none of them are true. What else does Efie tell you?” Boyd asked. 
 
      
 
    “She says that I am not Derek's,” Colina whispered quietly. “She once said that I am yours.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd laughed. “If your mother would allow a commoner like me into her bedchamber then you might have been. But alas, she has never been mine. You are all Derek.” 
 
      
 
    “I have green eyes like you do,” Colina replied, a hint of hope in her voice, as she made eye contact with Boyd. 
 
      
 
    “And like your grandmother had. No, child, you are Derek's.” He shook his head and petted her hair some more. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think so?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    He nodded. “Your father and Efie's father were brothers. So naturally you two girls would have some resemblance, would you not? You look almost exactly like your sister, if not for your colors,” he replied. “But neither of you have your mother's ears, or her hands. That is not something you got only from your mother, that is something you both got from your fathers, and something your fathers got from your grandmother.” 
 
      
 
    Colina nodded, looking a little disappointed. “So I resemble my father? Are you certain? In what ways do I resemble him?” 
 
      
 
    “I can definitely see Derek in you,” he insisted. “You have his hair, and his freckles. Looking upon your face reminds me of a man who was most dear to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you care for me so much?” Colina asked Boyd. “Because you loved my father?” 
 
      
 
    Boyd nodded solemnly. “I did. Although I was of slightly lower birth to your father and your uncle, I was raised close to them. I knew them closely, and they treated me as one would a cousin. I was heartbroken to see your uncle die. It was like losing a brother. And then when you father contracted the same disease... I do not believe I shall ever recover from the pain that caused me.” 
 
      
 
    Colina hugged him warmly. “I understand. However mean she is to me, that is how I feel for my sister,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “I know you do,” Boyd replied. “And I know that she is not a kind girl. But your love for her is sure to win over her stubborn and cold heart one day. You have as much to teach her as she has to teach you, if not more.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could be like her, though. I doubt she has anything to learn from me. And, whatever it means to you, I would not mind if you were my father,” Colina said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    He held her close. “That does mean a lot to me. You are everything Derek would have wanted. But I assure you, you are your father's child, and you shall grow up to be a fine young woman.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Boyd was completely correct. As the girls grew older, they became rarer and more beautiful by the day. The Lairdship had never seen such a stunning pair. In fact, they were an unusual sight in all of Scotland, they were so beautiful. Men came from about the land to see them and dine with them, and they received roses and sealed letters from men they had never even met, declaring their undying love and begging for a token of affection. 
 
      
 
    Fenella was pleased that her daughters were growing up so well, but also wary of the attention they were receiving. She kept a close and watchful eye over the girls, to ensure that neither of them would be tempted to stray and commit some indecent act or another whilst she was not looking, thus ruining their fate. 
 
      
 
    Efie was almost identical to her mother. A tall, buxom beauty with golden waves down to her shoulders, warm brown eyes, golden skin and a sensual mouth. Her eyes were surrounded by thick, brown eyelashes, and her smile was warming to the heart. Stood side by side, Efie and Fenella could only be told apart from the fine lines that adorned Fenella's mouth and eyes, and the slightly tighter waist which Efie's virginal figure had. She moved smooth as silk, was always talking, always happy, always reaching out to others. She was everything which Fenella had wanted in a daughter, and Fenella doted on Efie duly. 
 
      
 
    Colina was like a copy of Efie cast from the same mould and painted with a new palette. Although Colina also resembled her mother in every aspect of her facial structure, she remained svelte into adulthood. Whereas Efie's blonde hair was curly and remained naturally short, Colina's dark red hair now cascaded down her shoulders and past her bosoms in thick curtains that shone healthily. Her lips were full and a passionate red, and her freckles painted her pale cheeks wonderfully. Although she was still a shy, quiet girl, her green eyes shone with a warm joy that told those around her that they were loved and cared for. 
 
      
 
    Both girls were beloved to their people and the pride of their Lairdship. But one stood out.  
 
      
 
    Although both were stunningly beautiful, Efie was by far the favorite of every eligible bachelor to pass through. Her fuller figure and bolder personality attracted their eyes and ears, and Fenella ensured that her most precious daughter was continually the center of attention. Meanwhile, petite, demure, shy little Colina faded into the background. Although she received some attention from young men, she was never sure what to do about it, and it was never long before Fenella whisked them away to greet an exuberant Efie who invariably stole their hearts and souls. 
 
      
 
    What none of these men knew was that beneath her charming looks and social graces, Efie felt they were all mere peasants compared to her. She had often confided in Colina that no young man could ever possibly be good enough for her. 
 
      
 
    Fenella had in many ways overcompensated for the hurt she caused Efie as a young child by rejecting her. She had been determined to ensure that her firstborn knew that she was beloved and wanted and precious. But in raising a daughter so pampered, so confident, so beloved, Fenella had unwittingly created a monster. Between her overinflated ego and her own fears of rejection, Efie did not believe she could ever marry anyone. Nobody was good enough for her, and everyone was liable to break her heart or die. Why would she even make the effort? 
 
      
 
    Fenella did not despair, confident that when the day came, Efie would obediently accept whichever man her mother chose for her. 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the front room, Fenella was sewing, ignoring Colina who sat watching the flickering flames in the fireplace. Efie lay back on a cushion, playing with her hair. 
 
      
 
    “Mother, Darren has asked me to marry him,” Efie said with some disdain. 
 
      
 
    “I trust that you declined,” Fenella said, her voice equally as disgusted. 
 
      
 
    Efie nodded. “I did, of course. He is an ugly, impoverished, miserable man. I pity the lass that winds up shackled to him.” 
 
      
 
    Fenella nodded. “As do I, as do I.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall I ever find a man worth the trials of marriage?” Efie asked with a despairing tone, sinking further into the pillow as dramatically as she could. 
 
      
 
    “I believe I have found one,” Fenella said. 
 
      
 
    Efie seemed taken aback. “What man could possibly match up to my beauty, my graces?” she asked. “Have you not always agreed with me, mother, that none of my suitors are remotely worth the effort?” 
 
      
 
    “I have found you a much more suitable man,” Fenella replied with a knowing, confident smile. “Ross of Elgin has asked to meet you both, as he has heard tales of your beauty and intends on marrying one of you.” 
 
      
 
    Efie rolled her eyes. “I have never heard the name of 'Ross of Elgin'. What is he to me if I have never heard his name? I bet he is some farmer.” 
 
      
 
    “Ross of Elgin,” Fenella explained sternly, “is the heir to the Lairdship of Elgin. If you were to marry him our lands would be doubled.”  
 
      
 
    Efie paused. “But he is not a Laird.” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet, but he shall be some day. He is the sole heir, and his mother passed away without bearing any more children. Unless his father remarries or he dies, his Lairdship is all but secured,” Fenella said with a pleased smile. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that he is good enough for me, mother?” Efie asked, her voice laced with fear and doubt. “Being the son of a Laird is not all that it takes to have me.”  
 
      
 
    Fenella glared at her daughter. “It is not up to you to decide what it takes to have you, child. You are my daughter, and I shall choose who you will wed.” 
 
      
 
    Efie seemed even more afraid. She shook her head. “But mother, you have never denied me a single request. Why would you refuse me something as important as a choice in who I shall marry?” 
 
      
 
    “Because you are not a girl any more, Efie, you are a woman. And, as a woman, you need to be wed soon.” Fenella was glaring at her daughter. “I was already married by your age. You have stalled too long. And admittedly for good reason. But if you get any older you shall have no marriage prospects. And Ross is the finest man who has ever presented himself to either of you. By that reasoning, he is the best prospect you shall ever have.” 
 
      
 
    Efie scoffed, stood up, and walked to the doorway. “I shall not marry Ross of Elgin, and that is final,” she said, before walking out the door, leaving it to creak heavily on its hinges. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    As the conversation unfolded, Colina watched, somewhat entertained. How her mother and sister danced the dance! But she was more than happy to remain at the sidelines. All of this competition, this drama, this hostility... it was not for her. 
 
      
 
    Just witnessing it made her heart beat fast and hard and her head ache. She was not sure how anyone could enjoy such bickering and fighting. For they must be enjoying it. Why else would they engage in it so often? No, she was not comfortable with it. She would back away from anything if it meant avoiding conflict. There was nothing that she believed in as strongly enough to fight for. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to get married one day, naturally. She did not have her sister's fears and hang-ups. She did not believe that her husband would inevitably die, or abandon her. Rather, she looked back upon her vague memories of Fenella and Derek's marriage, and she saw in them a picture of the life she would someday lead with her own husband. She knew, in her heart of hearts, that she would marry well and be happy. 
 
      
 
    She often imagined her wedding, what vows she would say at the altar, the names she wished to give her children, and the things she would want her husband to talk about with her. Every aspect of her future had been fantasized about, played out a thousand different ways in her mind.  
 
      
 
    But Colina was more than happy to wait her turn. However much she wanted to get married, she felt that she knew what it would be like when it happened, and was therefore not worth getting overly excited about. She knew it would happen some day, and she would wait for it to happen in its own good time. 
 
      
 
    After all, her sister was only just preparing to be married, and she was a whole five years older than Colina. If this took another five years, it would be no problem at all. And the right man should not have a problem with waiting either. 
 
      
 
    As dinner was prepared that night, she watched the servants laying the table for a private banquet. Although it was not a festive day, or even a Sunday for that matter, the table was laden with great silver platters, ready for all manner of pies and sweets and breads and roast meats. There were flowers and leaves strewn everywhere, and the fire roared taller than it needed to, majestic. A fourth place had been set.  It did not take a genius to notice what was happening. Someone was coming for dinner. Someone who Fenella needed to impress. 
 
      
 
    Colina sighed and shook her head. Fenella had clearly expected Efie to embrace the prospect of marriage with open arms. She had made all her plans assuming that her daughter would have nothing but gratitude. And now it was looking as though the dinner would be fairly uncomfortable for all involved. 
 
      
 
    Returning to the room she shared with her sister, Colina pondered whether to tell Efie about this. On the one hand, her sister would probably like to know, so that she could mentally prepare herself for how the day was going to unfold. But on the other hand, she would no doubt become angry, and Colina was not sure she was prepared to be on the other end of her sister's wrath. It was Fenella's poor decision, and surely Fenella ought to reveal it to Efie? 
 
      
 
    But no. Efie needed to know. Colina could not leave her sister in the dark about this. She needed to help and protect her. Walking into the room, she sat down and decided to get it out of the way as swiftly and painlessly as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Ross of Elgin will be dining with us tonight,” Colina told Efie quietly. 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Efie asked as she ran a comb through her hair. “You are mumbling but you mentioned that wretched name.” 
 
      
 
    Colina nodded. “Yes, I said that Ross of Elgin has been invited for dinner.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense. Why would mother tell you about this and not me? You are lying to make me anxious,” Efie insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody told me,” Colina replied. “Mother is having a small banquet laid out, and yet there is but one additional place. And today of all days, she mentioned Ross.”  
 
      
 
    Efie froze before resuming brushing her hair. Her hand was shaking now. “I am sure it is a mistake. Or we are seeing someone else.” 
 
      
 
    “And if we are not?” Colina replied. “I just thought you ought to be warned.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would she spring this upon me so suddenly?” Efie asked, putting the comb down. “Mother has never done anything like this to me before.” 
 
      
 
    Colina shrugged. “Perhaps Ross sprung it upon her? Perhaps she has had very little time in which to make preparations?” 
 
      
 
    “Then she ought to have turned him away,” Efie said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure mother could turn away a man of that standing,” Colina replied. “An insult so great would no doubt drive our Lairdships to war.” 
 
      
 
    “I am afraid, Colina,” Efie confessed. “I do not wish to meet some man which mother has chosen for me.”  
 
      
 
    “But you are so socially wise, so graceful, so smart,” Colina said. “If any woman can handle herself in an unexpected social situation, it is you.” 
 
      
 
    Efie shook her head. “That is not what I am afraid of. I know that I can and shall handle myself. But... I do not wish to marry Ross of Elgin. I do not wish to meet him or be kind to him.” 
 
      
 
    “You must,” Colina replied. 
 
      
 
    “Why? Why must I entertain a man I do not wish to marry?” she said, sounding increasingly frustrated. 
 
      
 
    “Because mother wishes for you to marry him,” Colina said. “There is nothing we can do about that.” 
 
      
 
    “Why should mother choose my husband for me?” Efie said, her voice shaking a little. 
 
      
 
    “All parents choose their children's marriages,” Colina reassured her sister.  
 
      
 
    Efie fell silent and sat down in front of her mirror, staring at her own face. Her eyes were red and wet, her eyebrows were knotted in frustration, and her lip quivered in anger. 
 
      
 
    Although Efie remained a self-centered bully, Colina could not help but love her sister. She was beautiful and graceful and intelligent. And she was right: she did not deserve to marry a man she barely knew just because their mother had chosen him. She at least ought to get to know him a little first. Most high standing young women enjoyed a lengthy betrothal during which they could discover all the important facts about the man who would be their husband. Efie just had to grin and bear it. 
 
      
 
    “Why is mother doing this to me?” Efie said quietly. “She knows that I am afraid of marriage. She knows that I must be given time to adapt to changes.”
  
 
    “Come, it is almost time for dinner,” Colina said, walking over to Efie. 
 
      
 
    Standing up, Efie wrapped her arms around her sister and held her close. “I am so afraid, Colina,” she said. “I cannot do this.” 
 
      
 
    “You can and you must and you will,” Colina insisted, hugging Efie tightly and kissing her soft golden locks. “You are the strongest woman I know, and you shall handle this with grace and intellect.” 
 
      
 
    The girls finished dressing for dinner solemnly. Colina did not entirely understand her sister's fear, but she was not wholly oblivious to it either. As far as she was concerned, when the time came to marry she would be prepared for it and accept it with grace. But Efie was different. Efie was used to getting her own way, and very afraid of putting her trust in men. Fenella ought to have known better than to surprise her daughter with a suitor out of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    As they walked towards the dining room, Efie drew a deep breath to compose herself. Colina felt her heart ache for her sister. But what could either of them do? 
 
      
 
    “I shall look after you,” she said, squeezing Efie's hand as they walked into the dining hall. 
 
      
 
    Efie nodded and smiled warmly. Colina loved Efie, and she then knew that her sister had to love her back. In her own selfish, inconsiderate, completely misguided way. But there was love there. She sighed a little. If only her sister knew how to truly love from the heart, how to put others before herself, then perhaps she would not be facing so much trouble. But alas, she had not been taught how to be a good person. Only how to remain calm and collected. 
 
      
 
    So that is what she did. Efie held her head high and smiled with grace as she walked into the room, despite her own fears. She put it all behind her and scanned the room as though she owned it, because, soon enough, she would. 
 
      
 
    Just as Colina had predicted, there was a man seated opposite their mother. He was tall, with thick, straight, blond hair and piercing green eyes. He smiled as the girls made eye contact with him. It was undeniable that he was handsome. He was strong yet groomed, young yet worn, boyish yet grown. He was that perfect balance of fun and experience which all the great heroes had. Colina felt her heart beat a little faster, and she avoided making eye contact with him. 
 
      
 
    This was the first man of his caliber that either girl had met, and neither of them had any experience, or even any education, as to what to do when faced with such a wonderful specimen. So they improvised. 
 
      
 
    Although she was terrified of all that lay ahead for her, Efie smiled pleasantly and curtsied before him. She was reverting to how she was expected to treat any noble or dignified man. She was polite, gracious, and subtly sensual. Colina noticed some reservation in how her sister acted and moved, but it was not obvious to anyone who did not know her. 
 
      
 
    Efie moved over beside Ross's seat, said something to him, and then proceeded to sit down to her mother's right-hand side, keeping gentle eye contact with Ross the entire time. 
 
      
 
    And yet Colina, who felt no fear at all, could not bring herself to do more than force a shallow curtsy and rush to her seat. She never knew what to do around men, how to present herself, how to talk. In fact, she never knew what to do around anyone. 
 
      
 
    Her whole life, her mother had done nothing but criticize the way she spoke, the way she carried herself, the things she did. When she was herself, she was too quiet. When she emulated Efie, she was too loud and forward. When she spoke up, she was obnoxious and when she did not speak up, she was passive. 
 
      
 
    She could do nothing right, so the only thing for her to do was to make sure that any and every social interaction ended as quickly as possible. She made her way to her mother's left-hand side and sat down, not missing the disapproving glance which Fenella shot her. 
 
      
 
    But there were more important matters to attend to. Fenella turned her head back towards their guest and smiled. “It is wonderful of you to come and visit us,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Ross shook his head. “No, thank you for inviting me,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “But at such short notice! I am sure I speak for all of us when I say we are pleased you could make it,” Fenella insisted. 
 
      
 
    “I am most pleased to be here. I have not been lied to about the stunning beauty of my company,” he said, raising his glass. “To the three most stunning beauties in all of Scotland.” 
 
      
 
    Fenella blushed noticeably at being included in his toast, but still raised her glass. “To my beautiful daughters,” she agreed. 
 
      
 
    As Ross and Fenella drank to their beauty, Colina glanced over at her sister. Efie was holding her composure beautifully, looking warm and welcoming, not one bit scared. Colina didn't know how she managed it. Even when she was not a bit nervous, Colina found it hard to look calm and talk to people. And yet even when she was scared out of her wits, Efie never once forgot that she was a charming young lady. 
 
      
 
    “Now, I do believe you are interested in my daughters as marriage prospects?” Fenella asked. “No point in delaying. We may as well discuss the matter now.” 
 
      
 
    Ross sipped his wine again and nodded. There was some tension as he served himself a slice of pie and sipped some more wine. “I do believe that one of your lovely girls would make an excellent wife for me. But I would much prefer to get to know them both beforehand.” 
 
      
 
    “If I may,” Fenella replied, “I do think that the respectful thing would be to choose Efie, who has been waiting longer, and also had longer to prepare.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if Efie does not please me? No, no, I must spend some time in each of their company,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “I believe that is wise,” Efie said before her mother could add anything else. “We ought to grow to know our future husband before we wed him.” 
 
      
 
    “And you, Colina, what say you?” he asked softly, making eye contact with Colina. 
 
      
 
    She froze. She was not used to anyone addressing her. Normally, they saw how quiet and reserved she was and did not make the effort. But he continued to look at her, even as she struggled to think of a reply. She shrugged. “I shall do whatever pleases my mother,” she finally managed to say, immediately turning her attention back to her glass. 
 
      
 
    “But I shall not do what pleases your mother. I shall do what pleases me,” he replied, still watching her closely. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    None of them had expected this. Ross of Elgin seemed every bit the perfect match for Efie. And yet, she was of no interest to him. However much she tried to seem interested in him, open, and calm, it was as though he could tell that she was afraid and unprepared.  
 
      
 
    On the other hand, despite her own nervousness surrounding socializing, he seemed able to see that Colina was intrigued by him, and he wanted to learn more about her. It was quite plain to everyone that his real motive for wanting to spend more time with the girls was to woo Colina, rather than be left marrying Efie, who did not want him. 
 
      
 
    Fenella tried to divert his attention, but to no avail. No matter what Fenella said or Efie did, he seemed intent on drawing Colina into the conversation. It did not upset her, but it made her uncomfortable. Not least of all because of her mother's disapproving glances. 
 
      
 
    It was not fair. How could she be blamed for what a man was doing and saying? She was doing nothing to encourage it, nothing to make him continue, nothing to let him think that she desired him. It was not her fault. 
 
      
 
    If anything, she was actively discouraging him by ignoring him, answering his questions as shortly as possible, and directing the conversation back towards her mother and sister. But he was not getting the hints, and he insisted on speaking to her, much to Efie's relief and Fenella's disdain. 
 
      
 
    “I do believe I ought to get some fresh air,” Colina said with a smile. “I am feeling a little light-headed.” 
 
      
 
    Fenella smiled approvingly. “Yes, you seem a little flushed, my dear. You go and walk in the garden as we finish our dinner.” 
 
      
 
    Colina stood and curtsied. “I pray that you forgive me for my rudeness, but I am sure that my mother and sisters' company shall more than suffice,” she said to Ross before making her way to the door. She expected him to stay there and get to know Efie. 
 
      
 
    But as she left the room, she heard a chair creak. She paused in the hallway and listened. Rather than wait at the table, Ross stood up and stretched. “I may need a little fresh air myself,” he said, as he followed Colina outside. 
 
      
 
    Colina quickly made her way down the hallway as she heard him leaving the dining hall. Perhaps if she made it outside quickly enough she could hide from him in the gardens and then he would be no trouble to her? She could not turn around and go back to the dining room, or she would be embarrassed. And she could not get to her bedroom safely from where she was now. The only thing for her to do was to march ahead at full speed and hope that Ross could not keep up. 
 
      
 
    As he turned into the hallway, she turned around the corner, headed for the back door, prepared to exit into the garden and hopefully get herself lost in the maze. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure that I like this,” Fenella said, glaring as she stood by the window and saw Ross catching up with Colina in the gardens. “You ought to go with them. A young lady walking alone with a man like that... It is not right.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure I could catch up with them,” Efie replied nervously. “Besides, I should not like to intrude. Colina deserves as much of a chance as I do.” 
 
      
 
    “What nonsense,” Fenella replied. “It is you who will marry Ross of Elgin, not your sister. She is not prepared enough.” 
 
      
 
    “But perhaps they are right for one another. Perhaps it is what is meant to be?” Efie asked. “Perhaps she is meant to marry him? And what harm would it do, so long as one of your daughters is wed to him?” 
 
      
 
    Fenella spun around and glared at Efie. “You, of all people, should know what it matters,” she said. “Have I not raised you to be a good ruler? To lead the people? To carry yourself with grace and strength?” 
 
      
 
    “You have, mother, but Colina will look after the Lairdship just as well as I would. She would still remain your daughter, and she does anything to please you,” Efie insisted. 
 
      
 
    “Willingness is not the same as wisdom, Efie. I have some carefully laid plans for all of us, and Colina would not be able to carry them out,” Fenella explained. 
 
      
 
    Still, Efie shook her head. “Colina can do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Efie, you speak as though you do not understand how these affairs work,” Fenella said sternly. “If you will be so oblivious, then keep your remarks to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Efie fell silent. This was not what she was used to at all. Her whole life from when she had been welcomed back to her mother's skirts, she had been loved. The apple of Fenella's eye. Never denied anything. Never made to do anything. Always privy to her mother's plans and secrets. 
 
      
 
    And now she wished she hadn't been. Now she wished that perhaps she could have just been left, like Colina, to be a child, without any further burdens. She was not prepared to be a woman any more than a lapdog was prepared for the hunt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Out in the garden, Colina was somewhat startled to feel a hand resting on her shoulder. Her hairs stood on end, and she turned around, ready to slap the offender. But, of course, it was Ross. He smiled and looked to her raised open palm. 
 
      
 
    “Were you going to hit me, Colina?” he asked gently. 
 
      
 
    She blushed deep red. “Yes, I was,” she admitted in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “How come?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because you scared me,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, I did not mean to scare you,” he said, “I simply wished to walk with you and talk with you, to get to know you.” 
 
      
 
    Colina felt her face growing hotter again. “For what purpose?” 
 
      
 
    “In case I wish to marry you,” he replied, making eye contact with her. 
 
      
 
    Colina felt giddy, as though her stomach were full of clouds and her feet had been swept out from underneath her. This unbelievably handsome, charming, powerful man was that interested in her? So interested that he had left the dinner to walk and talk with her? She averted her gaze. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure that this is wise. I am not prepared yet to marry, and mother had her heart set on your marrying Efie,” Colina replied. 
 
      
 
    “Your mother does not choose who I marry, though. I do,” he said. “And perhaps I should like to marry you.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? I have no redeeming qualities,” Colina replied. “I am too young, too foolish, too shy. I am not socially educated, I am not a good leader, I am in no way prepared to be married to a Laird.” 
 
      
 
    “How can you say so much and be wrong about all of it?” he asked. “You are not too young, or else I would not be interested. You are not too foolish, or socially uneducated, as otherwise you would not be talking to me, or have known to leave the dining table. You are just as shy as I like you. And nobody knows how well they shall lead until they are given the opportunity to.” 
 
      
 
    Colina paused. “That may well be,” she admitted. “But what does any of it matter if my mother will not marry me to you?” 
 
      
 
    “All I ask is that you give me the opportunity to grow to know you both better. I think you are both very beautiful, very rare, but you are also very different one from the other. I have seen much of Efie tonight, and so little of you. Let me see more of you,” he asked. 
 
      
 
    Colina shook her head. “As soon as mother finds out that you would prefer me, she shall no doubt cease to entertain you.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a risk I am prepared to take,” he said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    But that was not how things played out. Ross began to visit the castle often, staying for days at a time before returning to his duties by his father's side in Elgin. And yet even though he made every effort to spend time in Colina's company, Fenella would not give up. 
 
      
 
    She continued to arrange for Ross and Efie to see one another, and did everything in her power to get them talking. Over time, Efie's fear seemed to melt away, and she became aware of how handsome and charming Ross was. Colina saw that her mother's efforts were working their magic, but she did not resent it. This was what she knew would happen all along. 
 
      
 
    She was a little jealous, though, that her sister was able to court such a wonderful man and she was not. Waiting for Ross to arrive, there was always something for her to do. 
 
      
 
    “Colina, do go out to the garden and gather some flowers,” Fenella said that afternoon. 
 
      
 
    Colina knew what it meant. Ross would be there soon. She curtsied and made her way out into the garden. Every single time he had visited in the last week, without fail, she had been given a task to do which took her away from the dining hall or the chambers. She was in the garden, or mending a dress, or making sure the servants knew what was to be made for supper. And by the time she was done, he was gone, or had retired to his room. 
 
      
 
    Colina knew why, though. Fenella trusted that, given enough time, Ross and Efie would grow to love one another, and then they could be betrothed. But the more time which Colina spent with Ross, the more his affections for her could grow, ruining Fenella's carefully laid out plans. So Colina had to be kept away, to afford Ross and her sister some privacy. 
 
      
 
    She still made every effort to watch him arriving and leaving, even if her mother would not allow her to see him or speak to him. He was a sight to behold. And she loved hearing her sister talk all about how he was in private. Colina would have to make do with living this romance vicariously. 
 
      
 
    “He is growing on me,” Efie admitted. “And I suppose mother is right, that I do need to marry someday. Why not Ross of Elgin?”  
 
      
 
    Colina nodded. “Precisely. You will hardly meet a better man. If you are afraid of being abandoned, then he is the best choice. I do not think he would break your heart, or leave you alone. And you would always be in a strong position at the head of the Lairdship of Elgin.” 
 
      
 
    Efie hugged her sister. “I knew you would agree. He is an excellent choice. I can scarcely believe how afraid I was when mother introduced us to him. He is a good man, and a good leader. I can trust him to be my husband.” 
 
      
 
    Colina's heart felt heavy as she listened to this. But why? He was not hers to have. It would make no difference whether or not she wanted him. And yet, she did want him. It was out of her place to try and defy her mother's choice. But her heart did not understand order, or civilized behavior, or forbidden acts. All it knew was that Ross was the most admirable man she had ever met. And her heart beat for only him. 
 
      
 
    And yet how could it? It was not her place. It was not her man to have, not her marriage, not her Lairdship. She barely even knew him. Walking down the garden, collecting flowers, she wondered if it was possible to love someone you spoke so little to. Was love at first sight real? 
 
      
 
    The bell in the tower announced the arrival of their guest. Colina looked up, watching the young man's horse charge in, flanked by two servants also on horseback, the thundering of the twelve hooves loud on the stones, echoing through the courtyard and gardens. She sighed heavily. 
 
      
 
    She watched as he dismounted, wondering whether her own future husband would be quite as handsome and respectable and kind as Ross of Elgin. He was everything a man ought to be. Everything that men were in fairy tales. As he moved his muscles rippled against his clothes, his hair was stuck to his forehead with perspiration from the hard ride down, his bright eyes almost glowed, visible to Colina from where she was. 
 
      
 
    Her whole life, she had assumed that she would be prepared to marry the man who was chosen for her. That she would meet her future husband and fall in love with him, and, as any dignified young lady, never feel anything for any man except the one she was destined to marry. 
 
      
 
    But it was not so. Ross of Elgin was, without a shadow of a doubt, her first love. And he could never be hers. It hurt, and yet it made it even more vital that she never spend time by his side. For if she did, these ridiculous fantasies would be fed.  
 
      
 
    She waited until he was inside before finishing gathering the flowers her mother had requested. She waited as long as possible, to make sure that Efie and Ross would be somewhere private long before she was indoors. Then she could take the flowers to her mother's room and retire to the sitting room until Ross departed, or went to his private chambers in the East wing of the castle, away from her eager eyes and ears. 
 
      
 
    Nevertheless, returning with the flowers, she bumped into a man in the hall. “Pardon me,” she said hurriedly. “I was just taking these to my mother's room.” She felt her blood running cold. But then she saw it was not Ross at all. It was Boyd. She breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, Boyd, it is only you.” 
 
      
 
    “Only I?” he asked with feigned insult. “How rude, young lady. Am I nobody to you now?” 
 
      
 
    Colina shook her head. “Not at all, Boyd. Only... I was afraid that you were Ross.” 
 
      
 
    “Ross of Elgin? He is to be your brother-in-law, why would you be afraid of meeting him in the hallway?” 
 
      
 
    She averted her gaze, feeling her cheeks grow warm with shame. “No reason in particular, Boyd. I am just very busy.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd shook his head. “Do you love him?” he asked gently.  
 
      
 
    “Is it so obvious?” she asked, her hands shaking a little. 
 
      
 
    “Something is amiss, child,” Boyd replied. “You cannot be like this. You must confront your emotions, and then carry yourself with dignity.” 
 
      
 
    “Truthfully, I cannot tell what I feel for Ross,” Colina admitted. “Nor does it matter. Mother has decided that he should only meet with Efie, and Efie has grown to have some affection for him.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do you think of this?” Boyd asked. “You must confront those emotions, whatever they may be.” 
 
      
 
    Colina shook her head. “My emotions do not matter. What matters is that all is as it should be.” 
 
      
 
    “Your emotions do matter,” Boyd contested, “if not to you, or to your family, then at least to me, and to anyone who truly cares for you.” 
 
      
 
    “I suppose I am jealous,” Colina confessed. “But I am also glad for my sister. Ross of Elgin may be the only man she will ever feel a genuine love for, the only one she can put her trust in. She deserves him, and I want her to have him, to make her happy.” 
 
      
 
    “Even if it makes you unhappy?” Boyd asked. 
 
      
 
    Colina nodded and smiled meekly. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Boyd replied. “We must all make sacrifices for the ones we love.” 
 
      
 
    “I must put these flowers in mother's room,” Colina insisted. 
 
      
 
    Boyd patted her shoulder. “Look after yourself, not just others, child,” he said as he walked down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Colina felt a pain in her chest. She did not want Ross to marry Efie, any more than Ross seemed to want Efie. But she had to do what was right by her sister. And marrying Ross was the best thing which would ever happen to Efie. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    But Ross was not prepared to make the same sacrifices, it seemed. As Fenella and Efie tried to push him towards betrothal, his visits became few and far between. The more they talked about marriage arrangements, the more he wished to avoid them. He would ask to see Colina often, and seemed disappointed when he could not. 
 
      
 
    Efie, who had grown to love Ross very dearly, found that her worst fears were coming true. She was not even committed to him, and yet her love was being betrayed, her needs were being ignored; she was being rejected and abandoned. 
 
      
 
    She sat before the fire, her face without make up, her neck without jewels, her hair as tangled as it had been when she woke up four hours ago. She sighed heavily and stared into the dancing flames, cursing her own foolishness.  
 
      
 
    “Are you thinking of Ross again?” Colina asked softly from behind her. 
 
      
 
    Efie sighed heavily. “Aye, I am thinking of him.” 
 
      
 
    “How long has it been since he last visited?” Colina asked.  
 
      
 
    “A week, perhaps longer,” Efie replied, feeling like she was about to cry. “He has left me. This happens whenever I grow to love someone. They vanish forever.” 
 
      
 
    “A week is not so long,” Colina reassured her sister. “I am sure that he is still interested in marrying you. You shall make a perfect wife. He would need to be a fool to not see your charms.” 
 
      
 
    “Then I fear that he is a fool,” Efie replied. 
 
      
 
    Colina fell silent. There was a tense pause between them, as Efie wallowed in self-pity and Colina seemed to rack her brains for a response. 
 
      
 
    Efie sighed heavily once again. “Mother is trying to talk to the Laird of Elgin. But the man is stubborn as a mule.” 
 
      
 
    “The Laird?” Colina asked, with some surprise in her voice. 
 
      
 
    Efie nodded. “Mother said so. He is stubborn and refuses to talk about betrothal.” 
 
      
 
    Colina shook her head. “I am sure he is not so bad.” 
 
      
 
    “But he is. He says that he refuses to arrange a betrothal for his son. He wants Ross to choose his own wife entirely unassisted. Mother says she has never heard of such a thing. But the Laird is determined,” Efie explained. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose so long as he continues to visit, you shall still have an opportunity to win his heart,” Colina replied. 
 
      
 
    “If he ever visits again,” Efie said, drawing a deep breath to prevent herself from crying. 
 
      
 
    Colina fell silent once again. Efie casually glanced over her shoulder at her sister, who was staring blankly at the patterns in the wooden floorboards. 
 
      
 
    Colina also seemed sad that he was no longer visiting, but also relieved. It made sense to Efie. She knew full well that Colina loved Ross. Who would not? And Colina was tempted. That was why Fenella always sent her away to do chores. So she could not get too close to a man who was not meant for her. 
 
      
 
    At least that problem was managed now. Colina had no means of accessing Ross if Efie and Fenella were not entertaining him. If Ross was not there, he could not tempt her. 
 
      
 
    Just as Efie thought this, the door swung open and their mother walked in, seeming absolutely irate. “Colina, go and tidy my jewellery for me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Colina nodded and smiled complacently. “Of course, mother. I shall do that immediately.” She stood, curtsied, and rushed out of the room to complete her task. 
 
      
 
    Fenella collapsed into the chair which Colina had just vacated. She rubbed her temples and let out a slight sigh. She muttered something under her breath. 
 
      
 
    “Is anything troubling you, mother?” Efie asked carefully. 
 
      
 
    “The Laird of Elgin is the most unbelievable creature I have ever encountered,” Fenella said with a frustrated groan. “I have written to him seven times in two weeks, asking him for his cooperation in arranging your betrothal, or at the very least to persuade his son to visit us. And today he writes me a single letter in response, telling me that his son shall choose his own wife, and that if I do not cease writing letters to him he shall inform a friend of his that our Lairdship is weak and hostile. Hostile! Could you imagine?” 
 
      
 
    Efie nodded. “He sounds like a most unreasonable man. But what can we do, if Ross shall not marry me?” 
 
      
 
    “You must be betrothed to him,” Fenella insisted. “No other man shall do. Our Lairdship has not enjoyed male leadership for over ten years now. We cannot allow a simple noble to take over from my own expert authority. No, we need the son of a Laird, and to secure the union of our two Lairdships.” 
 
      
 
    Efie hesitated. “But if he will not marry me, then what can I do? Ought I seek another Laird, or heir to a Lairdship, to marry me?” She was not sure she wanted to say this. She knew full well that whatever her mother decided was law. And she also knew that this suggestion may be embraced, leaving her married to a man she loathed. 
 
      
 
    “No, that will not do,” Fenella replied. “Ross of Elgin is young enough, the Lairdship of Elgin is great and mighty, and Ross has all the graces of royalty. He is the exact man you need to wed.” 
 
      
 
    Efie nodded, feeling immensely relieved. “I am in absolute agreement, mother. No other man could possibly match up to my dignity, my grace, my beauty.” 
 
      
 
    Fenella nodded back, beaming with pride. “Precisely, my dearest. You deserve only the very best.” 
 
      
 
    “And if I cannot have the best, then perhaps I ought not to marry,” Efie replied. 
 
      
 
    Fenella glared at her. “No, child. We must secure the Lairdship of Elgin.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps I can rule Inverness, and Colina may marry Ross and rule Elgin,” she said. “That way the family would retain power, rather than risking it all because he shall not marry me.” 
 
      
 
    More than angry, Fenella seemed disgusted at the mere suggestion. She grit her teeth and glared. 
 
      
 
    “You know full well that Colina can never inherit the Lairdship,” she said to Efie. “She is but a bastard child that was conceived to keep us in power.”  
 
      
 
    Efie was taken aback. “I thought you said she was not Boyd's,” she gasped. 
 
      
 
    “I wish that she were. She is Derek's, alas. That weak fool would not marry me, nor would he allow me to rule on my own, or by his side as his sister. I had to do something to ensure that the Lairdship would not escape us. Your sister was conceived to ensure that he could not marry anyone else,” Fenella explained. 
 
      
 
    “If you never cared for her... Why did you send me away, and not her?” Efie asked. 
 
      
 
    Fenella sighed wearily. “I did not wish for you to see me with a man other than your father. Wallace was a great man, and a great Laird. He was not a good enough ruler to surpass my wisdom, of course, but he was still far, far better than his brother. I assumed that if you were raised with love, away from his eyes, you would not become too attached to him, nor too resentful of Colina.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought that you did not love me,” Efie said with tears in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, my baby,” Fenella said softly, standing and walking over to embrace her daughter. “I always loved you. Always. All I wanted was to ensure that someday you would inherit the Lairdship of Inverness. It was all for us. You will continue my legacy.” She pressed her lips to Efie's forehead. 
 
      
 
    “So you…” Efie said, halting herself. “You lay with a brother to conceive Colina? But you always told me to guard my purity, my dignity…” 
 
      
 
    “A brother-in-law is no longer a brother when your husband dies,” Fenella interrupted sternly. “And we must do whatever it takes to ensure that our goals are met. As women, we cannot win a Lairdship at war, or by blood, or trade. We must secure it through our men, by marrying them and bearing their children. Not necessarily in that order.” 
 
      
 
    “But…” Efie began again. 
 
      
 
    “I did what I had to do in order to secure us a position of power,” Fenella said, kissing Efie's forehead once again. “You need to understand that when the time comes for the rules to change, they must change. As it stood, your purity could help to secure you marriage to a good man. But should purity interfere with our goals, then we must use other means.” 
 
      
 
    As the door opened, the women were startled. But it was not Colina, or anyone of note. A maid walked in carrying a letter. It bore the seal of Elgin. Efie held her breath as Fenella opened it and read it. Her mother began smiling, but Efie could never tell if this would be good news or bad news.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, mother?” Efie asked cautiously. “Is it good?” 
 
      
 
    She was met with silence. But Efie knew better than to interrupt her mother, or nag her with questions. If Efie was to know, she would know when the time was right, and not a moment sooner. She only hoped that the time would be right now, and not later. 
 
      
 
    “Ross shall be visiting tomorrow afternoon,” Fenella said, smiling in relief. “We shall attempt to secure his betrothal. At any cost.”  
 
      
 
    Efie nodded sternly. “I understand. We must do whatever it takes. What are you thinking of, mother?”  
 
      
 
    “You must be prepared for anything,” Fenella said. “And I do not believe that Ross shall agree to wed you. Not of his own accord.” 
 
      
 
    Efie paused. “What can be done, then?” 
 
      
 
    “You must do what I did to secure the Lairdship under your uncle, of course,” Fenella insisted.  
 
      
 
    Efie froze. “Mother, surely you cannot be suggesting that I must…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am,” Fenella snapped back. “And do not for a moment think that you are above it. It was what I did, and what my mother did before me. It is the only way that a woman can secure herself a place at the top. And you shall secure yourself a place.” 
 
      
 
    “But I am not sure that I even know how…” Efie began again, cut off by her mother's glare. 
 
      
 
    “You need not know anything. You shall expose your flesh to him. Men go mad when they feel desire. He shall take care of the act, and your body shall carry the child, as God made it for that very purpose. Then, when your stomach is swollen, you shall go to him and demand that he make things right by marrying you,” Fenella said coldly. 
 
      
 
    Efie shook her head. “And if no child is formed?” 
 
      
 
    “Then a servant shall assist you in conceiving one, and we shall declare it Ross's child,” Fenella replied. 
 
      
 
    And so it was decided.

*** 
 
      
 
    Efie was terrified. She could not sleep all night. She had been raised her whole life to defend her beauty and her purity. And now she needed to cast it away, to secure Lairdship.  
 
      
 
    She spent much of the next day being bathed, groomed, and dressed to please Ross's eye. He had to take once glance at her naked body and fall so madly in love that he would ravish her immediately. Then she would be able to force him to wed her, and Fenella's plans would all come together. 
 
      
 
    She waited quietly and patiently in the chamber. She knew what she would have to do. Colina had been sent away, to mend a dress or something of the sort. Efie was to wait for Ross. She wished, secretly, that he would not arrive, or that her sister would walk in. She would have no such luck. 
 
      
 
    “Ross of Elgin,” announced a servant as the door opened. 
 
      
 
    He walked in, seeming a little confused, looking about himself. He smiled at her. The door softly shut behind him. 
 
      
 
    Efie stood up. “Good afternoon, Ross,” she said quietly with a curtsy. The robes already felt too loose. One side slid off her shoulder a little, revealing some skin. But she knew it was pointless to be ashamed now. Much worse was soon to happen. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Efie. You wished to see me?” he asked, smiling as he saw her golden skin slip from the arm of her dress, supple and smooth by the light of the roaring fire. 
 
      
 
    “I have something I wish to present you with,” she said, her voice shaking slightly. She dropped her robes about her ankles, revealing her firm curves, her smooth golden skin appearing lightly tanned by the red and amber glow. 
 
      
 
    Ross's eyes travelled up and down her figure. He licked his dry lips. Efie felt uncomfortable as he observed her, scrutinized her. She knew he would find no flaw. She knew how beautiful she was. She slipped a hand through her golden hair, ensuring that some of it lay just over her shoulder, stopping at the collarbone as her thick waves would not allow it to stretch out any straighter. 
 
      
 
    As he focused on her bosom, her eyes travelled down to his crotch. She knew what was going to happen. She wished she was at least able to see his flesh, to prepare for what she was about to face. There was a slight outline, but nothing more was obvious to her. She wished that she had thick, long hair like Colina, so that she could perhaps cover some of her nakedness. 
 
      
 
    Looking up, her eyes met his. She smiled nervously and nodded towards the bed. The sooner it was done, the better. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot, Efie,” Ross said, shaking his head. His cheeks were red, but his face remained stern.  
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon?” she asked, feeling both insulted and afraid. 
 
      
 
    “I cannot,” he repeated. “You are most lovely, but I cannot do this to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Your body is responding to me,” she muttered softly.  
 
      
 
    He nodded. “It is. But humans are more than mere beasts. It would be wrong to use you like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Efie said, feeling a sharp pain that she had sacrificed her dignity for nothing. “Please, accept my offer.” Her eyes felt damp.  
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry, Efie,” Ross replied, walking up to her.  
 
      
 
    She shivered as his eyes travelled up and down her again. He was sorry? Did that mean he was going to do it, or that he was not? It was not up to her any more at this point. She was presented to him, but she did not know how. She was his to accept or to reject.  
 
      
 
    As he stood before her, at least a head taller than she was, fully clothed, a sword at his hip, she suddenly felt ever so small and frail. In all her life, her confidence had never been shattered like this. And yet now, in front of him, she was nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    Ross knelt down before her. She felt his breath on her chest as he dropped down, he was so close. What was he going to do? What did it mean? Was he going to begin? She felt his hands gliding over her hips as he stood up, her soft skin tickled by his rough fingers.  
 
      
 
    She froze under his touch. She was his to do with as he pleased. But as he stood, he lifted the robes about her body, covering her modesty and, with cloth between them, embraced her. “You do not need to do this. Many a man will take advantage of such an offer.”  
 
      
 
    She began to weep. “Do you not think me beautiful?” she asked, her voice hoarse. 
 
      
 
    “You are absolutely stunning,” Ross replied, “and you shall make your husband very happy someday. Please, keep this for him.” His hand rested on the back of her head, tangling in her golden locks, as he pulled her so close that she could hear his heartbeat.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she sobbed, tears streaming down her face and staining Ross's chest.  
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Fenella was furious. Efie had laid with Ross. She had reassured her mother that this was the case. But her menses had arrived as usual. There was no child. Now they were not only playing with fire, but they were doing so against time. If it took more than five months for Efie to show a belly, she would not be believed when she claimed that Ross had impregnated her. Or else she would have to lay with him again.  
 
      
 
    But this would prove difficult as, to make matters worse, Ross had not reappeared. This made the time frame even more urgent. If Ross did not return, that could mean that he was betrothed to someone else, and spending his time visiting her. In which case, should the wedding take place before Efie's child was born, they would have to face the shame of Efie being considered a mistress, or else the child would have to be quietly disposed of. 
 
      
 
    Of course, there was also the secondary purpose which Colina would serve. Should Ross reject Efie's child, but Efie be unable to give it away or end its life, then the bastard could be passed to Colina and raised as her own. 
 
      
 
    It was, of course, tragic that Efie was not pregnant by Ross. Were the child definitely his then they could guarantee it an excellent life. He was a handsome, powerful man, and the child's blue blood would be sure to shine through. But if the child was going to belong to a mere servant, then they could not afford to keep it. 
 
      
 
    Fenella sighed. At least this way there would be plenty of time for Efie to fall pregnant with a child belonging to a man with similar looks to Ross. Hopefully, she would be lucky like Fenella had been, and carry another beautiful blonde girl with golden brown skin. But they could not count on this. They needed a man with green eyes and straight hair. Preferably blond, but seeing as Wallace had been dark, perhaps they would get away with a dark-haired man. And someone who would go away and never return, provided he had been paid enough. Someone who nobody would miss. 
 
      
 
    Fenella needed to think of a suitable servant soon. But she did not want to make the decision rashly, lest it come to haunt them. No, this was something to be done with care.  
 
      
 
    She walked down through the garden, watching the wind blowing the leaves to and fro. Life had never been truly easy for her. She had hoped that it would be easier for Efie, but alas, it had not been. It was hard for the people to accept female leadership. Much harder than Fenella had anticipated. And she needed to ensure that her daughter achieved power in a timely manner, so that she would have a chance to rule on her own as well. The prospect of passing the Lairdship directly to her girl would put Efie at risk. She needed a man, at least at first. 
 
      
 
    Colina... Colina she could not care less for. That child had the dirty blood of Derek, that half-witted warrior, in her veins. Although his brother had not been a terrible leader, Derek had been humiliating. As much as Efie used to insult her sister by saying that she was illegitimately raised by Derek, Fenella wished that were the case. 
 
      
 
    Any man would have been better than Derek. Indeed, she had wished to become pregnant by another man and blame the Laird. But alas, that one night she had laid in his bed, she had conceived. Colina was Derek, through and through. She could not even lay eye on the child without seeing that man's disgusting face and body in her mind's eye. 
 
      
 
    There was a louder rustle than usual and Fenella froze. Perhaps some wild animal had managed to enter the castle walls? Or an enemy was attacking them? Either way, her life was at risk. She slowly backed around behind a piece of topiary and peered out to where the rustling was growing. It was coming from the thick hedge that lay beneath the castle wall. No doubt whatever it was had fallen from the walls into the hedge, and was now slinking along between the branches.  
 
      
 
    The rustling stopped. Fenella spied a shape emerging from a rose bush, dusting itself off. A man, shrouded in shadows. 
 
      
 
    The dark figure crept through the garden, towards the castle, and over to the windows by the servants' rooms. For a moment, Fenella sighed. It was just some farmer, come to enjoy his affair with one of the maids. But the man did not stop by any maid's window. He stopped by the window to the little scullery, above which Colina's sewing room was positioned.  
 
      
 
    He tapped on the scullery shutters a couple of times. A faint candle glow shone from beneath them. Nobody ought to be in there at this time of night. Fenella's eyes narrowed. Servant or not, anyone so bold as to commit adultery in her scullery deserved to be exiled from the castle. 
 
      
 
    The shutters opened, revealing Colina's face by candlelight. She seemed surprised, then smiled in delight. The man reached in and seized the girl's waist firmly. Colina was lifted out of the scullery window. Fenella scoffed. Trust the bastard child of Derek to be an impudent whore. Nobody else would dare think of seeing a strange man at night, in the garden outside the scullery.  
 
      
 
    Yet Fenella could not tear her eyes away from the scene. She wanted to see who this stranger was, who was willing to take the dregs of her bloodline, and how far he was willing to push Colina, out there, where anyone could see. She was intrigued by the secrecy and the depravity of the situation. She knew it was wrong to stay, she knew that whatever they did should not bother her. But she needed to know.  
 
      
 
    Colina wrapped her arms around the man and their lips locked. Soft moans emerged from both of them as the man's hands roamed the girl's body. She was completely surrendered to him. Fenella could see all the signs. Whatever that man wanted, he would get. It all depended on how decent he was. But she greatly doubted that the sort of man to choose Colina would respect her enough to leave her intact. 
 
      
 
    Disgusted, Fenella was about to turn around and go back inside. She did not need to see any more. She knew full well what was about to transpire, and she did not care what this wretched girl did to her body.  
 
      
 
    But then she saw the man's face as the light from the scullery shone off his blond hair and reflected in his deep green eyes. It was Ross. Her blood boiled. How dare he? This man who had scorned Efie, who had insulted Fenella's own efforts at inviting him into the family, whose father was allowing him to roam as he pleased; this man had come to her castle, behind her back, to lay with the waste of her bloodline.  
 
      
 
    She was angry. She was envious. She knew that she would never persuade him to choose Efie now. That girl could never possibly match up to Colina in his eyes. Whether it was her exotic hair and eyes, or her shy demeanor, or her small, slender figure, something about her had won him over. And, having nothing in common with Colina, there was little chance that Efie stood of winning him back. 
 
      
 
    This could not be! It would ruin all their plans. Especially if Colina were to fall pregnant before Efie. And even though she had not seen anything yet, Fenella knew that Colina had to be laying with Ross. If he would lay with Efie, who he plainly did not desire, and risk everything to enjoy her body, then he would surely lay with Colina, for whom he had such great passion. 
 
      
 
    It was only a matter of time before Colina would fall pregnant, and then nothing would save Fenella's plans. Nothing would guarantee Efie her birth right. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The very next morning, Fenella walked into the dining hall to see her daughters waiting for her at the table, dressed neatly and smiling, as though nothing was wrong. She would soon put an end to such quiet pleasantries. They had important business to attend to. 
 
      
 
    “I must speak with you,” Fenella said to Efie, taking her hand and guiding her to the master chamber. As they walked towards the door, Fenella spied Boyd. Perfect. She beckoned to him, inviting them both into her room. 
 
      
 
    Once inside, Fenella closed the shutters and bid them both gather round the fire with her, where she could whisper and the crackling of the flames would hide her words. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, mother?” Efie asked, looking a little confused and avoiding eye contact. She was growing too shy for her own good. She was picking this up from Colina. Well, Colina would not be a problem to them any longer. 
 
      
 
    “Last night I saw Ross,” Fenella began.  
 
      
 
    Efie froze and nodded. “Yes, mother?” She sounded nervous. Was this just Colina's influence? Or was it something else? Did she know about Colina and Ross? 
 
      
 
    Fenella's eyes narrowed. “I saw her and Ross in the garden, committing indecencies together.” 
 
      
 
    Efie gasped, looking somehow pained, but also slightly relieved. “Surely you must have been confused?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Fenella said. “It was certainly him, and now I am afraid that she may fall pregnant with his child before you can find a suitable servant to fill your womb. Which would naturally ruin all our plans. Which is why we have invited Boyd into this conversation.” 
 
      
 
    “You will want me to lay with Boyd, I suppose,” Efie said with a heavy heart.  
 
      
 
    Fenella burst out laughing. “My child, what a ridiculous statement,” she replied. “Why would you ever think that?” 
 
      
 
    Efie blushed and looked aside. “You said that a servant would give me a child to claim belonged to Ross. With Boyd's eyes and my hair, no doubt the baby would resemble Ross of Elgin.” 
 
      
 
    “Efie, you cannot possibly lay with Boyd,” Fenella replied. “That is a sin I cannot permit you to commit.” 
 
      
 
    Efie looked confused. “Whatever do you mean?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “My dear, Boyd is your father,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Efie, slightly pale turned to Boyd, who nodded solemnly back at her. “But my father was Wallace of Inverness,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Fenella shook her head. “Your father, or better said, the man you thought to be your father, was impotent for the first four years of our marriage. It was only when Boyd's seed entered my loins that I conceived. I feared you should resemble him, but as luck would have it, you are just like me. Except for one little detail: your hair is too short. Just like Boyd and just like his mother, your waves pull your hair up tight, so that it will not flow over your shoulders like mine or Colina's does. Wallace's hair, indeed the hair in all their family, was straight as a reed.” 
 
      
 
    Efie shook her head. “Is there nothing you have done as you told me to do? Is there no moral you possess that you have not already betrayed?” 
 
      
 
    Fenella, overwhelmed by rage and shame, slapped Efie's face hard, leaving a large red mark on her soft cheek. “Boyd is the only man I truly love, child, and he always has been,” she spat. “If I do not deserve to have that which I love, then nobody does. Now, Boyd's task is much more serious than passing a little seed into you.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall do whatever you ask, my treasure,” Boyd replied. “You know that I will.” 
 
      
 
    Fenella turned to face Boyd. Her heart could melt just looking at him. “My beloved, I need you to abduct Colina. Take her away, I do not care how. Ensure she does not return ever. Again, I do not care how you do this. So long as she is gone and we shall never hear from her again,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    Boyd paused. For a brief moment, Fenella's heart froze. Perhaps he had fallen for her too? Perhaps, in all those years of watching her and taking over her care, of spying on her and planting thoughts into her mind, he had grown to love the girl, either as a child or as a woman? 
 
      
 
    “But she is your daughter,” Boyd replied, confused. “She may not be ours, but surely you would not want me to harm your child?” 
 
      
 
    “I know that she is my child,” Fenella replied. “And she is Derek's child, and a stain on my mind, heart and soul. What is more, she is a lover to Ross of Elgin, and there is a most disconcerting risk that she may be carrying his child. She cannot ruin my plans for me and for our daughter.”  
 
      
 
    Boyd drew a deep breath. “So you would like me to take her away, to kill her, and to ensure the body will never be found again?” 
 
      
 
    “If you do not mind,” Fenella replied with a smile. “You know that I never could handle the poisons myself. And you are so good at it.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd nodded and smiled. “Whatever pleases you, my treasure.” He knelt down and kissed Fenella's golden hand. 
 
      
 
    She stroked his cheek slowly and gently. “Oh, but Boyd,” she began. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my treasure?” he asked, opening his green eyes and gazing into her stunning brown ones with nothing but pure adoration.  
 
      
 
    “Make sure she gets a proper little burial. If that wretch has any chance of entering the gates of Heaven, I should not want to have her banishment on my conscience,” she said. 
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Colina could tell that something was wrong. It had to be. Everyone was so eerily silent now. Whatever she wished to speak about, whoever she wished to speak to, nobody talked to her. It was as though she had become even more of a pariah than she used to be. 
 
      
 
    But she did not care about this. The only thing she cared about was what was going to happen that night. When he would arrive. 
 
      
 
    He had been visiting for a week now. He had stopped seeing Fenella and Efie, and Colina had thought she, too, had seen him for the last time. Then, a letter was handed to her by a maid, who had been paid a shiny coin in exchange for her silence. The letter carried the seal of Elgin, and asked her to meet Ross in the scullery below her sewing room, where she was usually banished when he visited. 
 
      
 
    She had been nervous at first, unsure if this was real, if it had been sent by him and was not a cruel joke. And even when he had appeared, she had been afraid he was there to mock or abuse her. But he was not. As soon as she opened the shutters he pressed his lips to hers and declared that he had been in love with her since they had first met. Efie was not his type. Colina was. 
 
      
 
    And since then, he had been visiting every night, making the long ride down to greet her and hold her. She had all but presented herself to him on a silver platter, yet he had been so good, so kind, so polite. He had refrained from taking her. Even as his hands and lips roamed her body, he promised that she would remain pure until their wedding day. What is more, he promised there would be a wedding day, whatever Fenella tried to do. 
 
      
 
    Spying him jumping from the castle wall into the hedge, she was relieved to see him, and yet intoxicated by the thought of tasting his lips and skin again. He was everything she never knew she needed. And she would have him. 
 
      
 
    She felt her heart beating hard and fast. It was not right. It was sinful. It was wrong. It was treasonous. It was lustful. It was delicious.  
 
      
 
    Pushing open the shutters, she saw the candlelight illuminate his rugged features, making his golden hair look as though it were on fire. He drew a deep breath, shaking his head slowly and smirking. 
 
      
 
    “Every time I behold you, I am in awe. My memory of you does not do your beauty justice,” he said, leaning in and kissing her through the window. His lips tasted slightly sweet and slightly salty, and she could smell the raw scent of his body after the hard ride to Inverness. It was perfect.  
 
      
 
    He seized her waist and steadied her as she stepped onto the chair where she had been waiting. He then lifted her, and they were standing in the gardens together, the gentle breeze playing with their hair, the glowing moon illuminating them on one side, the candle on the other, the aroma of roses thick in the air. 
 
      
 
    She gasped as he hugged her tightly and warmly and pressed his lips gently against her cheek. He was everything she needed. She gently pulled apart the ties at his collar, exposing some of his body, and began kissing his hard, muscular chest, relishing the firmness under her plump lips. 
 
      
 
    Ross's arms felt so wonderful around her body. He kissed up and down her neck. He could kiss her anywhere he pleased, but she knew he would not. She could kiss him anywhere she pleased, but she was too scared to. She nuzzled his chest and sighed. 
 
      
 
    He slipped his hand beneath her chin and tilted it up, cool green eyes meeting warm green eyes, that animalistic smirk on his flushed lips. She closed her eyes and moved her face nearer to his. The butterflies in her stomach did somersaults as he kissed her, his lips moving so softly, so sensually against her own.  
 
      
 
    It was not right. But she did not want to be right. She wanted to be loved. To be embraced. To be cared for. She wanted her knight in shining armor to whisk her away from this place and make her his princess.  
 
      
 
    “I have missed you so much,” Colina whispered against his lips. 
 
      
 
    He chuckled and kissed her softly one last time before standing fully upright, his mouth beyond her reach. “It has been but one day,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Nevertheless, I have missed you,” Colina repeated. “I miss you from the minute you depart until the minute you arrive the next night.” She reached up and ran her hands though his silky blond hair. He was the most handsome man she had ever seen in her life. And he was the first person to treat her kindly besides Boyd and her own father. The first person to treat her, not as an inconvenience or a child, but as a woman. 
 
      
 
    “I have missed you, too,” Ross replied. “And I shall kidnap you from here someday. Someday soon.” He planted kisses all over her face and ran his fingers through her rich red hair.  
 
      
 
    “I can scarcely wait,” Colina replied. “I have longed to be kidnapped for so, so long. For fifteen years I have wished to be anywhere but here.” 
 
      
 
    “Then your wishes are coming true,” Ross replied. “It will not be long before I claim you as my own. I shall arrange to marry you and take you home and we shall be wed the same day. And we will live happily ever after.” He kissed her forehead. 
 
      
 
    “My mother would kill me if she found out,” Colina said with a giggle.  
 
      
 
    “But she will not,” Ross replied. “She will not know until you are my wife. And then she shall not be able to send you to do sewing, or gather flowers, every time I want to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Or perhaps she shall find out and lock me up forever, or send me far, far away so that I cannot marry you,” Colina said with genuine fear. It was possible. Her mother found out about such things shockingly quickly. It was possible she already knew. Perhaps that was why nobody was speaking to her? Perhaps she was about to be locked away for good? 
 
      
 
    “Then I ought to take you with me tonight,” he said. “I could marry you in the morning, and then you would finally get exactly what you desire.” His hand rested on her hip and she felt a fire in her loins.  
 
      
 
    She wanted that. She wanted it more than anything else. Not just to marry him and have him for a night of passion, but to live every day in his warm affections and every night in his bed, to bear him children, to provide him comfort and counsel, and to grow old by his side. He was her soul mate, her everything, the man she was destined to marry. 
 
      
 
    But before a duty to herself, she had a duty to her Lairdship, and to her family. 
 
      
 
    “No... I cannae leave Efie,” she replied. “I must make sure that she is safe before I leave.” 
 
      
 
    “She will be fine; your mother dotes on her. I have been around enough to see them together. I cannot imagine Efie coming to any harm at your mother's hands,” Ross said reassuringly. 
 
      
 
    Colina shook her head. He did not understand. “She will come to no physical harm, but she is not always as she presents herself in public. She is a sensitive, fearful girl deep down. She is scared of being abandoned and unloved. If I were to leave her behind and mother were to reject her, then all her worst nightmares would come true. I cannae do such a thing to her.” 
 
      
 
    Ross stared at Colina in disbelief. “Was she not cruel to you? Did you not tell me that she hurt you many a time?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, she did,” Colina replied. “She has done many hurtful things to me.” 
 
      
 
    “So why should you protect her, why should you save her from your mother? If anything, she deserves a taste of the suffering she has inflicted upon you all these years,” he said angrily. 
 
      
 
    “No. Nobody deserves that,” Colina replied. “I shall ask her to come with us. I shall offer to protect her at Elgin.” 
 
      
 
    “But she is a mean spirited, cold girl,” he replied. “Surely she, of all people deserves that. She is a bully and a tyrant and a manipulative monster…” 
 
      
 
    “And she is my sister,” Colina insisted. “She is foolish and cold, but I love her.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if she turns to your mother? What if she betrays you to make herself look better?” he asked, his eyebrows furrowing in concern. 
 
      
 
    Colina sighed. “That is a risk I am prepared to take. But I could never live with myself if I left her behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. Persuade her to leave with you. I shall protect her and care for her until the end of her days. But if she turns you in to your mother, do not say that I did not warn you,” he replied sternly.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she replied, embracing him. “I know you do not understand, but your support means the world to me.” 
 
      
 
    He tucked her hair behind her ear and kissed her tenderly. “And your beautiful, loving nature means the world to me,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    After helping her back in through the window, he pressed his lips lovingly to hers. She felt as though she could melt.  
 
      
 
    “I shall return tomorrow, my love,” he said softly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Boyd watched intently out the kitchen window as the man left. Surely enough, it was Ross. He had not doubted that Fenella had been telling what she thought to be the truth. Only that she had actually witnessed the truth. But now he had seen it with his own two eyes, it was time for action. He did not dare put his neck on the line with Ross still present. Boyd knew all too well how dangerous a man was when he was in love, how far he could go. But Ross would not be back until at least the next night. And by then, it would be too late.  
 
      
 
    He walked down the hallway towards the scullery, swiftly stepping towards the candlelight that still flickered under the door. He had to get to her before she left the room. It would be a much messier, more difficult job from the hallway, let alone her bedroom. The scullery, which was already used for gutting animals and washing pots, with its window out into the garden, was the perfect place for his crime. 
 
      
 
    Swinging the door open, he saw Colina about to snuff out the candle. She gasped and seized up, her breath extinguishing the flame, plunging them into near-darkness. The rays of moonlight through the shutters illuminated her face as it softened in realization of who it was. 
 
      
 
    “Boyd, what are you doing here?” Colina asked. “You scared me.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked as innocently as he could. “I thought a maid was wasting our candles.” 
 
      
 
    She sighed. “I was just talking to someone.” She turned around and looked out the crack in the shutters at the now-empty garden. “Boyd... will you promise not to tell anyone?”
  
 
    “To tell them what?” he asked, slowly walking up behind her, a tiny open bottle in one of his hands. 
 
      
 
    “That I was here. Why I was here. Who I am seeing and what I am doing,” she replied softly.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, that is perfectly alright, child. I already know,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He lifted his hands around her neck. One gripped the edge between her neck and shoulder, making her gasp and squeal. As her soft lips opened he raised the small bottle and emptied it down her throat, immediately clamping the hand over her mouth, raising his other hand to rub her throat, forcing her to swallow.  
 
      
 
    He had expected her to thrash and resist, like her father and her uncle had done. But after tensing up in shock, she relaxed, swallowed the potion, and leaned back against his chest, as trusting as a lamb. Even after that, she surrendered herself at his mercy. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back and releasing her, he watched as she giddily turned around. The faint light showed confusion on her pretty little face, her eyes squinting, her lips parted. 
 
      
 
    “Boyd, what... was...” she collapsed onto the scullery chair, swaying lightly. “Why?” she whispered as she slid from the chair onto the floor.  
 
      
 
    He watched and waited a moment as she lay there on the floor, brows still furrowed, eyes concentrated on him. Her breath began to slow. He stepped in a bit closer. She did not move. Did not flinch. Did not attempt to fight for her life. 
 
      
 
    “You should be grateful.” Boyd knelt beside her and stroked her long red hair. “Your mother wanted me to poison you. But it would be a pity to kill you,” he whispered softly. “You are far, far too beautiful. Your mother thinks that you are nothing like her, but you have all her best features.” 
 
      
 
    Her lip shivered as her glazed eyes stared at him, confused and pleading. They closed, and he knew she would be asleep before long. She would not remember anything that happened from when she hit the floor. And very little before then. Now was the only chance he would have.  
 
      
 
    He moved his hand up her skirt, feeling her slim yet soft legs. “I shall send you away, where you will never be able to return. You will live. You will be safe. But first, I think I deserve some reward for being so kind to you.” His hand found her modesty, and he smiled.  
 
   


  
 


 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Ross had been standing outside the castle walls, picking a stone out of his horse's shoe, when he heard a squeal coming from inside. For a moment, he dismissed it as livestock, before he realized they were nowhere near the barns or the nearest farm, which were both at the other side of the castle. Of course, it could easily just be a wild animal. Or a dog or cat in the gardens. Or a person making noises in their sleep, or during lovemaking. 
 
      
 
    There were a thousand innocent explanations for the noise he had heard. And he needed to get back to Elgin in time to get some rest before his duties began for the day. He was very much tempted to mount his horse and ride off. He could ask Colina about it the next night. 
 
      
 
    But he needed to know for sure. There was something in his heart that would not allow him to ride off knowing that something unusual had taken place in Colina's home. It could be absolutely nothing, but if it wasn't, then he could never forgive himself. He felt the pull to become the hero, to save whoever needed help. 
 
      
 
    And if nobody needed help then he could return home. A few wasted minutes hurt nobody. 
 
      
 
    Ross scaled the wall again and leaped down into the bushes below, breaking his fall with the usual well-groomed conifer that embraced him with a soft rustle. As always, he looked up and down the gardens to make sure that nobody was there before he made his way towards the castle. 
 
      
 
    Creeping across the garden, he saw the candle had been lit again in the scullery. Or left alight. But no, Colina would never do that. She was too careful, too afraid about what might happen should someone catch them. He knew something had to be wrong. Or else it was not her. 
 
      
 
    He made his way towards the window and could make out the shape of a man moving behind the shutters. It was a large figure, with dark hair and a strong, broad back, whose feet sounded loud on the stones even though he seemed to be stepping carefully. The man dropped down to the floor, out of sight of the window. 
 
      
 
    Ross moved closer to get a better look. Peering through the shutters his blood ran cold. By the candle light he could see a woman lying on the floor. Her long thick hair was dark, strewn about her like a fan, but he could not tell the exact color, nor make our her face in the shadows. 
 
      
 
    Her skirts were bunched about her waist, her draws and naked legs on display. The rest of her body was obscured by the vast man, big and strong as a lumberjack, as he knelt beside her and gently caressed her exposed legs. She twitched but made no other sound, did not move to reciprocate nor to reject. She was out cold. 
 
      
 
    He could have assumed it was anyone else. But he knew who it was. The dress seemed familiar, the hair showed a hint of red by the flickering candlelight... And besides, even if he were wrong, a man crouching over an unconscious woman was never good news. The man was enormous, at least one and a half times Ross and close to three times the size of the woman. But he could not run like a coward just because he was physically surpassed. He would have to use surprise and skill to his advantage, and subdue his opponent quickly. 
 
      
 
    Kicking open the shutters, he leapt on top of the man before he recovered enough from the shock to react. The vast man grabbed Ross's arm and flung him against the wall. Ross felt pain ripple through his back and down to his hip. But now was no time to show weakness. He knew the man would still be confused. 
 
      
 
    There was no time to take his sword from its scabbard. Still sheathed, he lifted it and used it to slam the man's ribs, causing him to wince and groan in pain, moving just far away enough from where Colina lay, unconscious. The man reached for the sword and grabbed the scabbard. Ross pushed back against his rival hard, sending him against the wall. 
 
      
 
    The man was a familiar face. Someone he had seen often about the castle, talking to Fenella, Efie, but especially Colina. He had seemed somewhat of a gentle giant, with his vast figure and soft, smiling face, his expression marks and his warm, kindly eyes. Not so gentle after all, it turned out. 
 
      
 
    As the man pulled at the sword again, attempting to draw it away from Ross, Ross saw his opportunity. He pulled back, away from the scabbard, drawing his blade and pressed it to the man's throat in one swift motion, pinning the offender to the wall. 
 
      
 
    The man dropped the scabbard on the floor and raised both his hands, shaking slightly, his eyes pleading for mercy. Ross was furious. So angry that he could have killed the man on the spot. But he knew better than to let his emotions get the better of him. He needed to find out what had caused this incident and what dangers his beloved might still face. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. “And what have you done to Colina?”  
 
      
 
    “My name is Boyd,” the man replied, his voice oddly calm for someone whose face seemed so afraid. “And she has been given a sleeping potion.” 
 
      
 
    Ross glared at Boyd angrily, pressing the blade lightly against the large man's throat, a trickle of blood released, crawling down his bearded neck. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because her mother asked me to take her away and slaughter her, and I cannot go against the wishes of the ruler of our Lairdship,” Boyd replied. 
 
      
 
    “Did she also ask you to have your way with her?” Ross asked between gritted teeth. “Or was that just a perk, your payment for having to kill an innocent girl?” 
 
      
 
    “I was not going to kill her,” he insisted. “I could not. She is too lovely. Too like her mother. I was simply going to put her on a carriage and send her away.”  
 
      
 
    Ross hesitated. “I would have thought you merciful if you had shown some restraint,” he said bitterly.  
 
      
 
    “I have restrained myself for three years now, ever since she became a young woman. There is only so long a man can live with such beauty forced upon him until he goes insane with desire. Besides, she would never have known. She shall wake up in a day or two with no recollection of tonight. What she does not know cannot possibly hurt her,” he insisted, sounding more desperate the longer he went on, as Ross pressed the blade gently deeper and deeper, widening the cut to Boyd's neck, drawing another two fine trails of blood. 
 
      
 
    “You disgust me,” Ross finally replied. “But I have a task for you. I need you to go and find Efie and bring her here. If you speak to a soul about this I shall hunt you and Fenella down and I shall slay you like the dogs you are. And before you die, I will make sure you see her treated just as you would have treated Colina, and just as she would have treated Colina.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd made eye contact with Ross. He seemed to understand the wrathful passion which burned behind Ross's sharp green eyes. He was about to nod, but, feeling the blade on his neck, apparently thought better of it. “I shall bring her to you immediately, sir. And I shall not breathe a word to a soul concerning what took place here.” 
 
      
 
    Ross gently withdrew the blade, stepping back as he saw that Boyd did not attack him. The older man was still much larger and heavier than Ross. Even though Ross was armed, Boyd might have had the upper hand. But the larger man just nodded, felt the fine cuts on his neck, and left the pantry. 
 
      
 
    Ross knelt beside Colina and made sure she looked dignified again. He kissed her cheek and checked her temperature. Boyd was right. She was asleep, nothing more. He heard the door creak open again. 
 
      
 
    He'd had his doubts, but sure enough, there stood Efie. She was aghast.  
 
      
 
    “Colina!” she exclaimed under her breath. “What has happened?” 
 
      
 
    Ross made stern eye contact with her. “Your mother ordered Boyd to slay her. He simply sedated her... But you knew,” he added, suddenly realizing as he gazed into Efie's eyes. 
 
      
 
    The young woman began to weep and collapsed to her knees on the floor. “I did,” she said between sobs, “I knew. I did nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you let such a thing happen to your sister?” Ross asked. 
 
      
 
    “Because what else could I do?” Efie said, looking up at him, her face red and puffy from crying. It was then he could tell it was not an act. This girl was too vain to make herself less attractive through weeping. No, these tears were genuine. “I am but a girl. How could I go against my mother's wishes? Who could I tell?” 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure you deserve redemption,” Ross said with a sigh. “But Colina is confident that you deserve a second chance. So I shall offer it to you. Come with us. I shall take your sister and wed her, and you shall live with us in Elgin. You shall have no power, no wealth, no authority over any man or woman. But you shall be free and you shall be cared for.” 
 
      
 
    Efie paused and looked at her sister's peacefully sleeping, softly smiling face. 
 
      
 
    “So, what say you?” Ross asked. “Do you want to stay here with your mother and the wretch Boyd, or do you want to come home to Elgin with Colina and I and live out your days in peace?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you wish to lay with me, or marry me?” Efie asked, glaring into his eyes.  
 
      
 
    He looked straight back into her warm brown irises. “Of course not. I want no woman but your sister. And I shall have her. You can accompany us, as a friend but nothing else.” 
 
      
 
    Efie sighed. She glanced at the hallway, where Ross could see Boyd's shadow still waiting. She glanced at the window, where a blanket of stars illuminated the greenery in the garden. She glanced at her sister, sleeping, blissfully unaware of all that was taking place. And then she looked to Ross again. “I shall go with you,” she replied. 
 
      
 
    Ross nodded and smiled warmly. “Do not make me regret this, Efie,” he said. “Now, let us take your sister to the horse.” 
 
      
 
    Boyd reluctantly showed them out as Ross carried Colina. There was no time to collect any belongings, but Ross reassured Efie that they would have anything their hearts desired once they were back in Elgin. They marched right out of the front door, around the castle wall, to where Ross's steed was waiting. 
 
      
 
    Although Boyd offered them another horse, Ross was not sure that Efie would be in a position to ride alone, and it was politely declined. 
 
      
 
    Instead, they set off with Colina over the front of Ross's saddle and Efie on the back, reluctantly clinging to his waist. Ross felt nothing but fear for the first half of the journey, but as the sun rose over the horizon and he neared his home, he felt at peace. He had succeeded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took three days for Colina to completely come around, and she remembered nothing of that night other than some brief glimpses of Ross's visit. Ross had decided only to tell her that Fenella had ordered someone to kidnap and kill her. She had asked for them to tell her more, but Ross said he did not know the fiend, and Efie insisted she did not get a good look of his face. She knew they were hiding something from her, but if they believed she would rather not know, then she trusted them. 
 
      
 
    There seemed to be a change that had come over both Ross and Efie, although Colina suspected that the new circumstances were in part to blame. Ross was much more stern, a little on edge, and guarded Colina closely. Efie was much softer, much sweeter with her sister, and seemed, for the first time in her life, to be genuinely at peace. Although she held strong affection for Ross, she seemed to love him more as a brother than in any other capacity, and for that Colina was grateful. 
 
      
 
    Because Ross was to be all hers.  
 
   


  
 


 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    They enjoyed a simple wedding in the Elgin castle grounds. Leading up to the wedding, Colina had wondered if she would miss her mother. But she did not. She was, in fact, glad to be surrounded only by people who showed her deep love and care. The only person who she missed was Boyd, who had always been a beloved father figure to her. But Ross had sent him an invitation, and she had received a polite rejection in response. It made sense: he was still in Fenella's clutches, after all. 
 
      
 
    Efie was sworn to a convent attached to the castle, and seemed very content with her life as a nun and as her sister's spiritual advisor. Shedding the clothes, the manners, and the masks she had been taught to wear her entire life was liberating to her. She no longer wished to be an object of lustful admiration, but rather a vessel for the love of God.  
 
      
 
    Since discovering the marriage, Fenella had written them many an angry letter, and even launched a few attacks on the castle, but without Derek's military strategy, the Inverness army was weak and easily subdued. Colina felt bad for her. There was a certain desperation in a mother trying to get her daughters back. But neither girl wanted the life she was offering them, and her hostility drove them further and further away. Colina hoped that, for Fenella's own sake, she would give up before the Laird of Elgin had her invaded and killed. 
 
      
 
    Ross had openly spoken about the possibility of Fenella being overwhelmed and imprisoned, allowing his father, and later himself, to take over Inverness. He had told Colina of his hope that someday she could return to where she grew up, safely and happily, and rule over the lands which were her birth right. 
 
      
 
    Not that Colina minded any of this. She was simply happy to be living somewhere untarnished by painful memories of her childhood. In fact, it would be a wonderful place to raise children of her own... 
 
      
 
    The End 
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CHAPTER 1

  
 
    As the sun shone into the castle windows, Alastair, Laird of Edinburgh, was already up, washing his face in icy cold water to invigorate the senses before having a more luxurious bath in heated water. He always awoke at the break of dawn and always began his day in this manner. 
 
    Peering into his looking glass, he saw that he looked tired. Bags hung under his green eyes, and his brown hair was lifeless and dry. He had been up very late the night before, entertaining important guests. But he could not afford to change his routine. He had to remain stoic, focused, and ensure that everyone saw him as the respectable leader they needed him to be. Appearing unwashed would do no good. 
 
    Even this morning’s vital meeting would not delay or alter his routine. Once he was immersed in the large copper tub, petals and herbs around him, he called for his guest. The envoy from some minor lord’s home walked in swiftly, as though he had been itching to enter the room the whole time. Which he probably had. The Laird’s company was in high demand. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Gawin,” Alastair remarked. 
 
    “Good morning, my Laird. You really do not miss your morning bath for anything,” the envoy said with a smile that suggested he wasn’t sure whether to be insulted or impressed. “It cannot wait, and you cannot turn me away either.”

Alastair nodded sternly. “Indeed I cannot. I had agreed to meet with you this morning. Any other time would have been a serious inconvenience to me,” he explained. 
 
    The envoy watched as Alastair sat back and poured himself a goblet of wine from the jug by the bath. Alastair knew he was a terrifying man. Despite his youth, he was heavily built and scarred from years of battle, and his stern composure sent the message that he had not received his injuries through foolishness, but through courage. 
 
    “And the bath could not wait either, my Laird?” the envoy asked with a tone of genuine curiosity. 
 
    “A man ought to be disciplined in all that he does, not just in affairs of state or of war,” the Laird replied. “Were I to alter my routine, it is possible I would be inconvenienced, thus my household would be inconvenienced, my Lairdship would be inconvenienced, and eventually, all of Scotland would be inconvenienced.” 
 
    “I see that, as my Lord told me, you rule your life with a great measure of control. I am sure that my Laird’s castle is rarely inconvenienced, and that all within it runs as smoothly as a spring brook,” the envoy said. 
 
    Alastair could tell that something was coming. He was not sure what, but he knew that nobody spoke to him like that without purpose. Either they were groveling fools, or they were overly friendly. When they were both, trouble was afoot. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked, sipping his wine. 
 
    “It is a small matter of a loan you made to my Lord only a few moons ago. He is prepared to now repay it, but he finds the interest somewhat steep,” the envoy explained, appearing a little nervous that he had been discovered but trying to retain his composure. 
 
    “The interest is precisely what it is. If he thought he would find it steep, perhaps he should have repaid me sooner,” Alastair replied flatly. “Nobody is an exception.” 
 
    “But my Laird, the good Lord has been an excellent debtor, and he had always repaid you in full, within the time you give him. I am sure that you could find it in your heart to pay a small favor to such a loyal subject?” the envoy said. 
 
    “Your Lord will pay for what he bought, or by all that is holy, I shall hunt him down like a dog, take what is mine by force, and make an example of the brute,” the Laird replied coolly, sipping his wine. 
 
    The envoy paused. “Shall I tell him precisely that, my Laird?” the envoy finally asked. 
 
    Alastair thought it over. “No, on second thought, I did not phrase that in the best, most clearest way possible.” 
 
    The envoy seemed relieved, smiling and nodding. “What then, shall I tell my Lord, my Laird?” 
 
    “Tell him that I have been a good lender to him so long as he has been a good debtor, but that good debtors repay their lenders. If he feels he no longer needs to be a good debtor, I shall cease to be a good lender and shall claim his head as my payment,” Alastair explained. 
 
    The envoy went pale and smiled nervously. “Very well, my Laird. Thank you for your attention.” Bowing very low, the envoy swiftly made his exit, before he, too, wound up on the receiving end of the Laird’s wrath. Not that there was much risk of that. 
 
    Alastair was a shrewd man. A man wise beyond his years. A man of great ability and strength. But he was nevertheless just, and never cruel without good cause. And as such, despite his tender years, he was considered a fearsome and respectable Laird, fit to govern Edinburgh. 
 
    His people knew that he would not betray them for gold nor for status, so long as they did not betray his trust. But they also knew that he would make their heads roll if they stood against him. With this carrot and this rod, he led his people to prosperity. 
 
    One aspect in which both his generosity and his ruthlessness shone through was in his treatment of wealth. Alastair possessed more wealth than he needed. In fact, more than any one man could possibly need in a lifetime. But that did not mean he would not treat it with respect.  
 
    Riches did not form overnight, nor would they survive if one spent them continually. Alastair had learned from his father that one ought to be careful with one’s treasures, as before long the well runs dry, and the people have no more cause to fear or respect you. 
 
    Unlike his father, Alastair understood the merits of spending some of his riches so as to improve his public perception and calm the masses when they raved over the wealth they envied. 
 
    Dry from his bath and scented with a pungent perfume, he dressed himself lavishly. He knew that due to being only twenty seven years of age, he needed to make an especially good appearance or else he risked the ridicule of his subjects. But he was also reluctant to allow any of his servants to dress him. It simply felt wrong to be bare before them and to put himself in such a vulnerable position simply to dress. 
 
    Many of the nobles did not understand his decision to bathe and dress on his own but, then again, they understood nothing that he did. And rather than spend his days with people who did not understand him, he would much prefer to be alone to enjoy a bath, some wine, his fine garments, and a little time to think. 
 
    Walking downstairs, he could hear servants and courtiers fall silent as he passed, afraid to insult him by speaking in his presence. He did not like this, but he knew it was necessary. He was a stern and quiet man. He had been a stern and quiet boy, also. As such, the entire castle assumed he found no pleasure in conversation, nor in hearing people speak. 
 
    The contrary was true. He adored listening to others speak, even though he had been put off speaking himself. He had observed from a young age that when you spoke, people judged your words harshly. And the less you spoke, the less they had to judge, and the better their opinion was of you. So he knew that he needed to remain silent or be as blunt as possible. Especially on matters concerning wealth. 
 
    All knew of Alastair’s wealth, far and wide. His father had been an unscrupulous warrior and hoarder, and the gold he had accumulated was unequalled. The old man had fought on the battle field every single day of his life, until the day he died. From minor quarrels to all out wars, there was nothing he would not solve by blade and fire. 
 
    Most of Edinburgh’s wealth had been accumulated thanks to the former Laird’s reluctance to part with any of it. Not only did he fight most violently to gain riches, but he would never part with a single coin, instead using fear and force to get what he desired from others. The strategy had served the Lairdship well, but made many enemies. 
 
    But Alastair had not wished to continue in his father’s footsteps. He had wanted to ensure that his people received all that they needed to prosper. And he knew that with the vaults of wealth his father had accumulated, there was more than enough to ensure his Lairdship was strong and happy. He had set himself to righting his father’s wrongs, whilst still respecting the values the old Laird had instilled in him since a very young age. 
 
    His rule began with an iron fist, yet blossomed into the sort of kindness which left the people tolerant to his sometimes cruel ways. Laird Alastair, from the age of twenty and three, was as a surly grandfather to his people: stern, blunt, yet warm and beloved. 
 
    What little dissent had managed to thrive during Alastair’s father’s oppressive rule was quickly calmed as the people saw what a just, noble, kind, and generous Laird Alastair was. There were a few dissenters left, but who could defy him, when they knew how much worse life could be? They reluctantly accepted the rule of one of the fairest Lairds they had known. He was better than any alternative they were presented with, and the thought of deposing him left many dissenters with a sense of unease, as though they would kill the wolf only to be invaded by the bear next. 
 
    Part of the Laird’s success was down to the loans he gave to people from all walks of life, allowing them to succeed at whatever enterprise suited them, should they put enough work in and not suffer too much ill fortune. 
 
    Once a month, from every corner of the Lairdship and even from the far reaches of Scotland, even beyond its borders, men arrived to plead for a loan from the noble Laird. They walked up to his throne, dropped to their knees, and explained their needs and their intentions. If they put forward a good case, then the loan would be granted, provided they could repay it with interest at a later date. 
 
    If a man had been found to deceive him, or someone defaulted on a loan, the Laird was ruthless. Even in cases of ill fortune, the receiver was still expected to repay the loan in full. In cases where the borrower had lied to obtain the loan, or hid from the Laird so as not to repay it, heads rolled. 
 
    It was not of his own volition that the Laird was so strict. He had been raised to watch his money closely, and he knew how quickly opportunists would sweep in and leave the treasure rooms bare if they knew that he was handing it out left and right. This would make him seem like a fool, and make just people go without. He had to be a monster so that the Lairdship would thrive. 
 
    Tomorrow would be that day, and Alastair anticipated it. Because deep down in his heart, all he truly wanted was to see his people happy, and that was the one day a month where he could stop being a monster, and become an angel instead.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Gordon sighed, looking out across the hard, stony fields. Nothing would grow there. It was all peat and grass and rock. The land was not fit for yams, or turnips, or even a root as slender as a parsnip. Nothing but grass roots penetrated that hard ground. And heavy grains, such as barley or rye, were soon pilfered by the small rodents which abounded in the woods down the road. 
 
    No, the only thing which grew in the flat, hard lands around their farm was pure, simple, sweet grass. The other farmers all thrived breeding geese, cattle, and sheep. But Gordon had never had enough money to own large beasts, and his flock of geese had dwindled as he sold them for meat, even selling his breeding pairs at times to cover living expenses. Now, he was struggling to keep his family alive on the meager income the farm produced, and he was even unable to grow their own food on the land. 
 
    He had lost his beloved wife eight years ago, and it had all gone downhill from there. With his daughters aged nineteen, sixteen, thirteen, and ten at the time, he was not able to support his family like before. Unable to remarry due to his poverty, the only thing he could do was try his best. He had put the girls to work tending to the home and the geese. 
 
    Edana, the eldest, had kept the fire and the house for all of them to come home to. Gillian, at sixteen, had been deemed old enough to go out on her own and was sent to forage for edible wild foods for the family. Ina, only thirteen, had been trusted with feeding the geese and cleaning their shelters under Edana’s watchful eye. And little Morna had stuck like a limpet by her father’s side, helping him set up fences, sow seeds, and tend to whatever small crops managed to take root in the harsh soil. 
 
    Now that the girls were grown, Gordon knew he had to do better to provision for all of them, but he was not quite sure where to begin. They needed food, at least, and were all quite big now. And perhaps some day, they would like to marry, so he would need a suitably dowry for all of them. Which meant the farm had to produce. He needed something that would grow on his land. And roots might not, but grass did. And where grass grew tall and green, cows grew big and fat. His neighbors had fared well with their cattle, and he knew this was the key to his daughters’ happiness. 
 
    Gordon finished loading the cart. “We’re ready, lassies. Hop in!” he cried, and the girls marched out of the house, heads held proud despite their humble origins, each carrying a basket with an offering for the Laird. Gordon knew that the Laird expected nothing but a repayment and a bit of interest for his loans, and all had heard of the Laird’s generosity. But he had also heard of the Laird’s harsh judgement and scrutiny when it came to allocating loans. 
 
    Therefore, to secure the money, each of the girls had promised to bring something which would show the Laird their own willingness to give and their industrious nature. That way, he would be able to see that his money was in safe hands. 
 
    Edana carried a basket full of hand-woven tapestry, a fine piece she had been working on for a long time in hopes of bringing the family an income. Staying at home had left her skin fairer than any other girl in the village, and it contrasted with her dark hair beautifully. At twenty seven years, she had spent too much time scouring in cold water and cooking in hot water, scrubbing and soaping and sewing. Her hands were red and rough, and her face was plump and reddish from sitting by the fire. But her tapestry showed her true soul, her home-making instincts, and the value of each wrinkle and vein. She sold one of each a month, which was enough to bring a little wealth into the home so that they could eat well. 
 
    Gillian carried a basket of beautifully shaped rare stones which she had gathered since she was a young girl, each one unique in shape or color. Roaming the fields for berries and herbs had given her ample opportunity to grow her collection, but it had also marked her. She was strong and lean, built like a limber deer, with muscles visible on her slender arms and legs as she walked. Her red hair had been bleached strawberry blond by the sunlight, and her skin was as brown as her father’s, although much softer. Despite the tomboy body of a girl who worked outdoors, the fruits of her labor were evident in a very feminine fascination with flowers and sparkling rare stones, which she collected avidly and used to adorn her tanned chest and arms. 
 
    Ina carried a basket bearing a plump young goose she had been fattening for that year’s Solstice, which had been fed on nothing but grain, kept from running outside, and groomed daily. Ina loved each animal as though it were her child, and the health and strength of each bird, despite the scarcity of food, showed just how well she did. Her whole appearance was designed with the animals in mind. Her dresses were plain and easy to clean, and she never left the house without an apron. Despite the lack of food, her figure was a little plump from spending much of the day cuddling and nursing any ill animals, and she kept her black hair short as an old woman’s, to keep the geese from dirtying or pulling it.  
 
    And little Morna, now all of a woman at eighteen, carried a precious rosebush, a mere baby of a plant, potted and placed gently in her basket. She had her mother’s fiery red hair, just like Gillian used to have, but unlike her sister, she covered up as she worked with her father. Her skin was not as pale as Edana’s, but not tanned either, a simple, milky white, dotted with freckles. From following her father, she had not only learned to tend to plants, but also how to balance the sweet qualities which men so loved, with the boldness and strength that would protect her and her sisters for years to come. And for that, Morna was her father’s favorite. 
 
    Climbing into the carriage, each girl paused to nod and smile to their father reassuringly. It gave his heart strength to see what wonderful young women his daughters had become. Edana seemed somber, but then again, she had always been. When their mother had passed away, it was Edana who had needed to bear the burden of caring for her sisters. It was Edana who had not cried, who had taken up washing the linens, stirring the fire, and filling the pot. Someone had to, after all. 
 
    Gillian, her heart always full of fancies, was anticipating meeting a Laird, who in her mind, was as grand as any prince in any fairy tale her father had ever told her, and she and Ina were chatting gaily about what this notoriously young Laird might look like. And Morna all but skipped into the carriage at the end. She was a true ray of sunshine in her father’s life. He had not been able to shelter her from the hardships of life, but it was as though she didn’t mind. 
 
    It was as though she knew that life was tough and mean and despairing, but that the little sparks of brightness in the dark would make it all worthwhile. When Morna’s marriage prospect worried him with his bluntness and lack of affections, Gillian scared him half to death by staying in the field with local farm boys half the night, and Ina left him wondering if she would ever marry looking like she had just cleaned a pig sty, Morna embodied everything he had hoped for. And, ironically, for that very reason, he felt unprepared to let her go.  
 
    Looking at the baskets, he felt a pang of regret. It was many gifts. But Gordon was going to ask for a lot of money and a lot of faith from a man who was not known for giving in to emotional outbursts and pleas for mercy. He needed to impress the Laird with their ability to produce. 
 
    “We would make so much coin if only we sold these goods at the market,” Ina remarked. “I think a good merk for the tapestry, a shilling for the goose, two shillings for the stones, and another two for the rose. Why, that is two cows already! Add a third if you account for the cost of this journey.” 
 
    Gordon shook his head. “Even if it could afford us a cow and a bull, how are we to get by when the beasts take so long to breed? No, we must purchase a herd. In the long term, this journey will pay off.” 
 
    Edana scoffed. “It shall all be a waste, you will see. All this time, we could have spent working the field some more, doing something that will bear fruit. And yet, here we go to beg.” 
 
      
 
    “We have been working the fields for ten years,” Gillian replied. “And what has that brought us? We live from hand to mouth as it is, and our poor father grows older and more worn by the day. We cannot rely on him any longer, and we are not fit for a husband yet. None of us.” 
 
    “Any man who will not have me as I am is not worth having,” Ina insisted. 
 
    Gillian shook her head. “Do you not want babies?” 
 
    “I have my geese and the cat,” Ina said. “I am most content to go without babies the rest of my life, if it spares me the misery of an unhappy marriage.” 
 
    “I am not ready to marry either,” Morna agreed. “The only man in my life with be pa.” 
 
    “Good, because none of us shall marry anyway. We will return from Edinburgh poorer and more exhausted, and a week behind on our work, mark my words,” Edana said. 
 
    “I do not agree with Edana,” Gillian said flatly, “but pa, why are you bringing us with you, at such great expense of time and wealth, when we could remain at home and tend the house?” 
 
    “You, of all of us, ought to know,” Ina said with a knowing smirk. 
 
    Gillian giggled, and Edana rolled her eyes. Morna looked from one to the next of her sisters, knowing there was a joke there somewhere, but still a touch too naive to hear it. 
 
    “Now girls, don’t be rude,” Gordon replied. “I am bringing you because you are my precious girls and I would not wish any harm to befall you in my absence.” He clambered into the seat at the front of the carriage. “Now, let’s move.” 
 
    The voyage from Livingston to Edinburgh was long and arduous. But it was necessary, and suffering the wind and rain on the road was no worse than suffering the pangs of hunger and sore joints from working at home.  
 
    The girls soon settled into a routine of talking, singing, and playing little parlor games, all activities which, due to their normal work schedules, they could rarely afford to indulge. Edana and Ina, although at home, were quite opposite personalities, with Ina remaining outside and in the pantry much of the day, and Edana confining herself to the main room. Gillian could be gone from sunup until long after sunset, without a care in the world. And Morna rarely left her father’s side even now. 
 
    And yet, due to the circumstances, the four got along famously during the trip, trying to laugh so as to prevent themselves from giving in to their nerves. The days passed, and as the castle came into view, the girls’ spirits lifted. Gordon could see in their faces that they were glad they had come after all. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Alastair made his way into the throne room as soon as his morning routine was complete. He knew what his duty was. He knew how he ought to carry himself. He did not like it. All he wanted was to be a kind and giving ruler, serving those that needed him the most and making them happy. 
 
    And he did make them happy. He saw their eyes light up in joy, he saw them come back to repay their loans wearing better clothes and looking fatter and happier. But he never got to share that happiness. He had to remain cold and distant. He had to remain above the matters of the common folk. Which was not what he wanted at all. 
 
    He had had no appetite for breakfast that morning, but he had eaten anyway. He had to always look to be in perfect health, so that he may impress anyone who might be looking for weakness. His servants, his courtiers, all watched with intent eyes boring into his flesh as he ate. It was expected that a Laird would dine in company, even if they did not eat with him, and that he would eat heartily. 
 
    Alastair would much prefer a grand party with his friends, where they could talk and laugh and drink wine. But friends were few and far between as a Laird, and backstabbing spies were many. He had gone in a few short years from being a friendly, outgoing young man with friends across the island, to a nervous ruler, unprepared to see anyone for fear they intended to harm him.  
 
    As the day began, he settled into his throne, and the usual parade marched in. The one problem with Alastair’s temperament and presentation, he found, was that the humblest of people sometimes did not dare come before him. This meant that he spent most of this day, which ought to be for the truly poor and destitute, batting away greedy nobles from throughout the land, desperate to either claim back that which the previous Laird took from them, or to cut themselves a slice of the pie. 
 
    The first was a Baron from one of the neighboring towns. Dressed lavishly, well fed, rosy cheeked and smug, he looked ridiculous, feigning humility as he walked up to the throne. 
 
    “What ask ye of me, Ivan?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “I pray, my Laird, that you may find it in your heart to spare me a small loan with which to invest in a ship,” the Baron said.  
 
    “A ship?” Alastair asked. “And what, pray, do you wish to do with your ship?” 
 
    “I intend to travel across the borders of Europe and bring back many fine spices, gems, and rare fruits to sell to those of my own class and make a fair profit,” Ivan replied. “I am sure that I shall be able to repay you in no time at all, if you are so kind as to purchase me the ship.” 
 
    “No,” replied Alastair. “I shall not.” 
 
    Ivan went a little pale and laughed nervously. “I beg your pardon, my Laird?” 
 
    “I know you, Ivan,” Alastair said. “You have more than enough riches with which to buy your own ship. Tell me what it is you truly need the money for, and I shall consider you in earnest.” 
 
    Ivan shuffled and shook his head. “I am afraid I cannae, my Laird, I simply need you to trust me.” 
 
    “Ivan, I will not trust a man who lies so blatantly to my face. Perhaps, had you been honest the first time and told me that it was for a secret of some description, I would have given you more of my time and consideration. But now I shall ask you, and I shall ask you only once, to leave,” Alastair said flatly. 
 
    Ivan opened his mouth as though he were about to reply, thought better of it, turned around, and left. The next person was invited in. 
 
    This was a rare sight. A humble man. A farmer at best, a beggar at worst, walked into the room. He looked and smelled terrible, like he had spent his entire life cleaning up after chickens. But before Alastair could pass any judgement, his breath was taken away by the beauties that followed.  
 
    A tall, buxom young woman, with translucent skin and hair black as coal came bearing a basket full of folded fabric.  
 
    Then a willowy girl with skin and hair a rare brown and blonde skipped in, carrying a basket that rattled as though it was heavy, even though her strong arms bore it with ease.  
 
    Next a full, blushing young lady, whose black hair and sensual red lips highlighted her femininity where her loose-fitting dress did not, carrying a basket from which a goose peered out. 
 
    And finally, a sweet girl, a traditional Scottish beauty, with bold freckles, milky skin, and bright red hair like a blazing fire.  
 
    Each girl was lovelier than the last, and Alastair found his heart singing to be in the presence of such fair maidens. Could there be some mistake? Were these beauties the daughters of this raggedy old man? He could not stop himself from staring at the naturally varied bounty of sensuality which lay before him, at the magnificent range of the feminine form, at the power any woman could hold so long as she respected and showed confidence in her body.  
 
    After a moment, the scribe coughed nervously, calling Alastair’s attention to his duties. He sat up straight again. “State your name,” he demanded. 
 
    “I am Gordon of Livingston, my Laird,” Gordon replied. 
 
    “What is it that you want, peasant?” Alastair asked flatly. 
 
    “I am hoping, my Laird, that you would spare me a loan with which to populate my land with many cattle,” Gordon said, still bowing low, as though afraid to meet Alastair’s eyes.  
 
    “Populate your land, you say? Many cattle, you say? I am surprised to hear that a man such as yourself has any land at all, let alone that he intends to rear cattle on it,” Alastair challenged Gordon. “Why do you want cattle which you cannot afford to buy for yourself?” 
 
    “My Laird, I have had a humble goose herd my whole life, but as my daughters grow older I require some coin for their dowries,” Gordon explained. 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. “I do not believe some cows shall produce enough profit to amass four dowries and repay me my loan,” he replied. 
 
    “I promise you, my Laird, that I shall repay you in full. I have the greatest confidence in my land, and I am sure that it shall provide us all with many cows to produce milk and beef.” Gordon seemed nervous.  
 
    “And what makes you so confident, goose herder, that you shall succeed in raising cattle when you have never raised a single cow before? How can I trust a man with no experience to do such a complex job? Do you know what they say about old dogs? You cannae teach them a new trick. And I see an old dog before me,” Alastair replied. “Who shall care for your cattle and make them healthy and strong for milk and beef?” 
 
    “My daughters will, good Laird,” Gordon insisted. “Take my responsible and stern Edana, whose tapestry illustrates her strong hands and fine touch, with which she shall groom and milk each cow. And my wise daughter, Gillian, whose careful eye can perceive the smallest detail, will watch over them and see they come to no harm from weather or fiend. My loving Ina can show you just how much care she can put into fattening a beautiful goose for food, and she shall no doubt show the same skill with a cow. And my dearest Morna, with her precious rose, shall tend to the land with me and ensure that the cows always have enough grass and hay with which to fatten.” 
 
    Alastair paused and watched as each girl laid her basket at the feet of his throne. He nodded to the scribe, who put aside his quill and lambskin and walked up to the baskets. In turn, the scribe displayed the contents of each one. The tapestry was heavy and finely woven with intricate patterns and rich colors from various flower dyes. The stones were all unique, some gleaming, some sparkling, some in colors he had never seen before. The goose was heavy, fat, and healthy, with clean feathers which would make excellent pillows. And the rose bush, although small, was perfect. Not a single leaf was marred, not a single stem had been cut, and not a single bud had yet opened. It was strong, symmetrical, and seemed to be growing and dancing before his very eyes. 
 
    “I can see that you have raised your girls well,” Alastair said after holding his silence. “It must take much dedication to turn such frail young children into such strong and capable young women.” 
 
    Gordon dropped to his knees and bowed his head low. “I thank you, my Laird, for your kind words.”

“It is not kindness, but an astute observation,” Alastair replied. “They have done very well with each of their gifts, and I shall accept them. The tapestry will make for a fine coverlet, the stones for elegant jewels, the goose for a good dinner tonight, and the rose shall be planted in my private garden.” 
 
    “Do you mean to say that…?” Gordon began, hesitant to say any more lest he spoil his good fortune. 
 
    “I have decided that I shall grant you the loan,” Alastair said with a nod, turning to his bewildered scribe. “Please, make out a loan to cover forty head of cattle for this good man.”  
 
    The scribe nodded, smiling politely, and put the basket with the rose bush gently on the floor before walking back over to his pulpit, taking his quill, and adding the loan as the first item on the day’s list. Alastair could tell that he was questioning his Laird’s judgement, but nobody would ever dare to confront him. 
 
    “It is done,” Alastair said as the scribe lifted his quill from the lambskin. “Follow my man, Simon, and he shall give you the coin you need.” 
 
    “How long do I have to repay you, my Laird?” Gordon asked from his knees. “I shall endeavor to repay you as soon as I must, and I would not wish to take more than I can repay.”  
 
    “I am confident that you shall be able to repay me, but I understand that it may not be a swift job. You will need enough time to rear some calves, to produce some milk, to increase your profits and invest again in the herd a couple of times. I shall grant you two years in which to repay me. But I insist upon a report every moon, that I may trust I know where you are and what you are doing with my money,” he explained. 
 
    Gordon bowed his head again. “Thank you, my Laird; that is more than I could have ever dreamed for. Your generosity is unparalleled, and your kindness shall never be forgotten.” 
 
    “I would hope not,” Alastair replied. “Now, be gone.” 
 
    As the five walked out in the same order they entered, Alastair saw the relief and joy on their faces and heard the excited whispers of one of the girls who could not even wait to exit the room before she started talking to her sisters. They were happy, well and truly happy. Happy in a sense he hoped to experience some day. 
 
    Alastair felt warmth in his heart. This was why he did this. This was why he put in such great efforts. Seeing the joy on those five humble faces was enough to make his heart rest easy for another month.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Gordon was overjoyed at the prospect of buying his own cattle. On the way home, there was nothing more the girls could talk about, either. It warmed his heart to hear them.  
 
    Morna laughed as she shook the bag of money. “We have so much! We shall buy an entire herd! We may even need to buy another field to fit them all in!” 
 
    “Do not be daft,” Edana said, swiping the bag from Morna, placing it between her own feet, and settling her skirts so that they covered it. “It is enough for what we need, and the quality of the cattle matters more than their number. And do not shake the bag, or else we shall have thieves upon us in no time at all!” 
 
    “I want a big heifer all to myself,” Ina said with a grin. “A huge girl who I can ride upon and take with me to town and cuddle with. She will be my very best beast and I shall call her Bessie.” 
 
    “You want to ride a heifer?” Edana replied. Despite her efforts to sound as indignant as usual, there was a slight tone of humor in her voice. “I cannae imagine you aboard a great cow like you think you’re Boudica.” 
 
    “I know what I wish to ride,” Gillian said dreamily. 
 
    Ina blushed bright red. “Gill! Don’t be so indecent!” 
 
    “Ah, but you knew just what I meant by that,” Gillian replied with a mischievous smirk. 
 
    Morna put her head to one side. “What do you mean?” she asked, not quite sure she had gotten the joke again. 
 
    “I am simply glad that we shall be able to eat,” Edana said. “It has been so long since any fortune has come our way, and I would hope that this is the beginning of something new taking place.” 
 
    Ina nodded, hasty to change the subject. “Aye. It shall be a harsh few months as we get the cows and make up for all that we have lost in gifts, but I am sure that we shall bear it out.” 
 
    “You shall, that is for sure,” Gillian replied, poking her sister’s belly jokingly. “Either you’re getting a wee bit lazy tending your geese, or you’re stealing their oats and grass.” 
 
    “I never! I simply have a womanly physique,” Ina grumbled. “Unlike some of us.” 
 
    “Shame about the lack of womanliness in everything else,” Gillian said. “It would not hurt you to wear something a bit prettier, ye ken?” 
 
    “Stop arguing,” Edana said flatly. “You are not children anymore.” 
 
    “You’re just jealous because the Laird looked at me more than you,” Ina said with a haughty grunt. 
 
    “Did you see his eyes!” Gillian exclaimed, fanning herself. “He was a true angel, a sprite, some marvelous creature. So young and beautiful, and yet so mature, so stern.” 
 
    “And a most generous soul,” Edana agreed. “We are most fortunate that our Laird is such a good man. There are not many like him, and we would be back where we started were it not for his kindness. Never forget that debt.”  
 
    “I will never forget those eyes!” Gillian replied. “Or that jaw, or those hands. Do you not agree, Morna? He is a magnificent man, is he not?” 
 
    Morna nodded and blushed. “I did think him handsome, Gill, but I am not ready to think of such matters as of yet. My beloved family are all that I need.” 
 
    Gillian rolled her eyes. “One can tell you’re an innocent little one. But just wait and see. Ina used to be just as sweet and mild as you, and now she understands every improper remark I make and prides herself in her curves. Give yourself another three years, and you’ll be fighting me over some handsome brute from the village, mark my words!” 
 
    “I suppose that may happen,” Morna replied smiling. “But not soon, by any means. I am not sure I have the time or motivation to fight with my sisters.” 
 
    “You are so sweet,” Gillian said in earnest, embracing her littlest sister. “I cannae believe you’re related to those two.” 
 
    “As are you,” Edana replied. 
 
    *** 
 
    But all was not as well as the family had assumed. They returned home, cold, tired, and hungry, and spent much of the next day sleeping and talking about the cattle they intended to buy, making sure that the right preparations were made, and the right animals were to be bought. Everything had to be just right, or else there was a risk that the entire plan would fail, and they would be left where they started, but this time in debt. 
 
    Gordon bought his cattle from another local farmer who had been a friend of his for many years. Kennedy was a simple man, but had been fortunate with his herd, and Gordon put his faith in Kennedy’s cows. They had been raised on similar fields, some were already with calf or producing milk, and Kennedy knew of a man at the other side of the village who would be able to provide a healthy bull for the next calving season. 
 
    All in all, they spent every penny on shelters, silage, troughs, and animals. The work was so intense that they needed to slaughter and sell their remaining geese to make time and space for the cows, but everyone had their hopes high, and none of the girls second-guessed their father’s decision. It was done. 
 
    But a dark cloud loomed on the horizon. Some of the cows showed signs of illness, shivering and collapsing in the field for no apparent reason. Thinking they were perhaps just unfamiliar with cows, the family worked harder to keep them fed and warm. But nothing worked and soon, most of them were shivering and falling every day. 
 
    And one by one, the cows began to die. Ina wept when the one she had christened Bessie was taken as well. They were too ill to produce milk, some even too weak to move. And every day, they were finding another one dead. In less than a week, their herd had halved. 
 
    Gordon was furious, and he took Morna with him to Kennedy’s home to see if his neighbor had sold him some ill cows for the price of healthy livestock. He could not afford to take such a grave loss, and the deception would not go down well. He would get the law involved if he needed to. 
 
    “It is not my fault,” Kennedy replied. “My own are the same, come see.” He took Gordon’s hand and led him to the cow sheds down the bottom of his first field. 
 
    Morna trailed behind, reluctant to see any more ill cows. They seemed like they were possessed with some sort of a vindictive spirit which was throwing their bodies down and making them cough and shake in pain. It was violent, and it was terrifying. And now that she knew that other cattle in the area were afflicted also, it set off her superstitions. She was not alone. As he surveyed the field, her father’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “But what is it? Some curse?” Gordon asked. Morna could see that superstition was pulling his remaining hairs on end and sending shivers down his spine.  
 
    “I hope not,” she said softly. “Whatever have we done to deserve such a violent curse? And whatever have the poor cows done? It’s not right. This cannae be from God.” 
 
      
 
    Kennedy nodded. “This is not God’s work; that is for sure. He would not strike down his own creatures so cruelly. And even so, why would he target us? We are just simple farmers who have never had the time to sin.” 
 
    Gordon hesitated. “Never be too sure, perhaps there is something we must make amends for, something which will save our farms.” 
 
    “We cannae ken what it is that is taking our cattle. All we can do is hope that it stops soon. I did nothing to deserve this, nor did you,” Kennedy said flatly. “We must not waste our time trying to get God, or the Wicked One, or anything else to forgive us. These are the laws of the wild world, not those of the spiritual one. Instead, save your prayers to ask for clarity, and your energy to save your herd.” 
 
    Morna could see her father’s face fall. He had been so happy about his cattle; he had had such high hopes for the herd, and now everything was gone, wasted. And there wasn’t even anything he could plausibly do about it. He was, once again, unable to save his family. 
 
    Walking home, Gordon sighed. 
 
    “Tell me, pa,” Morna said gently. 
 
    “I am not sure what I can tell your sisters,” he replied. “They had such great hopes and aspirations for our herd, our farm. Now it looks as if this attempt shall fail, also, and we shall be left with nowt. I cannae bear to face them, let alone tell them the bad news. 
 
    “But we must tell them,” Morna replied. “We must prepare for the worst, and work to avoid it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “All I wanted was a good dowry for all of you. I see now, that was a mistake. I should have just focused on keeping food on our table and wood on our fire. If things keep going as they are now, we shall freeze to death if we do not starve first.” 
 
    Walking in through the front door, Morna could sense the distress coming from Ina and Gillian, who sat by the fire. Edana’s footsteps sounded in the doorway. 
 
    “We have lost another, father,” Edana said solemnly, walking in with blood on her hands and washing them in the pail that rested by the door, usually reserved for boots. “She was calving, and I tried to help her, but she coughed and passed like the rest, leaving the baby trapped inside her. I could not pull it out in time and by the time it was out, the poor thing has suffocated.” 
 
    Although she said this plainly, Morna could see the sorrow in her sister’s eyes. All she wanted was to hug her and tell her that all would be well. But that was a lie. Nothing would be well. All the cows would suffer the same fate, and then they would soon follow, starving to death. 
 
    Ina was weeping yet again. “I cannae bear to see them go, pa,” she whimpered. “They were our hope, our future, and my friends.” 
 
    Morna sat down beside Ina in front of the fire and embraced her gently. “Hush now, Ina, do not let sorrow claim you. You must be strong. For all of us.” 
 
    “It is so hard though, Morna,” she replied, sniffling. “I have never seen so many animals suffer such a horrible fate before. And then I think of us and what a mess we shall be in when the last cow dies. Will we live? Or will we die also?” 
 
    Gillian remained silent, gazing deep into the flames, turning a shiny red stone over and over between her golden brown fingers. A single tear escaped her eye and rolled down her face, running short on water and halting halfway down her cheek, leaving a sparkling streak behind. 
 
    Ina began sobbing more in earnest again, burying her face in her hands and loudly whimpering. 
 
    Morna held her weeping sister, rocking back and forth gently. “We shall endure, and we shall survive,” she reassured Ina. “We are strong.” 
 
    Edana walked over to the fireplace, drying her arms on a rag, and sat down with her sisters. “Aye, Morna, we are strong, and we shall live. Life always finds a way, like the little sapling growing towards the sun. We will grow away from the shade and into the light, also.” 
 
    Morna had never heard such beautiful words coming from Edana and, reaching out with one hand as the other still embraced Ina, she held Edana’s hand. Gillian scooted up closer and rested her head on Edana’s shoulder. They sat like that, silently looking into the fire. 
 
    Morna heard her father sigh. And she understood why. This was no good. Cows were still dying. There was no solution and no cure. There was no way of getting their money or their geese back. And now they were even losing calves. They would not be able to repay the Laird if this continued. All any of them could do was pray for a miracle at this point.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    But no miracle was forthcoming. Gordon waited and waited for something to happen. But it did not. The cows were falling like flies and when his bull caught the fever, Gordon knew he had lost his battle with fate. It was only a matter of time before the bull died, also. And without a bull, there would be no calves, without calves there would be no milk and no more cows. And with no milk and no cows, there was no way of bringing in money nor of replenishing the herd. 
 
    They had lost the battle with the devastating disease. 
 
    Staring out the window, Gordon wondered what he ought to do next. He knew he would never be able to repay the Laird, but he also knew how strict the young man could be. Gordon feared the repercussions. But the repercussions of not telling the Laird immediately would be more severe than if he admitted to his failure. 
 
    He turned about, looking at the girls as they finished tying their hair back for the day’s work. 
 
    “We must go to Edinburgh at once, to speak to our Laird and beg him our forgiveness,” Gordon said. “And I cannae go without you lassies,” he added.  
 
    They looked at him, confused, not understanding at all. 
 
    “Why are we going?” Ina asked. “Surely he will be angry when he finds out that we have lost his money. It would be far better to simply not tell him and hope that he forgets.” 
 
    “He will not forget,” Edana said sternly. “And we would pay dearly for that.” 
 
    “Indeed we would,” Gordon said, nodding at his eldest daughter’s wisdom. She was not the gentlest of souls, but she more than made up for it with her brains. 
 
    “But what are we to do with the cows?” Edana asked. “What can we do if they are all ill? We cannae leave them here to rot.”  
 
    Ina nodded. “Perhaps I ought to stay behind? I can look after them on my own, and then they will have someone by their side.” 
 
    “You can barely handle a single death,” Gillian scoffed. “We would come home to you a blubbering mess. No, I shall stay.” 
 
    “If you stay then the cows shall get no care. You shall spend all day in your bed,” Ina said, glaring. 
 
    “Well you are the lazy one and… Oh. You take that back!” Gillian exclaimed, realizing her sister’s accusation. 
 
    Edana stepped between them. “Be quiet and let father think. None of us shall stay on our own. None of us can manage on our own. So pa must think of what to do with the cows.” 
 
    As the girls fell silent and turned to him expectantly, Gordon pondered this through carefully. “We must slaughter them. All of them. The meat should fetch us some money. Even the meat from the ill ones. We shall sell that at a discount. Perhaps we can collect enough money to begin paying our Laird back.” 
 
    “No!” Ina said, shaking her head. “We cannae kill them all!” 
 
    Morna embraced Ina tightly. “It is where they were going anyway, and they shall not suffer,” she reassured her sister. 
 
    Ina shook her head. “But not like this...” 
 
    “Stop being such a baby,” Gillian replied. 
 
    Edana did not vocally agree with Gillian, but remained silent as she went to the corner to start packing their bags, readying for their journey. Meanwhile, Gordon made the walk into town to rent a horse and arrange to sell the cows. 
 
    *** 
 
    As they set off on their journey, Ina wept at the thought of her beloved cows headed to slaughter, never to be seen again. She could normally cope with losing one or two animals, and she prepared herself every year for goose slaughtering season. But this was different. It was unanticipated and brutal. 
 
    Morna alone comforted her, reassuring her that she had done all she could. Gillian and Edana spoke only of how much money the meat would raise, and whether it would be worthwhile or not, whilst lamenting the loss of meat from the ill beasts and the ones that died earlier, which were not butchered. 
 
    But Gordon’s mind was not on cows. It was on money. He had failed his Laird. And perhaps, he could use the money from the meat to repay the loan, but then he would be in the same position as he had been before. Or he could use the money to try and rear a new herd, perhaps of sheep. And then if he kept sheep on the land, he could breed them faster than cows, as sheep often had two lambs. Their milk made for a richer cheese, also, which kept better, and the meat would be faster to mature. 
 
    By the time the castle came into view, Gordon had convinced himself. The best choice would be to ask the Laird to allow him to gather the money from the meat and buy some lambs, and to extend his loan so that they could do well. And if it didn’t work this time, then he knew for sure that he had committed some terrible sin and would accept his punishment. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alastair was not pleased to have been interrupted. He glared at Gordon sternly. But, just as Gordon had hoped, the young man’s eyes softened when he saw the girls’ pleading faces. Bringing them with him was only in part to keep them out of trouble this time. In part, it was also to ensure that the Laird, who had looked at the girls so kindly and lovingly before, would fall for them again and be generous to Gordon and his family. The Laird may be able to be cruel to Gordon, but not to such innocent beauties, surely? 
 
    “What brings you back before the next moon, peasant?” the Laird asked. 
 
    “I am not sure that I shall be able to pay you back the loan you so generously gave me, my Laird,” Gordon said, dropping to his knees and bowing his head down low. He felt so deeply afraid standing before this great man, as though he were at the feet of a giant. “At least not in the time you established. We have come across several difficulties, and our cattle are dying.” 
 
    “Through your own negligence and failure to understand the creatures?” Alastair said. 
 
    Gordon shook his head, still not looking up. “No, my Laird. The cattle of the entire village are passing.” 
 
    “And I suppose they shall all be here to ask for a loan?” Alastair remarked flippantly. 
 
    “No, my Laird. They have other means of making a living. It is only us who were so foolish as to put all our eggs in one basket,” Gordon replied. 
 
    “I must admit I suspected something of the sort would happen,” Alastair said coldly. “I suppose more the fool me, for giving an old peasant so much wealth. What do you wish for, more money?”  
 
    “No, my Laird,” Gordon said. “I would never disrespect my Laird so gravely. I simply wish to request another opportunity to prove myself to you. I have sent the cattle to slaughter. Some of the meat may be saleable. And then, my Laird, with your permission, I should like to purchase some sheep, and with some additional time in which to raise them, perhaps pay you back in full.” 
 
    “Why ought I to trust you any more with sheep than with cows? I should send my men to collect the money from the meat immediately,” Alastair said. 
 
    “I shall repay you the loan, I swear to you, my Laird,” Gordon said, his voice shaking nearly as much as his weak hands. “I swear on my own life that I shall repay you.” 
 
    “Your promise means nothing to me,” Alastair replied. “What shall you leave me as assurance of your return, and as assurance that I shall be paid?”  
 
    Gordon sat up on his knees, looking into the Laird’s eyes. But the Laird was not looking at him. The Laird was looking over Gordon’s shoulders at the four girls who stood, serenely bowing their heads, waiting for the solution to their problems. And Gordon could see the passion in the Laird’s eyes. He did not want to, but he knew what he needed to do. To protect them all, he had to sacrifice one. 
 
    “My Laird, perhaps if one of my daughters remained with you, you could trust that I would return?” he asked. 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. He was interested. “Very well, show me what you have,” he replied, as though he were talking about another set of baskets. 
 
    Gordon beckoned to the one girl he knew would be eager to meet the Laird no matter what the circumstances, the only one who, without a doubt, had no purity left to lose. 
 
    “My Laird, meet Gillian. She is very wise, a creative and fine soul,” he explained. “She is passionate and willful, and she loves men with the sort of passions only a woman can muster. In fact, she has spoken many kind words about yourself, and I am sure she would enjoy spending a few weeks in your company.” 
 
    Gordon could see Gillian all but bouncing with excitement, and she smiled knowingly at the Laird. 
 
    He did not appear impressed. “Show me the next,” he said flatly. 
 
    Gillian glared and walked back over to her sisters. Gordon evaluated again. Then perhaps he ought to send the one girl he could trust to not waste herself on a man she was not wed to? 
 
    “Please, meet Edana. Perhaps she is more to your liking? She is my eldest, your own age, in fact,” Gordon began with a smile. He beckoned to her, and Edana walked up with a rigid stride. “She is wise, and knows how to keep the home. She could ensure that your room is warm and comfortable for you, and provide you with rich conversation as well.” 
 
    The Laird sighed wearily. “I want to see the next girl.” 
 
    Gordon, feeling a pang of fear, beckoned to Ina, who smiled smugly at Gillian as she strode up to her father’s side. 
 
    “Ina is the perfect woman for a man such as yourself, then? She is loving and giving, she cares for animals and children deeply,” Gordon said, a nervous edge taking over his voice. “She will no doubt be excellent company, and she can cook and clean as well as any other young lady, so she may make herself of use as well as provide companionship. Not to mention, if you have any pets, or relatives with children, she will love them dearly and spare you the bother of caring for them.” 
 
    “And what of your youngest?” Alastair asked, his eyes landing on Morna, who stood behind her sisters, in their shadows, quaking nervously.  
 
    Gordon shook his head. “Little Morna is too young to be left alone like this.” 
 
    “She is not a child,” Alastair replied. “Ask her to step up.” 
 
    Gordon beckoned to Morna, who walked up by his side, her hands shaking, eyes wide, lip trembling. 
 
    “She is the one who grew the rose,” Alastair said with a smile. “They planted that small bush in my tiny garden, and it has already doubled in size. The flowers have such an exquisite scent. You must have magical hands, Morna,” he addressed her suddenly. “Would you care to live with me a while?” 
 
    Morna blushed and looked to her feet. “If that is what it takes to ensure that my family may repay their loan later, then that is what I shall do.” 
 
    Gordon held her hand. “You do not have to do this, Morna,” he said, feeling a weight on his chest. “You may refuse.” 
 
    “No, she may not,” Alastair replied. “Not unless she wants me to demand the full loan be repaid, plus interest, right now.” 
 
    Gordon wanted to hit the man who was threatening his child. But he knew that he was powerless, so he turned to her and, embracing her, kissed her forehead. 
 
    “I promise that I shall return for you, Morna,” Gordon assured his petrified daughter. “I promise that you shall come to no harm.” A tear rolled down his cheek, landing in her precious red hair.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    Morna did not like this man. She did not like men as a general rule, considering them to be more boys who had grown too big and strong for their own good. But this one was a particularly heinous specimen. How could someone be so cruel as to separate a family like that? How could a man present them with such an ultimatum, and force Gordon to choose between his entire family’s well-being and one of his daughters? And what did this man plan on doing to her, now that she was entirely under his authority? No, she did not like him. And she was not going to like him. He had commanded her to stay there, but he could not force her to put aside the disgust she felt for him after that horrific scene. 
 
    In what was to become her room, she had been forcibly dragged out of her dress by a number of busy maids, dropped into a warm bath and scrubbed of every last bit of dirt. They had not commented on how unclean she was, in fact, they had not spoken at all, but she could tell by their expressions that they were disgusted, that they had never seen such an unclean woman before. 
 
    And they had probably not. She was a simple farm girl, not one of those fancy castle courtesans whose dresses she had been made to try on in front of a tall looking glass for the following hour. Different ones were draped over her and tied onto her in the most confusing of manners, some pulling her waist so tight she could not breathe, some hanging off her like a curtain, until they found one that fit. Then the maids gathered round her, combing her hair and applying powders and tinted balms until they were satisfied. 
 
    Looking at herself in the mirror, Morna hardly recognized her reflection. She looked like the dainty princesses in fairy tales. Lifting her hand to her cheek, she confirmed it was, in fact, her own face she was seeing. She looked so fine and pale, with her cheeks and mouth painted red enough to match a porcelain doll’s, her freckles completely hidden beneath the powders. Her red hair shone to match her cheeks and lips and was fastened with an elaborately jeweled clip. And the dress hugged her form snugly, but not too tightly, showing off her firm body and wide hips, as men liked to see. 
 
    What a shame that it would be wasted on a man whose idea of justice was to separate a family that he may enjoy one of the daughters belonging to it. A man whose idea of kindness was to give with one hand and take with the other. A man whose idea of leadership was to threaten and coerce. What a shame that such a vile man would be allowed to see her like this, but not her own dear father and sisters. 
 
    Now that she was dressed, the maids continued to lay heavy jewels on her neck and arms until she looked fit to be a nobleman’s bride. Then, taking her by the hand, they led her to see the man who was imprisoning her. 
 
    The dining hall was greater than their entire cottage. The table extended like a vast road, covered in all sorts of rare delicacies and roasted meats. Candles gleamed throughout the room, illuminating every corner and every painting, every tapestry, every piece of gold on display. It took Morna’s breath away. The extravagance. The beauty. The riches of it. But it also reminded her of who she was dealing with.  
 
    The richness of the spread made her mouth water and her stomach gurgle. It had been so long since she had eaten something as hearty as a meat pie. All the geese had been sold to make money to build a cow shed, Gillian had not caught so much as a rabbit in weeks, and Morna had not the heart to eat one of the cows, especially not considering the terrible way they died. 
 
    She sat down at the allocated seat, right by the Laird, who was already sipping wine as a taster sampled various dishes. The room felt a little bare from there, as though there was room made specifically for something else. Something which was absent. The Laird snapped his fingers, and the taster put a dish back down and poured Morna some wine. 
 
    “I do not mean to insult you, or your father,” he said flatly, sipping his wine. “I simply mean to claim what is mine, and to ensure that all know who they are dealing with.”  
 
    “With all due respect, my Laird, we know who you are, we know who it is we are dealing with, and I am sure my father meant you no insult, either,” she replied. 
 
    He shook his head. “As I said, I need all to know. Not just you. And besides, I must have my money back eventually. I cannae trust you peasants to return with it, not after that.” 
 
    “My Laird can more than afford to lose a loan or two, I think,” Morna said, biting her lip. “And we returned this time, why would we not return again? My Laird should probably reconsider what impression he is giving others.”  
 
    “And what impression is that?” Alastair asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    She blushed. “My apologies, my Laird, I fear that my hunger is getting the better of me and interfering with my thoughts.” 
 
    “No, I wish to hear those thoughts,” he insisted. “Do tell me, what impression do I give?” 
 
    Morna sighed. “That of a man who is so cruel and inconsiderate that he would take a girl away from her father only to make an impression on people who are not even present,” she replied. 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked. 
 
    “It is, my Laird,” she replied. 
 
    She knew she was being stubborn and moody. But she had a right to be. What right did the Laird have to be so miserable and bitter this whole time? Although, he did not seem too insulted. She served herself a slice of pie, too hungry to worry about whether this was appropriate behavior, and began to eat. It tasted like heaven. Every mouthful was rich, meaty, and salty, with perfectly buttery pastry. She had never had anything like it. 
 
    Realizing she had let escape a soft moan of delight, she quickly looked up towards the Laird, to see if he had heard her make such an indecent sound. 
 
    He was watching her again. She glared at him, turning her face away. If she could not eat without looking upon his face, then she would not eat. Handsome he may be on the outside. But if his core was rotten, then what did it matter?  
 
    “Keep eating, you need to,” Alastair said. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not if you will stare at me, my Laird, you make me ashamed to eat.” 
 
    She heard him sigh. “Very well, then perhaps you should retire to your room, and a maid shall bring you some bread and cheese?” 
 
    Morna felt a pang of regret. The pie had been so delicious. But bread and cheese without company was better than pie in bad company, no matter how good the pie. “Yes, my Laird. I shall immediately.” 
 
    She stood up and felt a tug at her waist. Thinking nothing of it, she stepped away from the table. A ripping sound echoed slightly in the vast room. 
 
    The dress tore at the seam, all the way up her thigh. Morna blushed and shook her head. “I am so sorry, my Laird, I seem to have damaged the gown you so graciously gave me.” Her first thought was her father. Would he have to pay for this, also? She did not have to be kind to the Laird, but she did not have to go around breaking things which did not belong to her, either. 
 
    A maid came from the doorway to help her unhook her skirts from the slight chip in the wooden table where a great splinter had pierced them. She lifted the hem and looked at the rip. It had broken fairly neatly along the seam. “It should be an easy mend, my Laird,” she said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Why are you so concerned with the dress, and not with the leg you have bared before my eyes? Surely a decent young woman would be ashamed that a man, who is not her husband, has seen so much of her skin?” the Laird asked.  
 
    Morna looked down at how the tear, combined with the fold, displayed her entire leg. She dropped her skirt so that it more or less covered her leg, but felt no shame. “I am not ashamed,” she said plainly. “Other than perhaps of my clumsiness, my Laird.” 
 
    “I see,” he replied. “Are you not a decent young woman?” 
 
    “I am, but I was under the assumption that, as my Laird is a decent young man, he would not be insulted by a leg unintentionally bared,” she replied. 
 
    He smiled. “That is a very good point. Now go to your room. I shall send for your bread and cheese.” 
 
    Morna followed the maid back to the room which had been assigned to her and walked in, stripping out of the dress and into a night gown, ready to wait for her dinner to arrive. 
 
    “I suppose I ought to mend it,” Morna said to the maid, who was inspecting her skirt. “Do you have a needle?” she asked gently. 
 
    The maid shook her head. “That is not a lady’s job, Miss,” she replied. 
 
    “How fortunate that I am not a lady, then,” Morna replied. “And do not treat me so formally.” 
 
    The maid laughed. “I suppose if you insist, I shall find you a needle. I am Ailsa, by the way,” she added as she searched through her sewing bag. 
 
    “It is so very peculiar,” Ailsa remarked, “to think of a woman who the Laird is entertaining, sitting and sewing her own skirts. It is like seeing a hen pulling a cart.”  
 
    “Like I said, I am not a lady. I am a simple farm girl,” Morna replied. 
 
    Ailsa shook her head. “You are not.” 
 
    “I am, why else do you think I asked you to talk to me plainly, and to let me sew. I am the daughter of a simple goose herder, and I am only here because our Laird has loaned my father money that he does not trust us to repay.” 
 
    “But you look so beautiful!” Ailsa exclaimed. “And yet, you are such a humble girl. Even more so than myself. I find that hard to believe. The powers that be have blessed ye greatly, Morna.”  
 
    “I looked much plainer when I arrived here,” Morna replied. 
 
    “I suppose you are destined for great things, if under a humble exterior there was so much beauty,” Ailsa said. “It is like finding a piece of gold in a river. Just because it is buried in mud and rocks does not make it dirt.” 
 
    “I do not think so,” Morna said, shaking her head. “Sometimes the things at the bottom of a riverbed are just mud and rocks, and polishing them a little bit will not turn them to gold.” 
 
    Ailsa smiled more. “Humility is so befitting to a lady, though.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    What was this girl doing? This daft, daft child? Alastair was not sure whether to be insulted or intrigued by her actions. Every day she spent in the castle, she sat and talked with the servants. He should not have permitted it in the first place, of course. He should have told her that she would dine with him, sit with him, and talk with him.  
 
    But he had set a precedent by allowing her to leave his table, and now he found it hard to deny her when she requested to spend her meals in her room, or her mornings in the gardens. It was frustrating, and he knew she was being openly defiant, something which he would not accept from anyone else. But when she did it, he somehow tolerated it. 
 
    She was a sweet, pretty thing. And yet, she was so quiet and stern, so shy and unsure of herself, when she was in the room with him. It was as though she saw him as the enemy and not as her good guardian and protector. When she was outside, it was different. He could watch through the windows as she walked the gardens, talked with the servants, or sat on the grass, sewing. 
 
    It was as though she were a small bird or another mild forest animal and inside the castle, she was repressed, lonely, and scared, whereas outside of it, she was free and comfortable, living life as her little heart desired. And the Laird could not bear to keep such a lovely creature captive. If she wanted to spread her wings then, however limited her movement, he would give her some space. 
 
    At breakfast on the third day, he addressed her. 
 
    “Very well, girl, if you will insist on spending so much time with the staff, perhaps you ought to earn your father’s loan back yourself,” Alastair said sternly. “I shall ask for a simple dress to be brought to you, and you may work in the scullery and the gardens.” 
 
    She looked surprised and confused. And yet she had a glimmer in her eyes that looked so very lovely, as though she did not believe him, but had not given up hope. “Is this truly so, my Laird?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded. “I would not say it otherwise. No, I must allow you the freedom to live as you please, and if you want nothing more than to cavort with other simple maids, then that shall be allowed. I cannae see what the appeal is, but I allow it.” 
 
    “I am grateful, though, my Laird. That is the only life I have ever known. And I shall be so glad to use my hands once again!” She all but jumped for joy, her hands shaking slightly, and her pretty blue eyes glimmering. He could hear a gentle swoosh under the table as her little feet swung under the chair in childish excitement. 
 
    He let her take it in a little, and he watched her. It brought him such immense pleasure to see others looking happy, and this time was no exception. The sparkle in her eyes, the glow of her cheeks, and the way she ate her meal absentmindedly, gazing off into the distance, all told him of an emotion so intense and so beautiful that he would never feel it himself. 
 
    But he had to mar that lovely moment with a single, simple caveat. And although it was not much he was asking for, he knew that it would cut her sweet little heart. So he waited until she seemed somewhat calmer before beginning. 
 
    “I only ask that you continue to dine with me,” he said, averting his gaze. “And that you wear your fine dresses when you sit at my table so that you may look the part I am having you play.” 
 
    “What part would that be?” Morna asked warily. 
 
    “That of my entertainment, that of an example I shall hold aloft to all my debtors, do you understand? I cannae allow your father to get away without paying me, and I need my debtors to fear for their own welfare and that of their wives and daughters. But I will not harm ye. You’re free in all other aspects.” 
 
    Morna paused and then nodded. “I understand, my Laird. And I shall do my utmost to not ruin the image you wish to maintain of yourself. I shall dine with you, and play my part earnestly, so long as you stay true to your word.” 
 
    Alastair knew he ought to be glad of this. The girl was happy, and most importantly, useful. She would stay, and her company at dinner was so delightful now that she was happy in herself. But he was also frustrated. He had not wanted to let her roam so free and so far. He had wanted her by his side, to observe and admire, to seduce and possibly to own. He had wanted his opportunity to show this fair maiden that he was a strong and noble leader, to right his wrongs and to win her love. 
 
    What he intended to do with her love afterwards, he was not sure. But he knew that he felt insulted by her lack of attentiveness and care towards him, especially when others were so forthcoming with praise and love. 
 
    He knew that he could not buy love, or win it, of course. And he also knew that it would be for the best if he were to simply allow her to remain as a servant, and then to let her go when her father returned. To remain ambivalent to her. 
 
    And yet, he could not look away from her. He watched her every time he could. He would gaze out of the window for hours, treasuring that beautiful little face, that sweet smile. Why was she so lovely?  
 
    He knew he was growing soft. But she warmed his heart so wonderfully. He had even relaxed a little more when his loans were not repaid promptly, or in full. He found himself granting more favors than ever before, forgiving more acts than ever before, and generally allowing his stern and harsh appearance to slide. 
 
    A small part of him wished only for her to return to her father’s side as soon as possible, to stop corrupting him and ruining his powerful image. But that part was always silenced by the part that lost itself staring at her red mane. 
 
    And it ought to concern him. But it did not. He felt her pain every time he was harsh towards a debtor. He saw the betrayal in her eyes whenever she caught him enforcing the law a bit too harshly.  And he felt moved to be a kinder person by every single thing that she said or did. All he wanted was to emulate her and to impress her. He wanted to prove to her that he was better than she had thought. 
 
    “You are ruining me, ye ken?” he said at the dinner table, sipping his wine thoughtfully and looking at that beautiful porcelain face, a world apart from the dirty girl who had been in his gardens that morning, and yet just as lovely.  
 
    “Whatever do you mean, my Laird?” she asked, still eating. She was much more relaxed around him now that she knew he had the capacity for kindness. 
 
    “You are precisely the sort of young woman I ought to be marrying, and yet here you are, shunning me for doing my job as your Laird,” he replied. 
 
    Morna shook her head. “I am not the sort of young woman any noble gentleman ought to marry, my Laird.” 
 
    “You are exactly the sort of young woman I want to marry, and what I want is what is right, not the other way around,” he replied flatly. 
 
    “I am not considering marriage, though,” Morna said, blushing bright red. “I am too young and too inexperienced in the ways of the world to be married yet. I must wait until I am prepared.”  
 
    “There is no such thing as too young or too inexperienced to marry,” the Laird replied. “Once you are of age, you cannae learn how to be a good husband or wife other than by doing it. It is, I hear, a skill you pick up along the way.” 
 
    “I cannae marry before my sisters do,” Morna insisted. “And I would not wish to hurt them by marrying so well before any of them have had a chance.”  
 
    “I did notice that your two middle sisters seemed a little taken by me,” he admitted, mulling their encounters over in his head. “But it is not up to them who I should want to marry.” 
 
    “But it is up to my father and I who I want to marry,” Morna replied. “And my father would never go against my wishes to marry me to anyone who did not make me entirely happy and comfortable. He is a kind, understanding man.” 
 
    “So you are saying you would refuse my proposal, if it were presented?” Alastair asked. 
 
    Morna nodded. “Aye, I would.” 
 
    Alastair could scarcely believe what he was hearing. He had never known a girl of any breeding to turn down a Laird’s advances. Even the most inappropriate remarks, in a private enough situation, would find a Lady losing her dignity. And yet here was a little farm girl saying she would turn down the prospect of marrying a Laird? 
 
    In part, he was so insulted and enraged he felt tempted to command her to marry him. But what would that achieve? She would be angrier at him, he would never win her heart, and he would learn nothing at all. No, he wanted to actually win her over, to prove to himself that even the most stubborn woman liked him. 
 
    It was not that he liked her, per se, so much as that he wanted to know he could have her if he wanted to. At least he hoped he did not like, nor love, her. He drew a deep breath in an effort to remain calm and collected. 
 
    “You are a mysterious little creature,” Alastair remarked. “How can someone of your stature turn down someone of mine? Why would you? I have riches and power beyond your wildest imagination. You could live like this your entire life, never be a humble peasant ever again. You could live as royalty forever.”  
 
    “But that is not my life no more than these…” she shook the gold bracelets on her arm, “…are. I am not a Laird’s wife. I am a humble peasant, and I am happy to be one.” 
 
    “Some day you shall agree to wed me, mark my words,” Alastair said, locking eyes with her. She seemed so shy and retiring, and yet those placid blue eyes reflected the fire of her hair, and her soft lips shimmered with the iciness of her remarks. It was as though she were some otherworldly creature which he was desperate to tame. 
 
    But she was the one taming him. She was not wild or dangerous. He had been. She was not changing or becoming more mellow and sweet with each day in his presence. He was. He was becoming a better, more civilized man for being by her side. She was showing him a better way. And she was not even noticing him. 
 
    All his best efforts at winning her over were wasted. She was lovely, but she was not his to change or improve. And he did not mind this either. She was so beautiful, so graceful, so charming in every way, that she put the superficial gentility of noblewomen to shame. This girl was the true definition of a lady. 
 
    Why did he love her so? He could not make any sense of it. But he did. Perhaps if he were to ask her father, he would be able to wed her? No, he trusted her when she had said that her father would not allow anybody to marry her without her own approval first. 
 
    But he could not win her over. She saw him, at best, as the man who owned the castle and ruled the Lairdship. At worst, as her imprisoner and the tyrant who was demanding money from her father. He had no hope of making her love him as he loved her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Morna was not sure how this had come to pass, but she knew that she was beginning to fall in love with the Laird. Her own stubbornness and shyness kept her from acknowledging it at first. He had assumed that her fast heart beat was simply the effect of fear from being locked up by a man so brutally. That the turning in her stomach was the effect of eating well after so many years of being hungry. That the way he brightened her day was just because she received so little conversation worth anything, that he brought her mind to life. 
 
    Eventually, she admitted to having some affection for him. She admitted this to herself alone, but tried to tell herself that it meant nothing, that it would go away if given enough time, and that it would never become anything of note. 
 
    But as time passed, she was growing very fond of him. After all, he was a ravishingly handsome man. And he was nowhere near as cruel as she had at first assumed. In fact, there was a warmth, and a tenderness, behind him that pleased her. It was as though he wore a mask at all times, to ensure that nobody saw who he truly was, but he was lifting it slightly for her, so that she could catch a glimpse of the real man who lay underneath.  
 
    His comments surrounding marriage came back to her almost every day. Even sitting in the garden, or talking to Ailsa, her mind wandered, and she considered accepting his offer, walking down the aisle with him, and spending the rest of her life bound to this curiously dualistic man. 
 
    She knew it was wrong. But she could not help herself. She adored him. And yet, she had to stay strong. A girl of her class would never marry a Laird. There was another explanation for his tenderness towards her, his words about marriage, his closeness. He was simply saying so to win her over, that he may steal her innocence and her purity. Men such as himself no doubt kept a record of the women they had conquered and for their own pride, they would ensure that every woman they desired ended up in their bedroom. And she was falling for that spell.  
 
    But what could come from it? At the very best, she would become a mistress, and who wished for such a fate? The future she desired was not real, and she was not even sure she would last beyond a single night by his side before he cast her out like his breakfast leftovers. 
 
    But no, none of this added up to the man she had come to know. He was kind and gentle. He was wise and loving. He was not a cruel or a cold man. He was not a monster. He was simply a man.  
 
    And, as a man, he desired her. He had seen her and seen in her what Adam had first seen in Eve as his teeth sunk into that forbidden apple. He was not thinking of some nefarious, long term plan by which he would torment her father or put her to shame. He was not plotting to steal her purity and dignity from her at any cost. He was not thinking at all. He was just loving her and desiring her, as his body commanded of him. 
 
    She knew that this changed nothing. She knew that she should still not trust him, and should push him away just as harshly as if he were plotting against her. But she couldn’t find it in her heart to harm a man who only wished to be close to her. Especially not seeing as she wanted to be close to him, also. 
 
    Sitting at the table, dining alone with him yet again, she felt the heat rising to her face and swirling in her belly. She knew she loved him. And she desired him immensely. These meals were the only time they spent in one another’s company, and both of them spent so much time talking and gazing at the other that the meal dragged on and on without more than a few bites being consumed. She knew it was going too far. 
 
    “I am sorry, my Laird, but I must retreat to my chambers for the night,” she said softly, standing up as gracefully as she could manage, watchful of her intricate dress, and walking out the door with as much control and steadiness as she could force herself to use. 
 
    As soon as the door closed behind her, she slipped out of her elegant shoes and swiftly padded her way back up the cold stone stairs, getting away from the man as fast as she could. Rushing to her room, she closed the door and walked to the window, looking out over the fields. When would her father return to rescue her? She did not need rescuing from the Laird any more, but from her own crude desires.  
 
    She wanted him too badly. She was giving in to him, piece by piece, until eventually she would be all his, and all ruined. 
 
    The door opened behind her. 
 
    It was him. She could tell his footsteps from anywhere, and she knew that it was him. Her heart beat faster and faster in her chest, and she continued to stare out of the window, hoping that he would go away. Perhaps he would see her standing there and simply leave, give her some space, show her the respect he no doubt showed to women of higher ranking.  
 
    But he did not. He walked right up behind her and stood there, his breath on her neck sending shivers down her spine, his masculine scent making her body feel light, his very presence making her feel nervous, but excited and alive at the same time. She knew that whatever he wanted to do, she would permit, and even encourage. She only hoped he was more dignified than her. 
 
    “Morna, I did not mean to scare you,” he said softly. “If I did, then I am sorry.” His voice was like a mellow brook. His breath was warm on her neck, like a stream of sunshine. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.  
 
    “You did not scare me, my Laird,” she replied flatly. “I simply wish to be alone.” 
 
    He hesitated. “Why did you leave in such a hurry? Morna, I need to know, I thought that you and I were getting along so well, and then you disappear like so? I cannot bear the thought that I have insulted you, and I must have an answer before I can rest easy.” 
 
    Morna shook her head. “My Laird, I assure you that it is simply that I wished to be alone. Nothing more.” 
 
    But nevertheless he remained there, breathing softly on her skin. She knew she ought to ask him to leave. But she did not. She could not. She wanted him to stay with all her heart. It was so soothing to have him by her side. And how could she expect him to respect her wishes when she said one thing and did another? She needed to force herself to be consistent about these matters. She needed to tell him that he was to leave, that she wanted to be alone, and that he had not offended her, but he would offend her if he continued to loiter. 
 
    “I know that you have some affection for me, also,” he said softly. “Just as I have some for you.” 
 
    She felt her heart speed up, faster and faster, so fast she was afraid it might break. He knew. So was there any point in hiding it anymore? In defending her pride? 
 
    Yes. Yes, there still was a reason to remain pure and modest. 
 
    She spun around. “Please, my Laird,” she said softly. But her words were then halted by his lips meeting hers. For a moment, she stared in disbelief, but then her eyes closed softly, and she sighed. His mouth felt so wonderful against hers. There was no reason to remain pure and modest. Nobody expected her to be.  
 
    Her father had knowingly left her under the care of a Laird. The Laird himself knew that she looked at him with lustful eyes. And they were so frequently alone in one another’s company over dinner that no doubt the servants were already gossiping. There was nothing she could do that she would not be accused of already anyway. Perhaps it would be for the best to give in and see what happened? 
 
    As she gazed up into his eyes, she still felt that what she was doing was terribly, horribly wrong. But she also knew that she needed it. She needed to marry this man. To make him her own. Only then would her thoughts and feelings be rightful any more. Only then would any rumors be meaningless. Only then would her father and sisters’ heartbreak be mended. 
 
    But she dared not ask for it. She dared not ask a Laird to sign away his life to a simple goose herder’s daughter like herself. He stood nothing to gain and everything to lose from it. He had brought up marriage first, but what if he was being flippant, or joking? 
 
    As the kiss broke, she looked up at him, feeling her chest sore and her head spinning. She could not make up her mind about any of this situation. Not now, not yet. 
 
    “I shall leave you to get some rest, I think you need it,” the Laird said, smiling softly and warmly so that her heart felt as though it were melting. And with that, he spun around and walked out the way he came.  
 
    It was as though he had sensed her sudden inner turmoil and removed himself to allow her to suffer her confusion in peace. In part she was grateful, and in part she simply wanted him to return and press his lips to hers one last time. It would be so delightful to feel loved and desired by such a wonderful man again, even if only for a few seconds, even if it had no possibility of ending well for her. 
 
    Even if he were open to marriage, it was not right. 
 
    She sat down on her bed, shaking her head in disbelief. Whatever would she tell her father? Or her sisters? She could not do this to them. She could not abandon them in their time of need to marry a Laird. It would be such an insult. And the insult would be even greater if she simply followed a Laird to his bedroom and climbed into his bed, unheeding of the laws of nature and God, giving herself wholly to a man who could not possibly intend to marry her. 
 
    All she had was her own memories and thoughts. Indecent though they may be, they provided her with some slight relief. She longed for him so very much, but she was not the type of girl who would chase him for another kiss. She could not afford to be that type of girl. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she imagined his lips against hers yet again. She needed him. She craved him so badly. It was wrong, but she could not help herself. If it were not for their circumstances, she would be overjoyed at the prospect of marrying such a handsome, enigmatic, sensitive, powerful man. He was everything she could have ever dreamed of, everything she could have wished for, everything every woman wanted. 
 
    And therein lay the problem. He was everything every woman wanted. Which meant he could do better than Morna. And if he could, he would. She could not begin a relationship so unequal, so frail. It would end in tragedy, some way or another.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    Alastair was not sure what was wrong with his head, but he knew he was slipping up. He had gone too soft, allowed too many people to receive different quality of treatment, and he was suffering. Debtors from across the land were already writing to him and sending envoys to discuss the matters of his financial affairs with other debtors. Some were most unhappy to discover that their cousin’s loan had been pardoned, or that a lesser noble had been allowed to pay lower interest. 
 
    Alastair had originally been fairly rigid in how he conducted his business, but now he had become spontaneous and forgiving. On the day someone walked up to him, his mood and his liking for the individual would determine how good the terms of their dealings with him would become. Some were handed a worse trade, some a better one, with a decision-making process as fickle as the tides. 
 
    Before long, someone would surely rise up against him. Too many men owed him money, and whilst when he was perceived as merely cruel he had been respected, now he was considered foolish and prone to favoritism. 
 
    People could accept a boot on their neck, a tyrant issuing commands, a lord who treated them as nothing more than cattle, none worth a fraction more than any of the others, none beyond the call of the slaughterhouse. It seemed that such violence was acceptable to his Lairdship. 
 
    But when he seemed fickle and soft, prone to emotional decisions and to changing his mind on a whim, they feared him not for himself, but for his unpredictability. And they could not respect that. In fact, they resented and hated it. 
 
    He had received a letter that morning in which, in no uncertain terms, the writer expressed his intention to destroy the Laird, the Lairdship, and all in it, until their money was returned to them. Alastair’s first impulse was to either pay the man back or decapitate him, depending on who he was. Again, he could not commit to a response before deciding whether or not he liked the individual in question. 
 
    But there was no way of telling who it had come from in the first place. 
 
    “What shall we do, my Laird?” his consul asked. “I suppose the simplest course of action would be to follow their instructions, although if the people are seeing you as weak, such a choice may reinforce their view, in my humble opinion, my Laird.” 
 
    “But alas, there is no signature,” he remarked. “What do these fools expect me to do? Return every coin I have ever claimed for myself? Every item I have ever confiscated? Every head I have ever removed?” 
 
    The consul paused and thought the matter over. “I suspect that this is intentional, my Laird. If you knew who they were, they could simply be eliminated. Like this, you will be ruined one way or another. Either the traitor will kill you, as they have threatened to do, or you will give up everything in hopes of repaying the one person who is angry at you. There is no other way, my Laird.” 
 
    Alastair glared at the consul. “That is by no means a helpful response. I need ideas as to what to do, not a list of things which will not work.” 
 
    “I suppose that my Laird is in a somewhat difficult position,” the consul remarked wearily. “However, I do not believe that any of your enemies hold any power against you, my Laird. You are too mighty, too wise, and too wealthy to be affected by such matters.” 
 
    Alastair paused to think this through. “I do not think that anyone is too mighty to be affected by conspiracy. Think of the great Samson, his hair cut by his own woman as he slept.” 
 
    “Indeed, my Laird, we are all most fortunate that you do not have a wife to betray you in that manner. But trust me when I say that such underhandedness is not typical of men,” the consul explained. “No, a man shall fight you head on, giving you ample time in which to defend and attack back, be it in physical battle or in a battle of intellects.” 
 
    Alastair was not sure of this, but he chose to put some trust in his consul. It was all he could do. The man had served two Lairds and done a splendid job of it so far. Alastair had no reason to doubt him.  There was, of course, the creeping paranoia that perhaps the consul would be part of the whole affair. But he silenced that voice quickly. It would not be possible for him to be involved. He was too much a part of Alastair’s everyday life. 
 
    And, as the consul himself had said, men rarely used underhand tactics such as betraying their own Laird whilst lying to his face about that very thing. Honor was too important to sacrifice like that, and even the most corrupt of men would make an effort to be a little kinder when it came to matters which would harm their ego when they went wrong. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next letter contained a slightly less subtle threat. Arriving by lunch, it concerned Morna, and the contents of the letter made Alastair’s blood run cold. This was far worse than a vague threat aimed at himself. They knew. They were there, in the castle. They described in great detail her beauty, their relationship, and even the kiss which Alastair and Morna had exchanged the night before. 
 
    They explained in equally lurid detail all the things which would happen to Alastair and Morna should Alastair not comply. How her body would be used, how he would be injured so that he could not move as he was forced to watch, how she would be coldly tortured until she eventually died, and how he would only be killed having been allowed to witness all this. 
 
    Alastair felt sick to his stomach, but he did not want Morna to know. He refused to attend lunch and attempted to regain his composure by dinner time. 
 
    Morna, however, seemed nervous at dinner that evening. Could she possibly know? Had she heard? But if she had, why was she not speaking to him? There was something amiss. If she was scared for her welfare and life, then surely she would be pleading for him to send her home? 
 
    But what if he had got it wrong? What if she was the one betraying him? What if her nervousness was her guilty conscience making her uncomfortable in his presence? He needed to know. And he knew that he would never find out by eating dinner in front of several courtiers and servants. 
 
    Alastair took Morna to one side. “You may speak with me, we are in private now,” he said to her softly, caressing her red tresses with a gentle hand, feeling how silky and light they were. He could not find it in his heart to think of her as a cold-hearted treacherous plotter. Which happened to be Samson’s downfall, but, then again, if there was a way to go, by the hands of a woman would not be a terrible death. 
 
    “I have been spending much time, as you know, my Laird, in the kitchen and scullery, with your permission,” Morna began, looking about herself nervously. “And I hear very much gossip, and most of it is nothing serious, but this time I fear it may be a matter of life and death.” 
 
    He nodded. “Aye, please go on. What gossip is it?” 
 
    “I have heard some terrible things,” Morna said, “and I do not know who we can trust any more. There are rebels looking for you, my Laird. And they intend to kill you as soon as they find you.” 
 
    Alastair sighed heavily. She knew already. So there was no use protecting her any more. “I know,” he replied, taking in her astonished gasp. “I have been receiving letters demanding my head on a plate, unless I pay the individual in question a significant sum of wealth,” he explained. 
 
    “Your head on a plate… metaphorically?” she asked, her voice shaking nervously. 
 
    Alastair shook his head. “No, quite literally.” 
 
    “Then it is true, you really are under threat,” she said in a low whisper. 
 
    “They have threatened your life, also,” Alastair replied. “I am not certain how much of this is truth, and how much is intended to scare me into surrendering my gold, but I will not do it. I cannot, on a matter of principle, give in to someone who is threatening the life and health of a good young woman.”  
 
    Morna paused. “I understand; it is probably a wiser choice if they are the same people. Oh, I do hope they are the same people, I cannot imagine how terrifying it may be to face two enemies at once!” 
 
    “I have done as much before,” Alastair replied, smiling at Morna’s innocence. “But perhaps if I do repay them somehow, or pardon their loans, they might allow us both to live, and I can resume my life as it had been until now.” 
 
    “They have no intention of sparing your life, my Laird,” Morna replied, shaking her head slowly. “I overheard them speak of how they would kill you no matter what you chose to do, to take the Lairdship from you, as they believe you are now weak.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. He understood this. He would have done the same thing. In fact, his own father had quite often done the same thing. A Lairdship under a weak ruler was also weak, and its people were nervous and did not fare well. They would rather be ruled by a cruel, predictable, wealthy tyrant, than a kind, emotional, impoverished saint. They were safer when ruled by someone with delusions of grandeur than when they were ruled by someone who considered himself one of them. 
 
    “Whatever shall we do?” Morna asked, her voice laced with genuine fear. 
 
    Alastair paused, thinking it through. “I am not sure of what may be the best solution to our situation, but one thing I am certain of is that we must act soon, otherwise we shall both be dead before we know it.” 
 
    Morna went very pale. “I cannae die yet, I am too young, I am not ready,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Then you must keep a level head and help me devise a plan so that we can defeat our enemies and bring an end to this fear,” Alastair replied. 
 
    And he would have to be stern again, too. To start over and continue as he had been, ruling his people with an iron fist, showing no mercy, always treating every man equally, lest they believe that their neighbor had a better deal than they did. He could not afford to be a kind, generous, emotional man. Not in his position. 
 
    “Perhaps we ought to allow them to believe that they have some power over you? That there is some hidden treasure which they do not know of, but you shall unearth it to give to them, so that they may spare your life?” Morna suggested suddenly. “Then you can ambush them, and possibly get rid of all your traitors in one fell swoop.” 
 
    Alastair blinked and stared. That was incredible. Such a fast mind. Such inventiveness. 
 
    “I am sorry, it must be a terrible idea,” Morna said, shuffling.  
 
    “Not at all,” Alastair replied. “I am simply in awe that such a brilliant plan came from the lips of such a sweet young woman. It seems that your eldest sister is not the only one who can boast of intellect in your family.” 
 
    Morna blushed, and seeing her smiling softly at the praise she had received, Alastair felt confident and happy himself.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    Morna’s plan was put into motion immediately. On the one hand, she was most proud of herself. But on the other hand, she was fearful. She was no military strategist. She simply knew ways she had deceived her older sister when they were younger. Could it still work with grown soldiers? She was not sure. But Alastair, a skilled military strategist and powerful, noble Laird, believed her plan would work. So even though she did not trust herself, she trusted him. 
 
    He set up around the castle, explaining that even if the traitors came from within its walls, fighting from familiar ground would always convey some benefit to the Laird’s soldiers, and to the Laird himself. It was all about making it difficult for the enemy to get an upper hand, so that it came down to numbers and skill alone. 
 
    Alastair had located a few men he knew he could trust and gathered them to defend the castle when the ambush inevitably began. After this, he seemed to relax much more, almost prepared for the event. It was like she was seeing another side of him, another mask he wore over his true self, not the Laird, or the genuine Alastair she had caught glimpses of, but the warrior who had fought alongside his father, who had defended the borders of the Lairdship and who had plundered enemy castles time and time again to gather their wealth. 
 
    Although Alastair’s warring days were long behind him, he seemed to remember well how to carry himself for war, and he stepped into the role seamlessly. 
 
    Morna was not sure whether or not she liked this new incarnation of him, but she knew that she could respect and admire it. Especially as he walked in, fully dressed for battle, carrying a wool cloak which he draped over her shoulders. He was so handsome and strong, yet so gentle at once. It made her stomach tighten in excitement to know she was one of the privileged few to be treated gently by him. 
 
    “Am I going somewhere?” she asked, clasping the heavy travel coat he had placed on her. 
 
    “I wish for you to go home,” Alastair said to her gently, stroking her red hair. “I know that you might not return, but I cannae ask you to wait by my side as I do battle, nor to wait in my castle as it is under siege.” 
 
    “No, I shall stay,” Morna replied with a smile. “I shall remain behind at the castle and support you and care for you when you return victorious.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You are no longer bound by any duty to me nor by your father’s loan. You are free to go.” 
 
    “I wish to stay, my Laird, not because of a sense of duty, or because of a loan, or because of fear. I intend to stay because I love you, and I have faith in your victory,” Morna said, feeling her face flushing bright red as she admitted to this.  
 
    The look of surprise and joy on the Laird’s face was like something she had never seen before, and it thrilled her to realize that it was she who had brought those emotions out in this usually stoic man.  
 
    “If you insist,” he replied. “But remain in the castle, and stay safe. There is a passageway which will lead you to safety in the event that I am defeated, and I encourage you to use it if you need to. Do not sacrifice yourself for me.” 
 
    Morna nodded. “I shall not, and I trust that I shall not need to.” 
 
    She followed him to where the passageway was and stood at the nearest window. It faced the garden and the courtyard, and she knew that, unless something were to go horribly wrong, she would not see the fighting. She only saw the Laird and his men marching out of the gates, ready to meet the enemy. 
 
    Waiting, watching from the window, Morna knew that something was about to begin. She could smell it in the air. The adrenaline. The fear. The anger. It was all there. She had never been near a battle before, but she knew the smell of violence. And then the noises began, clashing and shouting and screaming beyond the walls, in stark contrast to the peaceful, natural scenes taking place in the garden, within her view.  
 
    The sounds were almost unbearable to her. What was happening? Who was winning? Would she ever see Alastair again? She then realized that she had to marry him, should he survive. Whatever was right, or ordinary, did not matter. He loved her so much that he was prepared to set aside his Lairdship to be gentle to her, that he was prepared to act kindly towards her family so as to protect her. That sort of love was not common, and she could not justify ignoring it and allowing it to wilt. 
 
    The blades fell silent, and the voices stopped outside the walls. 
 
    As the gates of the castle swung open, Morna held her breath, fully prepared to escape down the passageway and preserve herself at any cost, to get back to her family. It struck her that it would hurt to not be by Alastair’s side, but that she would need to put her family first if he were dead. Mourning was for widows, not for young girls in love. 
 
    But the gates parted, and Alastair walked through them. 
 
    He was covered in blood from head to toe, but she did not mind. She ran down the staircase and out of the front door of the castle to greet him, barely managing to hold back her tears until the last minute, when they began to stream down her face. Not caring who saw, or what they might think, she wrapped her arms around him, embracing him tightly. 
 
    “I am so very glad that you are alive,” she said with a sigh. “I believed you would live, do not mistake me, but I am glad to see you walk back in so soon, in one piece.” 
 
    “It seems that you love me very much,” he said. “Did you fear for me? Did you fear that I would not survive? What did you think of, at that time?” 
 
    Morna thought that these were odd questions at a time like this, as the trapped traitors were marched into the castle walls, wrists tightly bound, heads hanging in defeat. But she answered them nevertheless. “I did fear for you, and I did fear for your life, and all I could think about was your safe return,” she explained. 
 
    He smiled in satisfaction. “Now that you know that I have returned safely, and now that I know you love me so much, I would like you to go home to your father, and tell him that he does not owe me a penny any longer.” 
 
    “And what of your suggestions regarding marriage?” Morna asked, summoning the courage. 
 
    He smirked. “I shall talk to your father about that matter myself, in a week or so.”  
 
    Wrapping an arm about her waist, he kissed her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Traveling home to see her father was more than she could have hoped for. And with such good news, also! She was not sure what they would think of Alastair’s proposal. It was a good thing that Alastair wished to keep it a secret. He could tell them when he got there himself. 
 
    Although the journey was long, it was far from dull. Ailsa accompanied her, and Morna explained to Ailsa about her three sisters, her father, and her life up until she had been claimed as insurance by the Laird. Ailsa found some comfort in the thought that even a humble girl like herself could perhaps someday marry a Laird. 
 
    Seeing her family again after so long was bittersweet. She had not realized just how much she had missed them, but laying eyes upon them made her heart feel like it was tearing in two. 
 
    Her father embraced her, tears streaming down his face. “I cannae believe you are here, my precious daughter, my darling little baby Morna. Why has our good Laird sent you home?” 
 
    “He has forgiven us our loan, pa,” Morna said with a broad smile. “He says that we may do with the money from the cows as we please, and that we need not worry about ever repaying a penny, let alone interest.” 
 
    Her father squeezed her tighter. “He has given me something far more valuable than money, my little one.” 
 
    She sighed in relief, pleased to be home, her satisfaction at being with her family quickly overshadowing her desire to tell them about Alastair’s proposal. The cottage seemed so small and bare compared to the castle, and yet, it felt so full and warm, so much like home again. 
 
    Gathered around the fire, her sisters listened in awe as she told them of the plot, and the battle, and the victory. Gillian swooned when Morna explained how the Laird had seen her devotion to the Lairdship that was, and had pardoned, their debt. Ina embraced Morna and cried, happy to finally have her sister back home. And Edana said nothing, but sat and smiled encouragingly as Morna spoke. 
 
    *** 
 
    When a knock came at the door two days later, Morna knew who it would be. She smiled, feeling her heart beating hard and fast against her ribs, and rushed to open it. You could have heard a pin drop as everyone turned to see their Laird standing in the doorway of their humble cottage. 
 
    Gordon dropped to his knees. “What brings you to my humble farm, my good and generous Laird?” he asked in the tone of voice of a man who feared losing something precious to him. 
 
    “I have come for Morna,” Alastair said, “but on her own terms this time.” 
 
    Gordon looked up, somewhere between confused and angry. “I do not understand, my Laird.” 
 
    “I would like to ask you for Morna’s hand in marriage, and to invite all five of you to live with me at the castle, where we shall all be safe, and you shall all be cared for so long as you wish to be,” Alastair explained. “And perhaps your other daughters may be fit to wed some of my noble acquaintances.” 
 
    Gordon immediately turned to Morna. “Is this true, Morna? Are these your own terms?” 
 
    She nodded, feeling relieved that it was finally out in the open. “Aye, pa. Our Laird asked me to wait, so that he could make the announcement himself, but if you will allow me, I would like to marry him.” She looked at her father with eager, pleading eyes. She wanted this. She wanted it more than anything she had ever desired. 
 
    “Of course you may,” her father replied with a broad grin. “Nothing would make me happier than to see my lovely young daughter marry so well.” 
 
    Morna leapt into her father’s arms, embracing him closely. Her sisters joined the hug soon after, whispering excitedly to one another about how their lives would change. Morna then extended her hand to Alastair. The Laird took her fine fingers and was pulled into the group hug. 
 
    “This shall be your family now, too, my Laird,” she said. “I hope they are of sufficient standard.” 
 
    He shook his head slowly. “I have never met finer people than your family in my entire life, my dear Morna,” he replied with a warm smile. 
 
    Morna sighed in satisfaction as she huddled with her father, sisters, and husband-to-be. 
 
    Her family’s love and support was all she could have dreamed of. And knowing that Alastair planned on bringing them with him to the castle in Edinburgh was simply a dream come true.  
 
    The End 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    There he was again. He was the most handsome boy Una had ever seen. She followed him through the crowds. He seemed to be sneaking too. She was not sure why he was sneaking, if he was sneaking away from something or towards something, but he was definitely creeping, keeping his head low, looking around nervously in case anyone spied him. 
 
    He looked to be about fifteen, perhaps a bit older. His face was so young and soft, and his beautiful blond hair caught the sunlight, breaking it into a thousand fiery beams that interwove with his locks. He looked like an angel come to earth, or a fairy boy, or some other supernatural being that humans were never supposed to lay eyes upon. 
 
    Which meant Una had to watch him.  
 
    At twelve, she had not been particularly interested in going to the games. Big hairy men hitting one another with clubs and throwing heavy objects? She could not care less about it. Apparently it had something to do with keeping the clans friendly with one another by letting off steam in friendly contest and letting them get to know one another personally. 
 
    Through these meetings, Clan McDuff and Clan McGregor had managed to avoid all sorts of disputes turning nasty. 
 
    And yet, as a young girl, Una did not feel she belonged. She might be daughter to Coll, Laird of Caithness and head of Clan McGregor, but there was nothing for a girl to do at an event where men jousted, wrestled, raced, and caber tossed. 
 
    But this time was different. There was a boy there. A handsome boy! And he was so fascinating to follow and watch. He moved so gently, almost like a woman, but his body was tall and strong. He was just old enough to be forbiddingly inviting, and just young enough to not possess those traits she still saw as repulsive due to her tender years.  
 
    He was so pale all over, his hands so sleek and white, his clothing so clean and pale as well; he bore jewelry that indicated he had either come of age or was within months of doing so, and he moved as fluidly and swiftly as the light beams that bounced off his body all around. 
 
    Una had only just discovered boys. Until less than a year ago she had assumed they were just smaller versions of men, and just as smelly and thick-skulled. Her father had told her that she would come to like them eventually, but she had not believed that. How could she like creatures that smelled of sweat and salt, that pulled her hair and tripped her over, that ate too much and burped and farted all the time, that bullied animals and each other? 
 
    Boys were not humans, they were beasts, and she wanted nothing to do with such awful, smelly, manner-less, cruel, dumb creatures. 
 
    Until one day she found herself confusedly drawn to them, laughing at their stupid jokes and wondering what it would feel like to hold hands with the sons of other nobles of Clan McGregor, to kiss them, perhaps ... 
 
    But she had never been as drawn to any of them as she was to this angelic apparition. He stopped, looking about, and seized a pint of mead from the table that was serving jugs of all sorts of drinks. He took a sip and, a little more casually, wandered back towards the crowd. She now got a full view of his face. His features were chiseled; his fine jaw was lined with the thinnest trail of new facial hair, also blond. 
 
    She let out a slight sigh. How could he be such a beautiful man? His eyes met hers, shining and green. She loved green eyes. A panicked expression took over his face and he dove into the crowd.  
 
    She darted after him, rushing as fast as she could to catch up with him again. And there he was. He could not keep running from her holding his pint, and he was not ready to drop his booty of mead. She grabbed onto his wrist, feeling like a hunter capturing her prey. It was at that moment that he seemed to realize she was not a girl his own age, but a rather petite pubescent girl, and his panicked eyes relaxed and changed to relief. His tense shoulders slumped a little and he sighed in exasperation as he continued watching her a second. 
 
    “Hallo,” he said, sipping on a jug of mead. “Why were you watching me? Are you going to tell my pa I’m drinking?”  
 
    She blushed a little, unsure what to do or say at this point, and shrugged. “I will not tell him if you will talk with me,” she said. 
 
    The boy laughed nervously. “Very well, I will.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “If you do not know who I am, how can you tell my father?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll ask my father, who is Laird of Caithness, and he will tell your father,” she replied. “And probably have him punished.” 
 
    “Well, mine is Laird of Angus, so I doubt that last bit,” he replied, sipping some more mead. 
 
    “How old are you?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “I am seventeen,” he replied. 
 
    Her face flushed. That was a bit older than she expected. “So old?” she asked. 
 
    “Aye. I am an heirloom, aren’t I? How old are you?” he asked with a smile, passing her some bread and cheese from a parcel he had removed from his pocket. “You seem a bit small to be here.”  
 
    Una glared at him. “I am not. I have been here every year, each time. There are even babies here. I cannae be too small.” 
 
    “No, I simply worried you were bored. This isn’t much fun for a young girl. It’s hardly any fun for me either. That’s why I sneak off,” he explained.  
 
    She felt herself blushing again, realizing what he meant. “Oh. I am a bit bored,” she replied. 
 
    He smiled warmly at her. “Me too. There is not much for people to do if they are not old enough to take part. That is why I sought some mead, to make it a bit more fun.” 
 
    She said nothing. He said nothing. Both sat down on the grassy hillside, listening to the sounds of swords clashing and the crowd cheering, just out of view. It was sort of nice, like that, and Una felt comfortable.  
 
    She was not sure why, but his quietness made her happy. She scooted a little closer and munched on her bread, making sure to take small bites, as she had since her father told her that men did not like women’s molars to be on display. 
 
    Una still liked the young man, even if he was a bit old for her. She would get older, after all, would she not? “What is your name, son of the Laird of Angus?” she asked.  
 
    “I am Conan,” he said. “And yourself?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I am Una. Have you got a lady?” she asked, trying to be as subtle as possible. “You’re old enough, aye? I think you should have one.” 
 
    He laughed nervously. “I do not have a lady, no.” A flush spread across his cheeks and he looked into the distance. “I would like one someday, but not yet.” 
 
    “Why not yet?” she asked, feeling herself blush and looking away from him nervously. “You could have a lady now.” 
 
    He smiled at her and shrugged slightly. “I am the heir to Clan McDuff. I have things to worry about other than girls.”  
 
    Una nodded firmly. She understood that. “My father says I am too little and too important to think about boys yet.” 
 
    “That is reasonable,” Conan said. 
 
    Una furrowed her brow. “No, it is not. For when I am finally old enough, I shall be even more important. So when shall I be prepared to think about boys?” 
 
    “Probably when your father finds one he is happy to marry you to,” Conan replied. “You have to remember that adults like to be able to help us make such important decisions.” 
 
    “Will your father help you?” Una asked. 
 
    “Aye,” he replied. 
 
    Una did not mind this reply. The two clans were very close and, provided Conan remained unattached a little while, she might end up betrothed to him anyway. He would be a very good choice to further cement the friendship between the clans. She scooted closer to him again and watched as he drank his mead. The silence which surrounded him was so pleasant, so peaceful. And he was so lovely to watch. 
 
    Even up close, when other boys’ flaws suddenly became evident, he simply seemed even more angelic. His hair was feather-light, his eyes reflected the blue sky so perfectly, and his skin was absolutely flawless. Even if he was a little old, and not ready to be betrothed, that did not mean he was not wonderful to look at. 
 
    He must have noticed her staring, for he offered her the mead. “If you want some, you can ask for it,” he said. “I am happy to share.” 
 
    A part of her knew she was still a little too young to drink mead. But she also wanted to impress Conan, or, at the very least to not let him know she had been staring at him, and not his drink. So she accepted the jug nervously. 
 
    “Have you ever had any?” he asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. She knew it was better to be honest about such things. 
 
    “Then just taste it. Or it shall go to waste if you do not like it,” he said calmly. 
 
    She only had a sip before deciding she did not like it at all. It was made of honey, but not at all sweet. Instead, it was tangy and bitter with a strange musky aftertaste, like eating unripe fruit. Her nose wrinkled and she handed it straight back to him. 
 
    “What a horrid drink,” she said. “I much prefer a glass of milk, or maybe some stewed herbs.” 
 
    “Nobody likes mead at first,” Conan said, taking a swig. “You drink it for what it does to you, not for what it tastes of.” 
 
    “What does it do to you?” she asked. 
 
    “It makes you feel a bit happier. A bit less bored,” he explained. “Which makes it perfect for places like this.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s worth it then. It’s awful,” she said sternly. 
 
    “You’ll get used to the taste,” he said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said. She leaned over and, pretending to be tired, rested her head on his shoulder. He was so warm, but not soft at all. It was such a peculiar feeling. It was the first time she had had such gentle, close contact with a boy. He shoulder was firm and warm and the muscle rippled right by her ear as he moved slightly. 
 
    “You’re a nice bairn. I hope I’ll see you again soon after this,” Conan said. 
 
    She nodded. “Our fathers are both lairds. I am sure that they will not mind us seeing one another from time to time between the meetings of the clans.” 
 
    “They might object,” Conan replied. “They are busy men, and if they have already selected a betrothed for each of us, they might be wary of letting us meet too often. Although I suppose for now you are young enough they might not worry.” 
 
    Suddenly Una felt very small and young and foolish beside this handsome, calm, intelligent older boy. Of course he would not see her that way. She was a child, and he was on the cusp of adulthood. However handsome he looked to her, she felt like a baby beside him.  
 
    “I suppose I had better go. My father will be worried for me,” she said, standing suddenly. 
 
    Conan looked a little confused, but simply nodded and sipped his mead. 
 
    Not wanting to wait for a reply, Una ran off towards the tents where the lairds were meeting. At least there she could hide her shame.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 

  
 
    Una avoided the young Conan like the plague after that. She was ashamed. It was not right. She had made a fool of herself. She was not sure what she had been thinking, to assume that a young man of his age would be interested in a child such as herself. And she knew he was so handsome and so pleasant to be with that she would not be able to stop herself from acting a fool before him. So she did not mention to anyone that she had met him, and did her utmost to never see him. 
 
    At future events, she either made herself absent, or else hid when she saw his face. She did not want him to ever see her again. As far as she was concerned, that moment had been the single most humiliating thing to ever happen to her, and she could not face him knowing that he had seen it all.  
 
    She even found it difficult to talk to other boys and young men after that. She kept worrying that she would make a fool of herself, and so she decided to either ignore them, or act haughty. That way they would leave her alone. 
 
    Her father was pleased, of course. He was glad his girl had developed a healthy aversion to boys her age and older, which allowed her to blossom safely and become a lovely young woman without acting too rashly.  
 
    But, as with all things, the shame of teenage awkwardness passed a little, and by fifteen she began to see the charm in boys and men again. Especially in Conan. 
 
    Spying him in the tent with both their fathers, she realized he must now be of an age where he would be preparing himself to take over the lairdship and the clan, and that his father was guiding him. When the old laird died, either of illness or in battle, Conan would take over, and he needed to possess the political, social, economic, and military skills to ensure that his people did well. 
 
    Knowing it would be much harder to avoid him now that he was becoming such an important political figure, Una walked into the tent and made a slight curtsy in the direction of the three men. 
 
    He had grown into quite a handsome young man, aged twenty. Not only that, but he was still growing taller, and now he towered monstrously over both their parents. And yet his features were still as fine and beautiful as when he was a simple teenage boy. He was beginning to captivate her once again. Sitting at the far side of the room like a good lady, Una listened in but pretended not to by embroidering her dress neckline and not looking up from it. 
 
    Una wondered whether perhaps her father would soon make her begin to learn how to rule a lairdship, or whether he would prioritize finding her a husband. And, if the latter, who would be the chosen man to wed his daughter and lead the lairdship? 
 
    Once the men were finished with their meeting, the two lairds left to watch the jousting tournament, and Una was eager to walk up to Conan and get to know him once again. 
 
    “Hallo,” she said, shifting awkwardly on her heels, trying to smile as sweetly as possible at him. He still seemed just as shy as last time, and stepped back nervously, smiling at her so gently. All of a sudden he seemed to transform from the strong young man he had been before the lairds back into the shy boy that she had met so many moons ago.  
 
    He was still just as handsome up close. “Hallo,” he said, a red flush spreading across his cheeks. “And you are?” 
 
    Una curtsied. “Una, daughter of Laird Coll of Caithness.” 
 
    “Oh, I remember ye!” he exclaimed. “You came up to me once when you were a wee bairn. And I was scared that you’d tell my pa I’d been drinking.” The flush over his cheeks was spreading a little faster. “I was not the most responsible boy, was I?” 
 
    Una shook her head. “No, you were not. You handed me your mead. It tasted awful.” 
 
    “Did you learn to enjoy the taste of it?” he asked, sitting down on the mat in the middle of the tent where cushions had been strewn. 
 
    Una sat down beside him. “No, but I do enjoy wine now.” 
 
    Conan nodded. “Truth be told, I didn’t much like the taste either,” he confessed. “It is not the most pleasant of beverages.” 
 
    Both laughed a while, and Una scooted a little closer to him. “Ye were not the only one who was acting a little too childishly,” she said. “I must confess that I believed you were most handsome, and when I realized you considered me a wee bairn, I was ashamed of myself for liking you.”  
 
    “Is that so?” Conan asked. “Is that why you have been avoiding me all these years?” 
 
    Una nodded. “Aye. I know now that it’s a daft thing to do, but at the time it was the most humiliating thing I had ever done. I never wanted you to see me again after that!” 
 
    Conan laughed. “Sounds about right. It’s how it is. You get older and realize that what mattered to you years ago no longer matters now.” 
 
    What had been a shameful pain to her a few years prior became a bonding experience. After all, she was older and wiser now, was she not? And now she knew that if she liked him, she could say so, and if he did not find her attractive, then that was acceptable. 
 
    “We should go for a walk,” Una said. “I want to see what is happening.”  
 
    “Do the fights no longer bore ye?” Conan asked. 
 
    Una shrugged, standing up and offering Conan her dainty hand. “No, I have learned to enjoy some of the competition, and I now understand the value of these events to both our clans.” 
 
    Conan simply nodded, took her hand as he stood up, and the two walked out, hand in hand, to see what was happening outside, what competitions were being held, and who was winning. They laughed and talked some more, and Conan found them both a jug of wine and some pork crackling to snack on as they wandered around, greeting people and watching the events. 
 
    At the jousting field, the two stopped a little way away from the stands where the two lairds were judging disputes and generally enjoying the show. With their fathers so close by, neither wanted to walk up still holding hands. There was something awkward about it. 
 
    “Who’s that with your father?” Conan asked, nodding towards where Coll was telling a tale to a captive audience. Save one, who stared at Una.  
 
    “That is Boyd,” Una replied, feeling uncomfortable as her eyes met Boyd’s and he did not stop staring. “He is one of my father’s strongest and most skilled knights. He like to think himself a tactician and a political mastermind also, but ... he is not.” 
 
    “One of that kind, eh?” Conan asked with a shrug. “One in every clan, Una. But why does he stare at you so?” 
 
    Una shrugged. “I don’t know. He has been watching me closely for the last year. I wonder if perhaps my father has asked him to keep an eye on me now that I am becoming a woman, and close to coming of age.” 
 
    “Avoid him,” Conan said in a low voice. “I have a sort of sense for these things. He is up to no good.” 
 
    Una glanced at Conan, realizing the young man was completely serious, and nodded. “What is it that makes you think that? It’s a strong accusation to raise against a friend of my father’s.” 
 
    “I can just feel it. You cannae trust a man who looks at you like that,” he said.  
 
    Una looked back at where Boyd was. She could feel it as well. There was something wrong with him. There always had been. 
 
    Seemingly taking her glances as signs of interest, Boyd made his way over to her, smirking and swaggering a little. He scared her. He was all adult man, and yet his mind was that of a boy. He looked at her the way most men looked at adult women, but she knew that she was not yet prepared to be seen in that light. Even Conan, who seemed to connect with her on a level that made her heart warm, did not look at her with such crude hunger in his eyes.  
 
    Boyd rested a hand on Una’s shoulder. “There you are, Una. I have been worried about you,” he said. 
 
    “I was with Conan. I am safe,” she replied, smiling and gripping Conan’s hand. 
 
    Boyd looked at Conan the way someone looked at an aging dog that still barked but had no teeth to bite with. He smirked. “I am sure that you would rather spend your time with an actual man than with a simple little boy like Conan. Come, let us leave.” 
 
    “I would rather not,” she said. “I am sitting with my friend. I am enjoying myself.” She could feel Boyd’s eyes burning through her clothes.  
 
    Boyd growled. “Your enjoyment is not the issue. The issue is that your father would not want you alone with a young man.” 
 
    “He left us to talk together,” Una replied flatly. 
 
    “And yet I am sure you would rather be talking to someone who has something of interest to say,” Boyd insisted, stepping in closer. 
 
    “Let me be,” Una replied, trying to step away.  
 
    Boyd seized her wrist, gripping it hard. “It shall take but a moment, Una. I saw you look at me ...”  
 
    He could not finish what he was saying. Una wrenched herself free of both men’s hands and darted behind Conan in a panic, falling to the ground and clutching his leg, her heart pressing hard against her ribs, thumping so angrily that she could hear each beat inside her ears. 
 
    And as she did so, Boyd reached for her and stumbled, falling right over his own feet and landing flat on his face, the rough, dry dirt scraping right across his face, drawing white grazes and red gashes over his cheeks and nose. 
 
    Boyd sat up, looking embarrassed, but not particularly angry at anyone. He must have been assuming he fell on his own. Standing and looking around, glaring at the people who were now staring at him, Boyd muttered something under his breath, produced a flask of spirits to rinse his face and, after a quick wash and a drink, made his way back to rejoin the lairds, presumably unwilling to continue to harass Una in front of such an audience.  
 
    Una herself looked at her hands, which had caught her as she fell. They were a little dirty, but not too scuffed. She felt Conan turn around as soon as she released his leg. 
 
    Conan was not the sort of boy to get into fights, that much was pretty clear. He was more the sort of boy who would run and hide, or trick someone, than get physical with them. And he had grown into the sort of man who would feel guilty about harming others and always be ready to defend, forgive, and apologize. But Una knew it had been he who tripped Boyd when he grinned and offered her his hand.  
 
    She slipped her hand into his and he pulled her to her feet. 
 
    “You tripped Boyd,” Una said.  
 
    Conan simply nodded. 
 
    “Thank you. You protected me. I am grateful for that,” she added, planting a soft kiss on Conan’s lightly stubbled cheek. 
 
    As he stood there, as stunned as a young boy who had discovered love for the first time, she dusted her skirts a little and, leaving Boyd and the lairds behind to watch the jousting, followed Conan to what he said was one of his favorite hiding spaces. They crept up the oddly-growing branches and nooks on the sides of a great oak tree, to where a platform had been built from flat branches and planks. 
 
    Una was in awe. From up here, hidden between the oak branches, they could peer out and watch the games unfold, the people dancing and drinking and talking, the horses coming and going, and even see as far as the lairds and the jousting. 
 
    Una felt Conan slip his hand gently into hers. Looking up at him, she saw none of the hunger Boyd had for her. Only a warm affection in his eyes. They were alone in his hidden oak tree platform, but she knew she could trust him. He would not hurt her.  
 
    She stepped a little closer to him, enjoying his strong hand holding hers, the scent of him, transferred by the light breeze that rustled the leaves, the warmth of his arm right beside her own, and the gentle sound of his breathing, somehow louder than all the commotion going on down the hill. 
 
    And so the years passed, with the young man and the girl getting to know one another better and better at each meeting between their clans. Conan was always respectful and protective of Una. And Una knew she could always trust this gentle giant to treat her with love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 

  
 
      
 
    Conan was only twenty-three, but he felt ninety for how weary his heart and his body were. He had not been prepared to become Laird of Angus. It was not in him. 
 
    His father, discovering that he was growing ill, had begun training Conan from age nineteen. And Conan had dutifully followed his father’s orders, always ensuring that the man had something to praise in his son.  
 
    Conan had known, even back in those days, that he would not make such an excellent laird as his father had. He did not have the same grit, the same anger that the old man had possessed, and he knew he would have to put in further effort to harden himself to the world. 
 
    He had succeeded at that, and although deep down he was still the same gentle, warm, shy young man he had always been, he had changed greatly, becoming a skilled warrior and tactician and a fair but strict ruler over his people and against his enemies. 
 
    But times had changed very much since back then as well. Namely, the relationship between all the clans, from the Highlands to Hadrian’s Wall, had deteriorated. And Clan McDuff and Clan McGregor were no exception. 
 
    With tensions running high across all peoples, all had to claim their allegiances to one faction or another. Clan McDuff had already laid its allegiances by the time Coll came to ask Conan to join the opposite side. There was some tension between the former friends, but they agreed that whichever side they were on, they would respect one another. 
 
    That agreement did not last long. Tensions were high, and small disputes snowballed out of control, driving both clans to panic. Before long they had written up, not an agreement of peace, but a treaty concerning war.  
 
    Sitting by his father’s bedside, Conan would swear up and down that all was well, but he knew that all was decidedly not well. He did not want the old man to suffer because of something as inevitable as deaths, lost territory, or arguments. But, at the same time, Conan knew his father would have to find out eventually. 
 
    So Conan made sure that he did not lie to his father by ensuring there was no bad news to conceal. He fought hard, he annihilated every army that crossed their lands, he defended their borders, and he ensured their people always had food, water, and the necessary goods to keep on living. 
 
    He disagreed strongly with how his father led the clan, but what could he do, so long as the man lived? The only thing he could do was ensure that his father’s commands were carried out in such a way that the fewest possible people died.  
 
    Conan made sure that their people never had to venture far, made sure that the borders were visibly defended so that nobody would attack them, and made sure to be friendly to all other lairds, to prevent the sort of arguments that could lead to a duel. 
 
    He did everything in his power to maintain peace and order because he knew that as soon as the peace was broken, his father would demand blood. All disputes were settled on the battlefield. All personal matters were to be cleared up with a duel to the death. That was what the treaty said, and that was what both lairds had agreed upon. That was too much for Conan, but, once again, his father ensured he upheld it. 
 
    Conan knew that he could easily lie about what he was doing, make sure that nobody died, negotiate a new treaty with Laird Coll, and create a new, peaceful bond between the clans once again. But he could not betray his father, not only out of fear the old man would find out and execute Conan, but out of a deep respect for the man who had taught him everything he knew. 
 
    Nevertheless, Conan missed those beautiful days before he became laird when he and Una could still meet in secret and embrace and talk. He missed being able to openly hold hands with her, to take her to see his friends from his own clan, and to jest about perhaps someday marrying her. They were kindred spirits, and the only two who understood one another. 
 
    She, too, felt that war and violence were no way to end a centuries-old friendship between the clans. She, too, believed that the state into which Scotland was devolving was atrocious. She, too, would rather go back to the old days, when they had been carefree children playing inside their castle walls, happy and safe, not fearing for their lives or their futures as heirs to their respective lairdships. 
 
    Whereas both their clans thirsted for war and would glare at one another and spit upon one another, at least, when they encountered, neither Conan nor Una felt any hatred for members of the other clan. Whereas both their clans longed to see the others drown in a pool of their own blood, ripped to shreds, or otherwise murdered for their supposed crimes, Conan and Una wanted only peace. The couple felt only love for one another. Why could it not be that way for everyone? 
 
    The two regularly met in secret, even as the clans’ relationship degraded, even as war and violence broke out, even as the members of each clan were injured and killed off for minor offenses, even as Conan inherited the lairdship. Una was the ray of sunshine which lit up his otherwise dull life. 
 
    And as time passed, Conan came to see her not just as a pretty girl, but as someone who was slowly blossoming into a beautiful woman. He had always felt some affection for her, of course. She was mentally mature and educated beyond her years. She was stronger and more confident than he had ever been. And it was pretty clear to Conan that she loved and trusted him greatly, which warmed his heart. 
 
    They spent as much time as possible together and, although he had affection for her and although he loved feeling her warm hugs, gentle kisses on the cheek, and nervously muttered declarations of love, at first he had no desire for anymore. 
 
    Unlike Boyd, Conan had seen Una more as a child than a woman at first. She was no longer a true child, as she had been when they first met. He could see she had some of the physical traits of a woman, and more often than not acted like a lady, not a little girl. But she was a late bloomer and, although clearly in love with him, not much to look at. He felt affection for her, he welcomed her modest little gestures of love, but he dared not try and go any further. 
 
    Not only because he did not feel that raw animal desire for her, but also because he was not sure she was prepared for that yet. Especially not after her experiences with Boyd. 
 
    In a way, this was good for them both. Conan was too shy to socialize with women he found especially beautiful; they scared him. He was never sure what to do when he was faced with someone he desired, and he always found himself losing his train of thought, becoming ashamed, and hiding away until he was properly alone once again. 
 
    Una had been taught to preserve her modesty and to run and hide from men who approached her with carnal intentions. She did not feel safe around most boys, whose hormones were out of control, and most men, whose desires were on their sleeve and who either wanted to use her or wanted nothing at all to do with her. Conan offered her a secure place where she could explore her desire for romance and physical touch without feeling pressured into giving herself up. 
 
    But as she developed, she became truly stunning. It reached a point where Conan needed her. As she passed her eighteenth birthday, he knew she was still not prepared for anything sensual, and that when she became ready for it she would let him know. He knew it would upset and scare her if as soon as he desired her, he was to leap upon her. 
 
    And yet there was no negotiating with his body. His sensible, respectful mind told him to wait for her to make the first move. But his body told him to mount her. He began to hate himself.  
 
    Although he still loved her dearly and was not quite so scared of her, his newfound affections made him uncomfortable around her. He did not want to hurt her, but he had not felt his body so ravaged by desire since he first entered puberty.  
 
    Every little brush of her hand on his, every little scent that drifted from her hair, every sweet smile teasing her lips was enough to make him stand proud like some sort of an overly hormonal fourteen-year-old. 
 
    One night he was not able to walk off and wait for it to go down. She brushed it by accident with the back of her hand and, although she seemed surprised, as she looked up into his eyes she realized how much restraint he was showing for her. No other man who had desired her so much had been this kind or had even considered her own feelings. 
 
    Despite his awkward situation, she had embraced him, pressing her body hard against his, resting her head on his chest. She was not prepared to do anything else yet. She did not need to tell him that she did not want him inside her—he knew. But as she pressed her leg between his, he realized what she was doing for him and, leaning against the wall, he allowed her to relieve him of his tension with the gentle rocking of her hip and pressure from her thigh. 
 
    She sealed that night with a kiss. She had always been the bolder one, the stronger one, the one to act and take what she desired. He was glad of that. He was a shy man, an awkward man, a man who would rather suffer in silence than cause any harm to someone else. He relied on people like her to give his life direction, to reward him for his actions. 
 
    And, although she was not ready to feel him inside her yet, she rewarded him as soon as she realized what he wanted. Of her own volition. And apparently taking some pleasure in the act herself. 
 
    It was better that way, after all. He appreciated her forwardness and, knowing she loved him and welcomed his body, he was emboldened to pursue her more. He would not go beyond what she had already agreed to, but it was more than enough, more than he had hoped for. After the trauma that Boyd’s constant pressure had put her through, he was simply glad she was not put off sexual contact entirely. At least she was willing and able to kiss, to hug, to press her soft thigh into his crotch and to guide his hands to her now full and tender breasts. Even if she never allowed any more, he would be happy simply knowing she loved him enough to do all this. 
 
    But then his father fell ill. Their secret meetings became fewer and fewer. He feared he would eventually lose her. After all, how could a girl hold a candle for a man she never saw? Especially when she was not allowed to marry him and when she loved and desired him so much. 
 
    Conan knew how important it was for a woman in Una’s position to remain chaste and pure. He knew how much she was struggling with her desire to give herself to him. How could she continue to put her own life and future at risk for a man she would never be able to wed? Every day they met, he was glad simply to be able to see her again. 
 
    On his way to greet her again, he was feeling as nervous as always. Today, like all days, might be the day she did not arrive. Their last meeting might be the final one. Every time they parted could unknowingly be their last encounter. 
 
    But each day he maintained that little flicker of hope that told him she would be there, each day he anticipated their reunion, her soft lips on his, her warm laughter, her bright and shimmering eyes. Each day he would wait for as long as it took for her to arrive. And most days, fortunately, she was right there, on the border, in the oak tree, on the platform that hid behind the whispering leaves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Una knew she had been forbidden from seeing Conan. She knew he was not hers to be with, that their clans were at war. But she adored him, and he was her sole respite from the cold and cruel world her father and his were creating. 
 
    Both old lairds thought they were doing the right thing. Both thought they were protecting their people and bringing Scotland into an age of progress. Neither realized that they were simply further dividing the country, making it weaker due to the loose affiliations between the clans, leaving it vulnerable to an invasion from the English, the French, or, worse yet, the Norsemen. But neither man would listen to the reason of their children. 
 
    Una despaired. 
 
    As a girl she had thought violence pointless. But as a woman she realized it was worse than that. It was a destructive force. It took everything that they had created and tore it apart. It destroyed food supplies and decimated families. It razed villages to the ground and burnt fields and livestock. 
 
    It was not simply useless. It was the exact opposite of useful. It would kill them all. 
 
    Her father said she was being a simple-minded girl by putting peace before destruction. Boyd said that, in order to continue in life, one had to kill one’s enemies. But then, why was it that once their enemies had been slain, they became enemies to their friends? 
 
    Una realized that these men were unknowingly playing into the hands of greater enemies, and into the hands of the devil himself. This constant warfare was intentional, to keep their men few and weak. And nobody would listen. 
 
    Conan understood her, even when her family did not. He saw what she was saying and, even though he had no way of improving the situation, they frequently plotted how they would bring peace to Scotland once their fathers had passed away. He was the only person she could mention such shameful, treasonous things as peace, solidarity, and love to. He was the only person who gave her hope for a better future. She loved him so much her heart ached only to think of him.  
 
    Racing over the hills, swift and nimble as a young doe, she was excited to see the man she loved and to embrace him and kiss him once again. They spent every day apart, living with the burden of their secret reunions, living with the pain of their separation, in fear that they would not be able to meet again, that they would be discovered, that their lives as they knew them would be over.  
 
    Una knew what the punishment would be if they were caught. She was, after all, committing an act of treason against her laird, and even as his daughter she would be at the very least exiled, if not killed. And she knew that she could not hide it for much longer. 
 
    It was clear that soon these meetings would have to come to an end. Boyd kept asking her father for her hand in marriage, and soon he would give in. And once she was wed to Boyd, Una knew she would never be able to sneak away again, not by day or by night, to see the man she truly loved. She would have to stay home, servicing her husband, bearing him children, and allowing him to ascend to the position of laird, where she knew he would rule mercilessly until the day he died.  
 
    It broke her heart to know this, but, at the same time, she knew she would have to preserve her body and be forever faithful to the man she was all but destined to marry, whether she loved him or despised him. 
 
    As a younger girl, Una had felt frustrated that handsome young Conan had not seen her as a sensual woman. She had been so drawn to him; she had longed for him in ways her young mind could not begin to comprehend, and when he had failed to sweep her off her feet, or pick her up and carry her to his bed, or lift her skirts and explore her waiting body, she had felt insulted. 
 
    Did he not love her? Was she not good enough? Or was he simply afraid of the punishment he would face? 
 
    If she had not loved him so much, she would have been truly enraged. But she could not stay angry at him, so she would relish the touch of his body and then, at night, retreat to her room to imagine him as she satisfied her needs alone, on the verge of tears because the man she loved did not desire her. 
 
    But now she saw it the other way around. As a true adult, she understood Conan’s hesitance to accept her affections. She had not been mature yet. Although they had loved one another, her body had not fully developed, and her own nervousness about sex, combined with his nervousness about everything, meant he did not dare do anything that might hurt her. 
 
    And Una realized she would have been hurt. Had he done that to her, she would most likely have felt betrayed. Whereas his patience and hesitance infuriated her as a girl, now she was a woman and deeply grateful for it. 
 
    Which made Boyd’s attraction worrying. Perhaps he was drawn to girls. Or perhaps he wanted her power. Or perhaps he was fixated on her. The fact remained that Boyd had desired her from when she was fourteen, even though at that age she was scarcely more developed than the other girls had been at eleven or twelve. 
 
    Boys had always been eager to touch her and hold her and, although the first year of this happening she had not paid it much attention, after Conan pointed it out to her, she realized there was something wrong with Boyd, to be attracted to her when she looked so young and frail. 
 
    Whatever the case, Una knew she would not be safe in her own clan, not with Boyd pursuing her. But what was a girl to do? She was a mere woman, trapped between the raging battles that plagued her entire country. In her clan she was doomed to wed Boyd. If she ran away with Conan she would be tracked down and both clans would be in peril. And if she were to leave entirely, if they ran away together, then one of their fathers’ numerous enemies would no doubt kidnap them and either murder them or use them as pawns in the seemingly endless wars that were sweeping the nation. 
 
    She was not safe at home. But she would not be safe anywhere. 
 
    Conan stood, waiting for her on the hill, under the oak tree where they would hide, the moonlight dotting its way through the dancing leaves, bathing his blond hair, creating a sort of halo about him that made her sigh. He was beautiful, resplendent, like a beacon to her greatest joy. 
 
    Una had been running at full speed for a good half an hour, through the fields at night, and her feet were sore and sprained; her legs were hard with tension. Her whole body had been whipped by the grass and bitten by insects. Her breathing was shallow. But seeing Conan gave her a second wind, and with that extra energy she all but flew up the hill, past his startled guards, and into his arms. 
 
    She felt so plain beside this beautiful man. Green eyes, blond hair, tall and slim and lightly muscled. He was not one of the warrior beasts. He was not a great, smelly, hairy warmonger who lived only to brutalize others and did not see a solution to problems that did not involve and axe and far, far too much blood.  
 
    And he was not one of the plump wine-fed nobles either. He was not someone who chased war because he was so detached from the everyday people that he thought his expensive meals were worth however many lives he had to sacrifice to obtain them.  
 
    He was not a helpless peasant, following orders every day, too uneducated and weak to spend some time discovering that there was no sense in hating those who did not belong to his own clan, too tired at the end of the day to question what he was commanded to do by those who had enough time for war.  
 
    And he was not a weak coward who would flee from the battlefield, not out of a sense of love for others, but out of a fear for his own skin and a desire to survive, no matter how many of his fellow man would die to save him. 
 
    No, he was something apart from every other man she had ever met. He was so soft and beautiful, so sculptural, like a fairy man. He was intelligent and compassionate; he was shy and yet brave enough to face his fears. He was noble enough to be educated, and yet rejected all the luxuries that corrupted the other nobles she knew. 
 
    He was the only person who stood by her side when she decried the tragedy of war, when she demanded a return to friendship between the clans.  
 
    She could see the relief in his eyes when she arrived. She flew into his arms and for a split second they held their breath and the world stood still as they reconnected, their souls melting into one another’s bodies, reviving them thoroughly. 
 
    With a deep, contented sigh, their lips met again softly. His hands caressed her waist and hips and she sighed again. This was all she wanted in life. Just to stay here, in his hands, her lips against his, now and forever. He was so absolutely wonderful. 
 
    “I am glad you made it,” he said. 
 
    Una nodded. “I am. I cannae believe I could live without you. Every day my greatest fear is that I will not make it here.” 
 
    “It is mine also,” he replied, tucking her soft brown hair behind her ear.  
 
    “I wish we could spend every day in each other’s arms, just like this,” she said. 
 
    “But we cannot,” he replied with a soft, sad tone to his voice. 
 
    “There are tales of lovers,” she remarked, “who have been separated like us and killed themselves so as to be together for all of eternity.”  
 
    He laughed a little. “They are fools then.” 
 
    Una furrowed her brow. “I thought it was a sweet thing, not a foolish one.” 
 
    “How can they guarantee they will be together?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, I suppose they would both go to heaven, or to hell, or remain behind on Earth so as to stay together,” she mused. 
 
    “No, it is not up to any man to decide where he goes. He must only accept his fate,” Conan said, turning and making his way up to the wooden platform, offering her his hand at the top and pulling her up into the tree with him. 
 
    “But our fates are so unfair, Conan,” she replied. “The idea of being with you for all of eternity appeals to me. At least then nothing could separate us.” 
 
    “It does not have a great appeal to me,” he replied. “Because so long as we both shall live, there is a chance, however slim, that we can be together.”  
 
    Una paused, looking out over the moonlit fields where their clans once held tournaments, now overgrown with grasses and small shrubs. “I suppose so,” she replied, her heart sinking. “But I want to live with you, not in hopes of being with you.” 
 
    “I would prefer to live with you, but the hope is all that keeps me going some days,” he said, sitting down on the floor of the platform. 
 
    Sitting down as well, she rested her head on his lap, looking up into his glowing green eyes. “I love you, mo chridhe,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “I love you also,” he replied, grinning. He looked so magically beautiful, so soft and gentle, so perfect.  
 
    “I still want this moment to never end,” she said, lifting her hand to caress his cheek, lightly rough with invisibly blond stubble. “Just like this. Forever.” 
 
    He nodded. “That would be so lovely.”  
 
    He leaned down over her face, his lips softly meeting hers, her heart melting as she felt his warmth in contrast with the cold night air. Yes, it would be perfect.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Every meeting was fraught with more tension than the last, and soon it reached a point where Coll, her father, began to notice. How could he not notice when his only daughter was absent for extended periods of the day and night? 
 
    He did not know where she was. He was simply afraid that his daughter was being reckless, running around like a young child in the fields for pure fun and nothing else, not considering that she was risking her life. As he chastised her about not protecting herself, she noticed that he mentioned Conan’s name in the same breath as barbarians, rapists, the English, kidnappers, murderers, and Norsemen. In her father’s eyes, Conan, the man he had known from birth until his twenty-first birthday, was just as much of a monster. Just as important to avoid.  
 
    Una was no longer allowed outside of castle grounds, not by day or by night, and the guards were commanded to stop her from leaving. She only discovered the extent of her supervision when she attempted to sneak out as usual and was dragged, kicking, screaming, and biting, back into the castle, where she found out it was on her father’s orders that she had been manhandled so, and that she needed to reconsider whether it was worth it to slip out like that. 
 
    Perhaps, had they been right, it would not have been worth it. If she was merely sneaking away to run around and meet with friends, then she would not have continued to put herself at risk. 
 
    But she would not let one failed attempt stop her. She tried again and again, scouring the grounds for exits she could use, looking out for guards who were clueless, seeing if anyone could be bribed or deceived. Because it was worth it. Conan was worth it. And all she wanted was to be by his side again, no matter how many failed attempts or threats to her life it took. 
 
    The stress of the entire situation was overwhelming her, but she knew she had to carry on. Somehow, she had to get out and see Conan. She needed him. She craved him desperately, like he was the air she needed in order to breathe, the water she needed to live. 
 
    There would be a way of getting out of there; there would be a way of escaping. And she found it. She realized that it was only Una they were guarding against. Servants and soldiers could come and go as normal. The castle was not under full lockdown, and if she were not to look like herself, then they would not think anything of it.  
 
    Even better, if she made it look as though she were still in her quarters, asleep, on her own, then they would not even be looking for her. She could escape completely undetected. So that was what she did. She waited until time for bed, then she stuffed her bedding with a few items of clothing, to make it seem as though she were asleep under the covers.  
 
    Dressed as a servant, she managed to leave via the little plain doors in the back of the gardens. Her plain brown hair and common features helped there. She was not an unattractive woman, she had learned, but she was not a gleaming, exceptional beauty like some noble ladies were. She was a sweet, ordinary-looking girl with brown hair and blue eyes, lightly freckled skin and a pleasing figure. Once she was no longer wearing the expensive dresses of nobility and laden down with jewels, the nobles no longer even noticed her, and the servants did not bow or curtsy. She walked right past everyone, down the stairs, out of the castle, through the gardens and out of the gates used by the servants. 
 
    She tried not to run until she was out of sight. She knew she could not look suspicious. She had to continue moving like she was a simple peasant girl who had endured a hard day of work delivering to the castle and was ready to go home and sleep. Of course, she was afraid of more than getting caught.  
 
    Just as peasants did not need to fear kidnappings or political homicides, there were crimes which nobles did not usually need to fear. A peasant would not dare attempt to rob or defile a noble lady, for fear of repercussion. But a solitary servant girl might be seen as fair game by a man who thought she was his equal. 
 
    As she walked past a farmer, carrying a pile of logs for firewood, she made sure to avoid eye contact and walk a little faster. It was clear from the surprise on his face that he thought her a bit too attractive to be walking home on her own. The farmer looked her up and down, but she glared at him as angrily and indignantly as he could. He snorted indignantly and carried on. 
 
    He was probably doing no more than ogling, but she had to make sure that he would not even dare consider approaching her. She had to guard herself preemptively, so that she could reduce the chance of needing to protect herself later on.  
 
    At least getting to know Boyd had taught her some valuable skills about preserving herself. That wretched man had taught her that nobody was to be entirely trusted, that there was potential danger in everyone, and that she needed to look after herself. And, so far, she had managed to guard her body against the men who would strip her of her purity. But for how long? Una knew full well that she kept putting herself in danger, that sooner or later she would run into a man who could not be deterred. 
 
    Even if she did not, she knew she would eventually be betrothed to Boyd, who would most certainly not respect her pleas to be left alone, and who would take her body however he wished to, his towering form pressing her hard into a bed as he took her over and over. 
 
    She did not want that to be her memory of her deflowering. 
 
    She wanted Conan to have her, nobody else. And she would ask him to. She had to. 
 
    If Boyd were to marry her and question her about it, she could simply say she had torn herself riding horses, or doing one of her more tomboyish activities as a child. He would not know any better, and even if he doubted her, he would have to accept what he was being told. 
 
    Conan was atop the hill as usual, flanked by his guards, ready to welcome her. Although she had not made it for several days, it seemed he had ritualistically waited for her there every single night, making sure that if she arrived he would be the first thing she saw. 
 
    For a second, he did not recognize her in the distance, in her humble garb. But as the clouds parted and the moonlight shone down, even from a distance, even dressed so plainly, he recognized who she was.  
 
    When his eyes landed on her, he smiled and ran down the hillside to sweep her into his arms, drawing her up against his chest and inhaling the scent of her hair with a deep sigh.  
 
    “Thank goodness you are all right!” he exclaimed, still embracing her and drawing her close against himself. “I thought I would never see you again. “ 
 
    “I thought I would never make it here again!” she replied. “My father believed I was being careless and forbade me from leaving the castle. Had he known I was visiting you ... I dare not think about it. He would have killed me.” 
 
    Conan kissed her forehead tenderly. “I am glad that he did not. Come, let us hide in the oak tree together.”  
 
    They made their way back up the hill, hand in hand, and up the tree, onto the platform, where they finally felt safe and secure.  
 
    As the guards left to stand watch a little further down the hill, out of earshot, Una knew now was her opportunity. “Conan, we must consummate our love, before it is too late.”  
 
    Conan looked at her with wide eyes. “I am sorry?” he asked. 
 
    Una moved closer to him, tugging at the simple dress she was wearing, making it, and the simple shift she wore underneath, fall down, her naked body revealed to Conan. “I may not be able to make it here again, Conan. And if I do not, I wish to make sure that it is you who deflowers me, not anyone else.” 
 
    Conan pursed his lips and nodded, face flushed bright red as he observed her nudity. He removed his cloak and dropped it on top of her dress. “Lie down,” he said as he continued to undress. 
 
    She sat down and then lay back on the pile of clothes, looking up as he finished undressing, admiring his lean, pale form, almost angelic in the half-covered moonlight. She felt her body yearning for him, and a sense of satisfaction spread through her as she told herself that it would finally come to pass. 
 
    It was so different to when Boyd had tried to. When Boyd had tried to lure her away and take her, he had grabbed her and pulled her hair; he had been angry and demanding. Conan was gentle.   
 
    It was nothing like she had imagined. And yet, despite how sweet and gentle it was, she did not feel civilized as he did it. She did not feel like the noble lady she had been raised to be.  
 
    She no longer felt like a lady, and she did not want to be. She wanted to just be a woman, a human animal, a creature that did not need to worry about social norms, about preserving herself for marriage, about her father’s wrath or war. She wanted to be like the birds flying free in the sky, able to immerse herself completely in the experience, the way nature intended. 
 
    Everywhere else, she had to act ladylike, but not with Conan. 
 
    With him, she could be somewhere between a woman and a beast, ready to mate, to take him in, to become one. With him she could be true to her desires, to herself.  
 
    It was too late for anyone to stop them. It was too late to rethink her actions. She had already given herself over to the one man who mattered in any way, shape, or form. And she was glad she had.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Boyd knew that Una still loved Conan. And when it seemed she had given up all efforts to meet him, Boyd knew something was wrong. It was not at all like Una to simply give up. He’d known her long enough to know she was a reckless, angry tomboy who would not stand for anything getting in her way. 
 
    Perhaps, had she been thoroughly thwarted, she might give up for a while, or look for something else. But then she would be sulking in her decidedly unfeminine manner, not walking about the castle seeming relaxed and content with everything as it was. She had spent a mere week miserable, and then, suddenly, she had become happy, and remained happy for the last two months. 
 
    It was not possible for her to still be this happy now that she had been thwarted. It made no sense. The only answer was that she was still seeing Conan. And that enraged Boyd. She had somehow learned to escape and spend time with the very man they were all but at war with, whilst a perfectly decent, marriageable prospect waited back at the castle.  
 
    So he waited for her that afternoon, in the halls by her quarters. He knew she would go up to wash her face and comb her hair before dinner. As soon as she saw him waiting there, a look of horror spread over her face. She pretended to ignore him as she walked by to her room. But he would not permit that. 
 
    He pushed her up against a wall forcefully and she let out a pained yelp, withdrawing in fear for a moment before remembering her power over him.  
 
    “Boyd,” she snapped. “Unhand me immediately. How dare you treat the daughter of the laird like this?” 
 
    “Wait, wait. Ye cannae ignore me, Una,” he said with a smile. 
 
    She shuddered. “If I am to stay and listen to you, you must release me and treat me with the respect which I am owed,” she replied, trying to remain stern, but already shaking a little. “So unhand me, before I cry out.” 
 
    “Where have you been going, Una?” he asked. 
 
    “Nowhere,” she replied, still glaring. 
 
    “Very well. If you shall not confess to your crimes, I simply wish to check something,” he said, lifting her skirts and slipping his hand underneath them. “I have a suspicion, Una.”  
 
    She squeezed her legs tight together, so he could not get his hand between her plump, soft thighs. This was the closest he had gotten to touching her as he wished to, and it was all he could do to maintain his composure. 
 
    “Why are you resisting, Una? Scared of what I may find?” he asked. 
 
    She growled and looked like she was about to spit on him, so he raised his other hand to cover her mouth. She struggled a little, but quickly realized that moving would give him access.  
 
    “Why do you not want me to check? I shall find out on our wedding day,” he said, glaring at her. 
 
    “I cannae believe you are doing this, asking these questions. Now remove your hands. I will not be treated like this.” 
 
    “Even if you have been committing indecent acts, you ought to have something remaining there. A little resistance for me to feel. Do you not want to put my mind at ease?” he asked in a slightly singsong voice. 
 
    “I will not allow any man to do such a vile thing before I am married,” she replied. 
 
    He laughed a little. “I believe it is too late to claim chastity, Una. I believe everything you had to offer is gone. It’s not like I am defiling a pure lady by doing this.” 
 
    “I am a pure lady,” she insisted with a growl. 
 
    His hand still lingered. “I simply wish to check. After all, this shall someday be mine. I expect you to keep it well for me.” 
 
    “Remove your hands, Boyd,” she said, glaring angrily. 
 
    Then her face moved. A fraction of an inch but that was more than enough. His other hand was no longer over her mouth, but in it. She bit down as hard as she could, and he immediately heard a popping sound as the skin broke beneath her teeth. In a flurry, he had pushed her away and was at the other side of the hall. 
 
    They glared at one another for a moment.  
 
    The pain was unbearable.  
 
    Looking at his bruised and bleeding hand, he could see her teeth marked out in his skin, holes left behind where some of them had sliced clean through him, blood dripping onto the flagstones beneath him. 
 
    “You had better not do that to us on our wedding night,” he said, trying to retain his composure. “When you are officially mine, I shall be doing so much more…”  
 
    “I shall never be yours!” she spat, straightening her skirts enough to begin backing away from him. “Never.” And then she ran, slamming her bedroom door behind herself. He heard the heavy bolt drawn, locking him out thoroughly.  
 
    He could scarcely wait to make her his own and get the full experience. Whatever she said, she was going to have to marry him. 
 
    No other man would take her if they thought she was not a virgin. 
 
    And she was no virgin; that much was for sure. And he had a fairly good feeling he knew who had taken her. All that remained was discovering how they were still seeing one another at this point in time. Because it made no sense at all that they were still able to meet with all the restrictions in place. 
 
    Of course, the only way of finding this out would be to watch her all day. But he was within his right to do so. 
 
    Boyd sat down in a darkly shadowed corner of the hallway, determined to remain there until Una exited her room. He would follow her wherever she went and catch her in the act of treason. 
 
    *** 
 
    Waiting in the dark down the hall, he saw a maid leaving Una’s room. But something was odd there. He had not seen any servants enter for a while. So that was no maid. That was Una. 
 
    He could not help but be in awe of how cleverly she had put together her disguise. Unless she ran into her own father, nobody would be able to see that she was the daughter of their laird. Not through such a tattered old dress, her untidy hair, and her fairly plain face. No, people relied on clothing and other social cues to tell them that someone was important. Without them, nobody would notice Una escaping.  
 
    But Boyd had to confirm where she was going now. 
 
    He continued following her out of the castle, and beyond the grounds. For a moment he worried she would take a horse and he could not follow. But no, of course she did not. A simple maid finding a horse and taking it would be too obvious. So Una would just be walking the whole way. He knew that she would not run, take shortcuts, or do anything at all that could draw attention to herself. After all, if she had done anything at all like that then she would have been caught ages ago.  
 
    No, she would be as inconspicuous as possible. Which would make it unbelievably easy to follow her, as she could not sneak, run, or do anything else to throw him off. 
 
    He couldn’t afford to be seen either, though. 
 
    Keeping a distance, using the skills he’d learned as a knight on the battlefield, he stalked her from the hedges and the copses. Moving from cover to cover, following her slightly ahead, then slightly behind, he knew that wherever she looked, she would not see him. And even if she got some way away from him, she would be easy to trace. He had inspected her footprints and he knew that she would be flattening grass and breaking twigs. It was not hard to follow her even through the woods. Humans were much more careless than deer or hogs, after all.  
 
    Coming up to the clearing where the contests were once held, he stopped at the edge behind a tree and watched her walking up the hill. 
 
    It was Conan indeed. It was tempting to charge out, but Boyd reconsidered. Surrounded by guards, there was no way of attacking the man. Of course, Boyd could have won eventually. But at what cost? He would not put his life on the line, or end up seriously injured, for the sake of catching Una in the act. It was not worth it.  
 
    No, he would just watch, and then report back to Laird Coll. That would be far more sensible. Then he could ensure Una was made his, Conan was killed, and all would be well in the world once again. 
 
    Or he could kill the man right away and get it over and done with. 
 
    No, he would not risk his life. He ought to return to the castle, to remove all temptation to act rashly, to risk himself. But he wanted to stay and watch, see what happened.  
 
    When he saw them vanish up into the oak tree, for a moment he thought he would not be able to see them. But no, he too could climb. Pulling himself up a pine, branch by branch, eventually he was just as the right height so he could see into the oak branches. 
 
    There was a little wooden floor of sorts spread out across the branches. Boyd sat down where he was and watched as Una paraded herself naked before Conan, who sat down and gazed lovingly up at her figure.  
 
    Seeing Una’s lovely body, naked in the moonlight, inspired him. He needed her. He would take her by force if need be. It was not as though she was worth anything anymore but Boyd would still want her. She was beautiful, fertile, and the only child of the laird. All in all, it would be a pleasure to marry her and impregnate her. Not least of all because she would hate it. And she deserved to be made to suffer, especially after how she had treated him all these years. She deserved to be hurt, to spend every day of the rest of her life in misery as Boyd’s slave. 
 
    Sat on the branch, leaning against the trunk of the pine tree, Boyd continued to watch as Conan took the woman who was not rightfully his to take. She loved that vile man. She had given her purity to him. She was allowing him to inseminate her, and had allowed him to do so for up to two months. 
 
    Sooner or later, the fruit of those activities would blossom. Boyd knew he needed to act fast, to ensure she could not bear Conan’s child and imperil Boyd’s chances of marrying her, becoming laird, and having sons to inherit the lairdship. 
 
    He would need to stop her from seeing Conan immediately. 
 
    Or at least as soon as he had finished watching.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Boyd knew it would not be as simple as telling Coll to lock his daughter up. It was clear enough that Una loved Conan and would continue to see him whatever they did. And it was clear that Conan would be willing to wait as long as it took to get this woman back. He had waited the week where she was unable to visit him. He had waited the months when the castle had been locked up. He had waited for years as their clans grew apart. He would probably wait for longer. He would be there as soon as Una was ready for him again. 
 
    Boyd had remained watching that night, in part relishing the view he had gotten of the couple, in part green with envy. He had been trying for so long, ever since she entered puberty and began to develop that sweet scent of a woman ready to breed. That was what he wanted, what he needed: to fill her up and make her bear his children. In part it was political, of course. Securing a lairdship and a legacy for himself. 
 
    But in part, he was simply aroused by the thought of Una becoming pregnant with his children, her belly swelling so beautifully, her discomfort and hatred of Boyd coming to the surface.  
 
    He wanted to make her his. He wanted to impregnate her, over and over, until her body was ruined, all for him. But he would not get that unless he got rid of Conan. 
 
    After he was done, he could not bear to watch any longer and returned to the castle, deciding he would rest and talk to the laird first thing in the morning. It would do no good to wait and watch her, or to follow her back, and he was tired and frustrated. But he was unable to sleep after arriving in his room. He waited in bed for sleep to come, and it did not. He had to put things right. He had to have her. 
 
    He felt as though his body had been lied to. He had felt her that morning. He had watched her, seen her naked body. And it had not happened. Another man had been in his place. He felt cheated. 
 
    But there was still time to remedy that. Una was not yet back. She was still enjoying her lover’s body. Boyd got up and, still naked and ready for bed, seized a simple cloak to cover himself with, pulling the hood up to shade his face and tying a handkerchief about his mouth to finish disguising himself.  
 
    Waiting in the castle grounds, covered with the cloak, he saw Una arriving. She was still dressed as a servant. He was covered from head to toe. To anyone observing from inside the castle it would be a simple matter of a servant girl meeting her lover in the moonlight. Worst-case scenario, they would realize she was being forced and decide to keep their noses out of business that was not theirs. 
 
    Nobody would run to the aid of a servant girl, wandering the castle grounds alone at night, being abused. All he had to do was make sure she did not scream. And he had a good feeling she would not want to make any noise—not if she knew what it would mean to be caught. 
 
    Ambushing her as she entered through the gate, he immediately pushed her up against the wall into the shadows, facing away from him. She would never know it was him. And she would never know he knew who she was. She would think it was some random servant or soldier, perhaps even a perverse noble hunting for a vulnerable young lady to satisfy his desires. She would think he had taken her for a servant girl, or even for a slave or an invader, and was doing what he thought he could get away with. 
 
    As she made a slight squeal, he realized perhaps she would be willing to expose herself, which would ruin his plans. So he covered her mouth, preventing her from speaking a single word. But it was too late to worry about that; he had business to attend to.  
 
    How could Conan continue to receive this sweet treasure? No, Boyd knew he needed to claim her for himself, now and forever.  
 
    *** 
 
    He arranged a meeting with Laird Coll in the parlor the next morning. Urgently. It had to be urgent, or else Una might get involved. It would not fare too well for him if she were to realize he was the one who had been following her all night. If she knew that, she might use it as leverage against him, or even to completely discredit his findings. So he needed to discuss this all in private with Laird Coll so that she never knew who it was who betrayed her. Who had caught her. 
 
    She might have her suspicions, of course. But so long as she didn’t know for sure, he would be much safer. 
 
    She would be too alarmed after last night to come downstairs yet. What he had done the night before would put a deep fear into the heart of any woman, and even as the sun rose and wiped away all the shadows, she would not feel safe and happy. At least his act was serving another purpose after its initial one. Boyd felt that justified him altogether. He had laid claim to what was his, and he had prevented her from interrupting his morning meeting. 
 
    As he sat back on a chair in the parlor, feeling utterly exhausted and yet pretty good at once, he wondered just how much to tell Laird Coll. Boyd did not have much time to think before a soldier opened the door, holding it for Coll to enter the room. 
 
    The laird was in his robe, and seemed shocked to realize Boyd was the one who had called him at such an unusual time in the morning. “Boyd! What is the meaning of this?” he asked, walking right up to the table. 
 
    Boyd stood and bowed. “I am sorry to disturb you at such an early hour in the morning, my laird,” Boyd said. 
 
    “I shall make sure that you are sorry if this is not as important as I was told,” the laird replied indignantly, pulling his robes close about himself. 
 
    “It is, my laird,” Boyd insisted. 
 
    “And it could not wait until later?” the laird asked. 
 
    “Time is of the essence. I must tell you about it immediately, my laird,” Boyd said, shaking his head as though in dismay. “Or else it will destroy us all.”  
 
    The laird, who had been reaching to pour himself some wine from the decanter on the cabinet, hesitated, turning to look his most prestigious knight in the eye. “What is it? Out with it, Boyd!” 
 
    “To put matters simply, Sire, your daughter is fornicating with one of our enemies,” Boyd replied. “Most specifically, Conan, Laird of Angus, and standing head of Clan McDuff.” 
 
    “You had better have evidence for that,” the laird replied, glaring with eyes full of fire and distrust. “We have not spoken to Clan McDuff in many years. I doubt she has even seen the boy since we were last friends. You do know that you are making a more serious accusation?” 
 
    “I saw it with my own two eyes, my laird,” Boyd insisted. “And I know that the man in question would not deny it.” 
 
    Coll sat down, leaning his head in his hands. “If this is true, then can I even trust in my own bairn? Will she betray us? If this is all true, then my only child cannae inherit the lairdship, else she would place it right in the enemy’s hands, would she not?”  
 
    Boyd hesitated. He had not anticipated that response. “My laird, I believe that if she were to wed a member of our nobility sooner rather than later, we could keep the lairdship in friendly hands, and perhaps she could be persuaded to remain on our side.” 
 
    The laird shook his head. “That is not how women are. A woman in love will betray her nation before she betrays her heart.” 
 
    “I am sure that after some time away from Conan she will see the charm in myself, and will be grateful to you for marrying us,” Boyd said. “And, even if that turns out to not be the case, if I marry her then I shall be the man to inherit the lairdship, not Una. And my laird knows that he can trust me to always remain loyal to Clan McGregor.” 
 
    The laird furrowed his brow and grit his teeth a moment. “But what if you wed Una and she betrays us?” 
 
    “Then she may be executed,” Boyd replied sternly. “I know it is not what you wish to hear, sire, but if even marrying a decent McGregor man such as myself would not make her see the error of her ways, then she would not deserve to live, and we would need to secure the lairdship at all cost.” 
 
    Coll did not seem convinced, but finally he nodded. “I shall do all I can to persuade her to wed you. Though it pains me to do so, I see the sense in what you say, and I know that I must do all I can to protect the lairdship, rather than fret about a child who only thinks of herself.” 
 
    “Have faith, sire,” Boyd said sternly. “I am sure that Una will come to love me and all shall be well. However, to make sure of that, perhaps we ought to launch an attack on Clan McDuff.” 
 
    “No, we cannae betray the treaty, especially not up against that man in particular. Conan may be a boy, and inexperienced in his years, and shy, but he is a skilled tactician and warrior nonetheless,” Coll said. “I am not sure I can trust you to defeat him alone.” 
 
    Those words were like a knife through Boyd’s heart. Not only did Una see him as an inferior man and lover when compared to Conan, but even his own laird thought he was an inferior warrior and tactician? Was there nothing Conan was judged to be an expert at? Was there no insult Boyd’s own clan would not pay him, comparing him so unfavorably to such a pathetic boy? 
 
    “Very well, Sire,” Boyd replied. What else could he say? All he would have to do was prove Laird Coll wrong.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Waking up feeling dizzy the next morning and craving salt fish, Una wondered if it had anything to do with her attack. Staring at the ceiling she wondered if she could even get out of bed fast enough to be sick. She had not been feeling great when she set off yesterday, but now she felt even worse. She had almost been sick as he held her and forced her, as she realized what was happening, and, worse yet, who it was who was doing that to her. 
 
    He did not know she recognized him, but she knew who it was. She had seen the bite mark on his left hand as he leaned against the wall. Had he known who she was? She could not tell. 
 
    A part of her suspected that he knew full well, that he had targeted her and had taken his opportunity to have what he had been demanding for so long. He knew she could not say anything of it without exposing herself as a traitor to the clan. And then her own life would be on the line. And for what? So he could say it was not him? 
 
    Another part of her wondered if he did not know it was her, if that was simply the sort of man he was, the sort of man who would see a vulnerable servant girl wandering into the castle and violate her because he knew nobody would see him, nobody would stop him. 
 
    Either propelled by her thoughts or her attempts to sit up, she felt vomit rising into her mouth and summoned all the strength she could to fall out of bed and find somewhere to unleash the acidic mouthful. 
 
    As she rushed to her face basin and vomited into it, she wondered what was wrong with her. This was not just from last night. Now that she thought about it, this had been doing on for a while. 
 
    A thought crossed her mind: she had missed a cycle after Conan deflowered her. She had assumed it was a normal thing, or simply that her heightened emotions had delayed it, as sometimes happened.  
 
    But after today, she would have missed two cycles ... It was obvious enough what had happened to her. She was with child. No wonder she felt ill. No wonder she was vomiting, sweating, tired, and constantly craving salted food. 
 
    The first thing she felt was panic. She was carrying Conan’s child. The child of a man who was at present their enemy, who was considered a danger to the clan, who she was not even supposed to be seeing, much less sleeping with. Her body was all the evidence that would be needed to condemn her. 
 
    But she was, in a sense, glad. Because if she had been with child for two months, then at least she knew it was not the product of Boyd’s frenzied attack. The child would be Conan’s, and only Conan’s. 
 
    She was not sure how she could have lived with herself if she was carrying Boyd’s child. She could not bear the thought of it. She could not say for certain, but she had a pretty good feeling she would simply kill herself rather than live with the thought of bearing that man’s children, much less marry him. 
 
    But Conan’s child? That was another story. She felt so glad as she rested a hand on her stomach. It would be worth it. The pain and the vomiting, the dizziness and the bad sleep, it would be fine. She was happy to deal with anything at all, so long as it meant having Conan’s child. He would also be of the same mindset, willing to sacrifice anything to keep his child safe.  
 
    She and Conan had had a few arguments too. Now she realized it was mood swings. How glad he would be to find out! How happy he would be to hear that she was only angry because she was carrying his child, that for all those petty arguments they would have a beautiful baby by the end of it. 
 
    Sitting up on her bed, Una wondered how she would make sure to stay with Conan so she could have his child safely. Was it possible to have the child safely? She was not sure she could fake her own death to run away, and she knew that, if Boyd knew about her and Conan, the wretch would know where to find her if she simply vanished. 
 
    Unless ... No. She could not save the child, could she? She rested her hand on her belly. How could she carry it to term in the clan castle, surrounded by these people? No, she had to get out as soon as possible. 
 
    And if she could not get out?  
 
    She stared at her stomach, still flat for now. She could not keep the child if she knew she was going to remain with the people who knew she was unwed, who might know she was secretly meeting with the enemy under those circumstances. If she could not escape, she would have to get rid of the evidence. 
 
    There were herbs, of course, which would end its precious little life and empty her body. Nobody would know of its existence in the first place. She knew she could not trust the Seer, who was friendly with Boyd and sworn to protect her father. But there was a woman who lived in the village outside the castle walls who was skilled with herbs and spells and sanctifications. She was some sort of a witch, but was loved and respected. And, most importantly, she was known for not discussing her clients’ private matters and for taking pity on young girls in difficult situations. 
 
    Una realized she was crying already. How could she kill the child of the man she loved so much? No, she would need to carry it to term. She needed to keep it. She needed to look after it. She loved it already, and would not be able to kill it. 
 
    But what other options were there if she could not escape and join Conan in time? If she carried the child to term, surely her life would be ruined. She could claim she was raped, but then her father might hate the child. She could claim she was having an affair with a humble man whom she would not name, but perhaps then Boyd would mention what he knew, if anything at all. 
 
    It was too late now to accuse Boyd of impregnating her by force. He had only succeeded last night, and she was over a month pregnant, so it would be fairly obvious that Boyd was not the father when the child reached term. And even so, she did not want him to marry her and raise Conan’s beautiful child. The best-case scenario was being forced to sleep with Boyd every night, to bear him child after child until she despised herself. 
 
    The worst-case scenario was that, with time, Boyd would see the child developing the fine features and blond hair of its father, becoming beautiful and graceful and strong and kind, whereas Boyd himself would remain ugly, repulsive, weak, and wicked of heart. And Una could not even imagine what Boyd would do if he discovered the child was not his after investing several years into rearing it. 
 
    She had to have the child. But she could not marry Boyd, and nobody else could find out. Because if they did ... She had to escape. She had to join Clan McDuff. Only then could she carry this child to term in safety, knowing that the father would be present to love and protect the baby forever. Conan was the only person she could trust with her baby’s well-being, with her own well-being, with their future as a family. She had to escape. 
 
    How long did she have? She had missed one cycle and was approaching the correct date for a second. She was at least two weeks pregnant. If she had conceived the night of her deflowering, she could be two months pregnant.  
 
    If she was only a few weeks pregnant, then she had a good couple of months before her belly would grow round and hard. She would have another month or two, perhaps as many as four or five months if she wore her clothing to strategically cover her belly, to tent over it. 
 
    If she was two months pregnant, then soon her belly would be big and round enough to warrant a new dress. And then all would know. So she could have as little as a few weeks before she was obviously pregnant. Not to mention before she was so heavy and tired that running through the fields was not a reasonable option to her any more. She had to act fast. 
 
    But although she was not yet very pregnant and still able to run and climb, escaping would not be so easy after last night. Not now that Boyd most likely knew of her secret way out. She needed a new plan. And she was not sure what it would be yet. But she had to come up with something soon. 
 
    She could not simply leave, and she could not sneak out dressed as a servant. If Boyd knew, then she might not even be able to leave her room by the door, which would be a problem. There had to be a way out, of course, but as it stood she felt too worried to think of anything other than how sorry she felt for herself. 
 
    She would get to Conan, though. For him and for their child. She would save them all from the wrath of her own family. 
 
    Una felt her heart aching. She did love her family. And she loved her people. She was not a traitor, and she wanted them to live and to succeed. But she also wanted Clan McDuff to live and succeed. She wanted the bloodshed to end, the disputes to end, all the pain and all the misery to end.  
 
    And yet now she had to choose between the family she came from and the family she was growing within her. She had to choose between the man who had given her all she had in life, and the man who she wished to spend her entire future with. 
 
    She lay on her bed, overwhelmed by emotion, and cried until, despite having barely woken up, she fell asleep again. She was so exhausted.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE  
 
      
 
    Conan had not seen Una for two nights again. He was worried, though not as much as the first time she had vanished. She had warned him this time, after all. She had told him, after last time, that her family was becoming increasingly strict about when and how she left the castle, and that soon the day would arrive when they could not be together again. 
 
    A part of him knew he had to come to terms with the possibility of never again seeing the woman he loved. She was old enough to marry now, and no doubt her father, childless save for Una, would be finding her a husband within their clan. 
 
    But Conan wanted to believe that she would appear again. Possibly even that very night. And they could become one all over again. At least for one last time, one final encounter in one another’s arms, one moment of intense passion, one breath of life back into his body. He missed her so much. He craved her. He had craved her since he first tasted her body. She had made him an addict, and he lived only for the next time he could have her to himself. 
 
    He wanted to see her beautiful body in the moonlight, her long brown hair cascading down her shoulders, ending just low enough to cover some of her breasts, teasing him with every sway and every breeze. 
 
    He wanted to see her smile and laugh and climb atop his body, giving herself wholly to him, as God had designed man and woman to do. 
 
    More than anything, though, he wanted to see that she was well, and to hear her sweet voice in his ear. Her body was nice, but her person was the main attraction. After all, he had lived through years and years without needing to feel or taste her body, and, should it be necessary, he would endure the same deprivation again. 
 
    But he could not live forever without hearing from her. Even a whispered word, even a hastily written love letter, even a sign from afar, would give him the hope and strength he needed to carry on. That would be all it took. 
 
    Sex was nothing compared to the woman herself. Many women had stunning bodies. Many women were curvy, or full, or slim enough to entice him. Many women had more exotic features than Una. Many women had a warm, wet body, and were prepared to give it to a laird without asking for anything in return. 
 
    Many women were women. 
 
    But only Una was Una. 
 
    Only Una inspired such courage and mischief in him that he was willing to act so immorally. Only Una made him want to give up everything just to hold her and talk to her. Only Una gave him a will to live.  
 
    But when he was about to depart that evening, a servant arrived on horseback, bearing a letter with a formal seal, for the eyes of Conan McDuff only. The letter was from Clan McGregor. Conan did not even need to open it to realize what had happened. Una had been caught. And now she would be paying the price.  
 
    But if they had chosen to write to him then there was some hope at least for Una. Perhaps they were asking him to confirm or deny their suspicions, or to abstain from seeing her again, or to lay his life down so that they could spare hers. 
 
    Even as he cut the seal and opened the envelope, Conan knew that he would do whatever it took in order to rescue Una, in order to give her a chance at surviving.  
 
    Reading the letter, sure enough, it was from Coll, and much longer and more rambling than Conan had expected. Una’s father had found out, somehow, about Conan’s encounters with Una, and their illicit unions each night they could. He was furious. 
 
    He called Conan every name under the sun, and dared him to deny it, but declared he would not believe a word Conan said about the matter. He demanded repayment in a thousand ways, he demanded a sacrifice be made, he demanded conversation between the clans. 
 
    Right down to the bottom of the page, Coll’s words were rambling, inconsistent, and incoherent. But his message was clear: Conan had no right to deflower the sole hair to Clan McGregor’s lairdship, and Conan would have to pay for what he had done. 
 
    Conan understood the man. Their clans were divided. Of course, it was impossible for the two to ever marry and make right their union. What Conan had taken could not be returned to Una, and what he had done could not be undone. Now Una, Coll’s only child, was spoiled goods, possibly not in a position to wed any other member of her clan anymore, not able to bring Coll a legitimate heir to the lairdship. 
 
    Conan and Una, through their love, had selfishly undone the old man’s plans for his people, his heritage, his future, and even his own death and ascension. And it could not be fixed. 
 
    Conan knew that he, too, would be angry if he had a daughter or a sister who had given away her purity to a man she could never marry. He knew that if his own father were still mentally strong enough to know about what had happened, the old man would be just as furious as Coll was. 
 
    What was more, Conan knew that in Clan McGregor it was tradition for any immoral women to be punished, and for clan traitors to be executed at the guillotine. If Coll wished to uphold his own laws and retain the respect of his people, he would need to at the very least exile or imprison his own daughter. And, if the people demanded blood, Laird Coll would have to send his only child to the guillotine, to ensure that the people continued to trust and respect him. Conan knew the laird loved Una, but he also knew that Coll respected his people and his laws even more. 
 
    Understanding the situation, Conan wrote back immediately, agreeing to a duel to settle their differences, on condition that Una not be punished any further. It was all he could do. 
 
    He could not offer his hand in marriage to make right his actions, as the clans were still enemies in the eyes of all but himself and Una. 
 
    He could not offer peace between the clans so long as his own father lived, for the old man would no doubt curse him and disown him were he to find out. 
 
    He could not offer to take away Coll’s only child, as no man wanted to give up his daughter to become the mistress of his enemy. 
 
    But perhaps if he died or killed for Una, he would be able to make things, if not right, at least a little better. And if he had to risk his life for this, so be it. And he would make it worthwhile. He would not settle for the battle on their terms only. He would use the duel as a contest, like the ones they’d held in the past. And the terms would be such that they would favor him strongly if he were to kill the rival chosen by Laird Coll. If he won, he would claim Una as his bride and the clans would be forced into reluctant peace.  
 
    Conan felt fairly confident that he could slay any knight of Clan McGregor. And then he would force both lairds into peace, using their own love of law and their own treaties against them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Although Conan had his doubts at first, his father and Laird Coll agreed to the duel, and a date was set. 
 
    Conan arrived at Castle McGregor on the assigned date and greeted Coll. There was tension, but both remained civil. They knew what was about to take place and they had agreed on it beforehand. Whether they liked it or not, each clan had to abide by the treaty. 
 
    Conan thought it was somewhat entertaining to think that the only way he could bring peace back to the clans was by force. By war. It was a bittersweet victory of his mind over the brute force of their armies. 
 
    “You understand that under the laws of our clan, if a woman lays in bed with an enemy, she must be executed,” Coll said as Conan began to select a weapon for the duel. “You understand what that means to our clan?” 
 
    Conan nodded. “But I shall win, and I shall save her from your pointless laws.” 
 
    “And if you do not win?” Coll asked. 
 
    “Then I shall be dead, and she will have to live,” Conan replied. 
 
    “And what if you run, or plead for your life to be spared?” Coll asked. 
 
    Conan chuckled softly. “I will not. If I lose, I shall bow my head and die, knowing that she will be spared in exchange for my head.” 
 
    Coll froze on the spot, looking up into Conan’s eyes. “Why would you risk your life so, for a woman from a clan that is your sworn enemy? If you lose you could plead for mercy or call your men to stop us from harming you. Why kneel and die just to ensure that she lives?” 
 
    “Because I love her, Sir,” Conan said, glaring at the man who would kill his daughter to maintain a senseless war. “I love her too much to allow her to die. And if you think it fair that she should die for being in love, then I will ask you to cancel the duel and simply take my head, here and now, in exchange for completely absolving all her crimes and sins.”  
 
    The old man was silent, eyes wet with pain, and he shook his head, calling for Una to be brought to him. As a servant ran off to get the girl, the old laird looked into Conan’s eyes and shook his head again. 
 
    “You are such a fool, to be risking your entire lairdship, your entire life, for one woman,” Coll said. 
 
    “I could say the same of you,” Conan replied flatly. “If she had been a servant, or a lesser noble lady who you had discovered to be lying with me, would you have given me a chance to fight for her life? Or would her head have rolled long before I found out about it” 
 
    Coll smiled softly. “She is my daughter.” 
 
    “And she is the love of my life,” Conan said. 
 
    As Una was led out, Conan breathed a sigh of relief to see she was still dressed in her fine noble clothes, still looking a healthy weight, still looking strong. All that was wrong were the purple marks under her eyes and a pallor to her face. But besides that, it was clear she had still been treated like the lady she was. 
 
    “Conan has agreed to offer his life in place of your own,” the laird said, embracing his daughter. “It is with great joy that you shall be spared.”  
 
    Una’s face grew even paler, and her eyes grew wide with fear. “Father, no!” she exclaimed. “That is not what we agreed! I would rather die than lose him!” 
 
    Pushing past her own father, Una rushed towards Conan to embrace him, only for her wrist to be seized by Boyd, the sudden halt making her fall to the ground with a loud thud.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    “No!” Boyd cried in rage. “No, ye cannae trade herself for this monster, for this enemy! I will not sit idly, silently by as you sacrifice yourself. You will live, and you will stay, and he shall die.” 
 
    Coll, recovering from the shock of his daughter pushing him aside, glared at the knight. “Boyd, recall your place. It is up to myself what is a fair judgement, not to a simple knight such as yourself.” He walked up to his daughter and reached his hand out, helping her to her feet and wrapping his arms around her. 
 
    Una began to weep. “Please, Father, spare his life. I would not live without Conan anyway. I would die as soon as I heard he was deceased.”  
 
    Coll’s own face grew pale. “My child, how can I allow you to die for him? He is my enemy. But if you shall die either way, what option do you give me? My life would be senseless without you.” 
 
    “And mine would be senseless without Conan. If I cannae marry him, I shall die, and if he is dead, I shall die. So spare him, unless you want more blood on your hands, Father,” Una insisted, wrapping her arms around her father warmly. 
 
    Boyd gritted his teeth. “No, she must be mine and mine alone. How can I have her if she is dead, my laird?”  
 
    Laird Coll glared at Boyd. “She cannot. It seems to me that whatever is done, she cannot be yours.” 
 
    “Then spare them both!” Boyd insisted. “Force her to live. Wed her to me.” 
 
    “No, if I spare both of them, under the treaty she must be banished and will probably end up with Clan McDuff,” Coll replied. 
 
    Una felt her heart lift. “Then do that, Father! Save us all!” 
 
    Boyd stepped in and grabbed Una’s wrist, pulling her away from her father, glaring into her eyes. “No, ye shall marry me, or nobody else. That is our destiny.” 
 
    “I believed you wished to uphold the treaty,” Coll replied sternly. “Under the treaty, Una must either die or be banished. She cannae wed you.”  
 
    For a moment it seemed that Boyd was going to reply, or else hurt Una. But suddenly his expression shifted and once again he cast her to the dirt. Boyd flew at the laird in a rage, drawing his blade. “Is this how you repay a loyal servant? Is this what you do to a man who has served you his whole life?”  
 
    Una watched in shock as Conan, blade also drawn, leapt between Coll and Boyd, parrying the blow and driving Boyd back. “So much for a loyal servant, if ye would kill the man ye serve,” Conan spat. 
 
    Boyd growled. “If he will not repay me my duties, then I am a slave, not a servant, and a slave has a right to rise against his master.” 
 
    Una looked down at the ground. “No loyal servant of my father’s would accost his daughter so,” she said flatly. “Do you dare tell all what ye did? What ye did nights ago, long before today, when my father still wished for us to be wed?”  
 
    Boyd paled. Una knew then with full confidence that it had been he that night, in the dark, who had abused her so violently. 
 
    “What is she speaking of?” Coll asked, stepping out from behind Conan. 
 
    Boyd shook his head. “I was only claiming what was mine. We were to be wed; it was only right. I was simply receiving some payment before the event, but it would be made correct when we were sanctified in marriage.” 
 
    “Is this true, Una? Boyd?” Coll asked, his hands shaking, face red with rage. “Did he do that to my only dearest daughter?” 
 
    Boyd nodded. “I see no reason to lie. I only took by force what she was giving to your enemy for free. Is that such a crime? It is not as though she was worth anything by then; it is not as though she was preserving anything. One cannot fine a man for using a public highway.” 
 
    In a fit of rage, the old laird suddenly seemed to summon an incredible amount of energy. Seizing the blade Boyd had dropped, Coll leapt to Boyd, grabbed him, and held Boyd by the throat, raising his sword to press into Boyd’s stomach. But the old laird was not the man he used to be and Boyd was strong enough to cast him aside, where he fell in the dirt beside his daughter. 
 
    “Ye are both hypocrites and villains, acting against one of the only men to defend your clan and your cause,” Boyd snarled. “I never asked for a title or lands or wealth. All I asked for was to marry the woman I have loved since she came of age. All I asked was for a beautiful wife and a future that holds something more than dying alone. And if you will not give me the future which I deserve, you shall have no future at all.” 
 
    But before Boyd could reach for the blade which Coll still clasped, his eyes were drawn back up. 
 
    Conan silently walked up to Boyd, eyes locked with the other man. Boyd’s face grew pale. 
 
    Conan did not say anything. Conan did not make a dramatic declaration, did not menace, did not flourish his blade, or challenge Boyd. He only walked up and, with one swift motion, seized Boyd’s hair. Holding on tight, Conan drove his sword through the other man’s chest and stomach, over and over, in short, angry stabs, blood bursting forth each time the blade was drawn back. 
 
    As Boyd cried out, Conan remained silent, working until his task was complete. Boyd was finally silent as Conan released his hair, dropping his body to the floor where it crumpled like a half-full sack of potatoes. 
 
    As Boyd’s blood slowly formed little rivers in the dry earth, traveling to the feet of Una and Coll, the old head of Clan McGregor looked up at the young head of Clan McDuff. 
 
    “Ye know that I cannae forgive you for a prior sin, even if you have saved my life,” Coll said. 
 
    Conan paused. “But Boyd is dead. Have I not won the duel? Have I not done as we agreed?” 
 
    “You are supposed to duel two men,” Coll replied flatly.  
 
    “But only one crime was committed,” Conan replied. “The treaty says—” 
 
    “The treaty says that it is an eye for an eye. Two criminals exist, and therefore two crimes. A traitor and an infiltrator on both sides, Laird Conan. One clan or the other is owed two lives for the crime you both committed,” the laird said. “It is only a case of whose life is offered to whom.” 
 
    “So the duel shall take place?” Conan asked, looking serious. 
 
    Coll nodded. “Aye. And if Boyd cannae be your rival, it seems that I must be.” 
 
    The old man, still clutching Boyd’s sword, staggered to his feet awkwardly. It pained Una to see her father like this, and she knew then that he was not acting out of lack of care for her, out of cruelty, or out of any other negative emotion, but out of sheer conviction to his cause and devotion to his clan. 
 
    Just as Conan and Una were willing to lay down their lives for one another, Coll was willing to lay down his own to protect the people who had respected and followed him for so many years. He knew he would not win, but he also felt that in dying he would do something right. 
 
    Una grabbed hold of her father’s feet. “Father, ye must reconsider. For if that is the case, no matter who loses, three lives, not one or two, shall be lost.”  
 
    Coll looked down at his daughter. Una could feel the tears streaming down her cheeks already. “Una, what do you mean?” Coll asked, looking into her eyes, his own eyes looking red, stung with tears that were yet to fall. 
 
    “Father, if Conan dies, I shall kill myself rather than live in the pain of his absence. And if you were to die, I could not live with the guilt of knowing that I caused my own beloved father’s death,” Una explained. 
 
    “And the third life?” Coll asked, kneeling down to look into his daughter’s eyes, dropping his sword with a loud clatter so that he could rest his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “Father, Conan simply loves me and I love him … that was our only fault. That was the cause of all this pain, all this trouble. But it has also caused something else, something which, if given the chance, can be bright and beautiful for all of us. I hope you can still find it in your heart to forgive us … for the sake of the baby I carry in my womb,” she said, her hands shaking as she confessed her situation to her father. 
 
    For a moment, silence reigned and time stood still. Then Una heard her father let out a choking sob as the tears began to flow from his eyes.  
 
    “I forgive you, Una. I forgive you both,” he said. “And I bless my grandchild.” 
 
    As Coll held his daughter, they heard the clatter as another sword hit the ground, and in a few strides and a thud, Conan was beside both of them.  
 
    Coll looked up at Conan, the father of his grandson, and reached out, wrapping an arm around the young man’s shoulders.  
 
    “I bless you too, Conan,” the old laird said with a shaky voice. “I bless all three of you.” 
 
    A couple of tears slipped from Conan’s eyes as he held his arms open, inviting Una to embrace him. He held her close, rendered speechless at the realization that he was to be a father. 
 
    Conan wrapped his arms around Una, and she buried her face in his shoulder, shaking as all three of them wept. Finally, it was all over.  
 
    The End 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Under her father’s watchful eye, Camden worked hard finishing the last chore of the day. At least, the last chore for Douglas. She was glad. It was so tiresome, and she couldn’t recall the last time her father was paid for it in cold hard cash. 
 
    Camden carried on piling the barrow with manure, ready to load that one final stable’s worth of muck into the farmer’s cart down the road. He paid them a few coins, behind Douglas’ back, of course, for any horse manure he could take and rot down into good fertilizer for his ailing fields. 
 
    Working for Douglas wasn’t easy. Not for Camden or her father, not for the farmer, not even for the damn horses. Everyone was overworked, tired, and hungry. Nobody felt appreciated or rewarded. She didn’t truly understand the dispute which had severed Clan Chattan, but she knew that Douglas’ splinter, Clan Cameron, was a mess. 
 
    Douglas, who nobody called “laird” except to his face, was incapable of managing a small tavern, much less an entire lairdship, no matter how few his lands. He was one of those people who believed himself to be a hidden talent, the sort of person who was naturally gifted at whatever he put his hand to. He was not. He was the sort of person with the opposite of a Midas touch, where all he touched turned to excrement instead of gold. 
 
    Whenever her day of working for Douglas ended, Camden was glad, even if there was more work to follow. He father, Malcolm, was getting old now, and wasn’t able to do much. He still had a gift for calming the horses, was skilled at negotiating with farmers, and knew how to direct Camden. But his hands were knobbed with arthritis, his legs were now skinny and bony, and he could barely move his own body weight around, much less repeatedly lift and throw a pitchfork weighing forty pounds, slop thirty or more buckets weighing thirty pounds, or cart a two-hundred-pound wheelbarrow back and forth from morning until night under the sweltering summer sun. 
 
    Malcolm was too old and withered and injured to do any of those things. But Camden wasn’t. 
 
    Although she was a girl, she was her father’s only child and had been responsible for taking over the business as his body slowly began to fail him. She was young and robust, with lean, muscled arms and thick, strong thighs. She still had a waist, and hips, but she was a much different sight to the other girls of the village. 
 
    They were slim and frail, with hourglass figures, long, soft hair, and generally clean skin. As poor girls, they naturally had worn, calloused hands and sometimes were a bit dirty or scratched, but that was nothing compared to Camden. 
 
    Not only was she tall and muscled, but she was unable to beautify herself as the other girls did. She kept her hair no longer than shoulder length and always tied it back when she let it grow. Much of the time it was only a few inches long, to prevent the animals from tugging it, and to keep it clean with ease. She usually wore men’s work clothes, with a simple dress or apron over the top, so that they could stand up to the hard labor she carried out. 
 
    She knew she didn’t look much like a lady. For most of her childhood, she hadn’t minded. Being tomboyish as a peasant girl wasn’t a problem. The other girls had teased her, but all it had taken was throwing one of them into a ditch and Camden had earned their respect, which lasted to this day. Life was so much simpler for children. 
 
    But now, at eighteen, Camden was becoming a bit more self-conscious. It was a stark realization that she was a woman and looked nothing like the other women around her. She was always dirty, and often wore men’s coats and working boots. And even if she tried to polish herself up and wear a dress, letting her hair hang to her shoulders, her firm muscles stood proud outside her sleeveless dress and her large thighs were visible through her skirts with each long stride. 
 
    She didn’t even move like a woman. She had the strong, lean muscles of a teenage boy, and they weren’t just for display. She walked with determination; she lifted heavy weights with ease. Each step was measured and sort of heavy.  
 
    She didn’t dare ask anyone how girly she looked, how girly they thought her. She was scared of the answer. As a child she had never cared about being like other girls, but as a woman she was beginning to feel the same desires as other women did, the same want for a man, marriage, and children. She wanted to be a wife someday, and she knew how much men desired a beautiful, delicate, feminine woman. 
 
    The men treated her as one of them, never approaching her with the same flirtatious ways they used on other women. The women treated her as one of them, but with an element of pity. Children feared Camden until they got to know her and realized she had a sweet heart beneath her strong body and scowling face.  
 
    Her father said she looked like her mother, but that wasn’t much comfort. Camden had never known her mother, and didn’t know if she had been beautiful and feminine. At least her mother had been able to marry and have a child, which was good to know. But who was to say her father was not a man of unique tastes, such that there wasn’t another man in the entirety of Scotland who would desire a woman who looked like her?  
 
    No, Camden felt destined to a life of solitude. 
 
    “We’ve got a bit of a journey to lock up for Laird Gavin.” Malcolm pocketed the farmer’s coins and saw the man on his way, then patted her on the shoulder. “You’ve done well. You always do.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, without a hint of modesty. “You taught me very well. Just as you taught me to cook and sew and clean.” 
 
    “Someone had to. It isn’t fitting for a girl to not know how to bake a roll of bread or mend her skirts,” he said with a reluctant sigh. “Your mother would have been so proud of you. You turned out a fine young lady. I only wish I could still work to support you.” 
 
    Camden smiled. She knew that when her father said such things, he meant them. Since her mother had died, Camden had been the apple of her father’s eye. 
 
    “You’re getting older, Pa,” she said with a heavy heart. “You may not be able to do this much longer. But I can carry on for you. I’ll make sure that we always have something on the table, even if you can’t come to watch over me or negotiate good deals on the muck.” 
 
    “I will always be here to look after you, Camden,” he insisted. “You need plenty of help still, before you can be trusted with a stable on your own. Besides, I should like to hope that you will find a nice husband before I retire, so that you never have to work alone.” 
 
    “I’m happy to work alone, Pa. Even if a day comes when you must stay home, I’ll work hard for us both,” she insisted. 
 
    “I can’t imagine staying home, keeping the hearth and a boiling pot while you muck out the stables,” he said with a chuckle. “That isn’t manly work.” 
 
    “You taught me how; you’re more than able to do all those things,” Camden said. 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s not the being able to. It’s that it isn’t a man’s job. It is a man’s job to provide for his woman and children, not to rely on his daughters to look after him.” 
 
    “If you had a boy, you would let him,” Camden said sternly. 
 
    “But I do not,” he replied with a smirk. “However much you try and act the part.” 
 
    Camden laughed at the thought that she might be the man of her own house. Would it really be such a terrible thing, though? It wouldn’t be much different to what she was doing now. It might be a radical change for her father, but he had to accept that change happened. 
 
    She understood his concerns, of course. A young woman, no matter how unattractive and strong she thought herself, should not be wandering about alone in the world of men, walking to and from work in the dark, crossing the woods to reach her new workplace. She knew she would soon need to find a safer occupation and a more reliable employer. Permanently. 
 
    *** 
 
    Like a beacon of hope, Gavin’s castle appeared through the woods. 
 
    Gavin’s castle was glorious. It was a much better place than Duncan’s small, unwalled mansion. It would be a safer place, too. Camden knew that this was her best option. She had to ensure she could become a worker within the tall, strong castle walls, away from harm, away from the forest and its menaces. 
 
    It was not normally easy to trade one laird for another. It would be considered an act of rebellion, if it was a trade from anyone important. In Douglas’ younger days, it might have even put Camden and her father at risk of execution. 
 
    Camden didn’t care about the political details, though. There was no war, no violence. The lairdship that someone as humble as herself was sworn to was unimportant. All that mattered was who was able to protect her, pay her, and provide her with shelter. There was money to be earned from both sides with hard work. So she would work. 
 
    Humans just didn’t understand Camden. People saw her as a bit of an oddity, a bit of a beast, too masculine, too blunt, too honest. They didn’t see why she didn’t at least wear a dress rather than more practical men’s boots. They didn’t see why all she cared about was work and money. Nor did they see that she had no choice. 
 
    The stables at Laird Gavin’s castle were full of beautiful horses. They understood her and didn’t judge her for how she looked, or for her fate. If they could have talked, they would probably have sympathized with her situation. They would probably have understood that a woman without marriage prospects had to be undesirable, had to be a hard worker, and had to put money first. 
 
    Sure, some people, those with beauty or wealth, born into a more delicate profession, born betrothed to their future spouse, could focus on dressing up and flirting and loyalty to their laird. But Camden had to live like an animal, chasing her next meal, thinking of nothing but safety and food. 
 
    Lightning was her favorite horse, if only because he was so strong, healthy, and generally spoiled rotten. As the laird’s long-distance hunting horse, he was fed and exercised well, and as a beautiful specimen he was given treats and handled with care by all. She found a humorous irony in the fact that a horse was better fed, groomed, and sometimes even better dressed than herself.  
 
    Patting Lightning’s side, she made sure his water was full before taking a pitchfork to the messy, trodden straw by his hooves. He stepped aside, as though acknowledging her hard work and making sure her job wasn’t too difficult. People didn’t do those things for her.  
 
    But that was acceptable. So long as she was safe, fed, and paid, nobody needed to notice her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO  
 
      
 
    Every day that passed, Malcolm saw more of his departed wife, Fenella, in Camden. It was a precious thing to watch her grow into her mother’s features and see Fenella live on. In his daughter he saw things which Camden, and the other village girls, didn’t realize were there. He saw that she had the height and shape of a woman, that she was kind, that she was wise, that she was a good homemaker who loved small children and animals. 
 
    If only she could see those things in herself, then perhaps she would have the confidence to marry and have a child, although after what had happened to his wife, Malcolm wasn’t sure he could face the heartache of losing a daughter to the birth of a grandchild. He would rather she remained single and never had a baby than go through that again. 
 
    The memories were still clear as if they’d happened yesterday. 
 
    Fenella had passed away on the final push as Camden had entered the world. The girl had drawn her first breath, and the woman had drawn her last. Malcolm hadn’t resented his daughter as he had feared he would. He adored her. She had Fenella’s eyes, Fenella’s hair, Fenella’s smile. Camden had been Fenella’s last precious gift to her husband, and he would treasure that gift forever, especially as she developed her mother’s shape and temperament. 
 
    But seeing Fenella’s features on Camden also worried him as a father. Fenella had been a beautiful, much desired woman. And now the same pressures would be placed on Camden’s shoulders. So long as she was young and dressed in men’s clothes, as he encouraged, she didn’t turn many heads. But now, as she was an adult, men were starting to see beyond her shabby shirts and dirty aprons. Malcolm knew a look of lust, or even love, when he saw one, and he knew that most of the young men who had grown up with Camden were now seeing her as a woman. No amount of baggy men’s clothes could hide the fact. 
 
    Not that she noticed. She judged herself not by how men saw her, but by how she saw herself. In her mind’s eye, the girl still seemed to think of herself as a kid. Probably for the best, too. She wasn’t ready for the world of men. However much Malcolm had tried to prepare her, he didn’t know much about being a lady besides what he had observed. 
 
    And it wasn’t as though any of the women from the village had been willing to move out to the cottage to raise Camden as a proper young lady. In their eyes she was a dirty, unruly stable girl. Malcolm hadn’t been prepared to send her away to live with someone else. It was only thanks to the powers of the Almighty that she had inherited so much of her mother and hadn’t turned out a complete beast.  
 
    There were some key features in which she was different from Fenella, admittedly. She was more boyish. More rugged. Her arms were strong and lean, like those of a fifteen-year-old stable lad. She couldn’t help it. Her mother had farmed fodder for the horses and the market, much lighter work compared to Camden’s hard labor in the stables. And, although most young peasant girls had rough, calloused hands from washing clothes or picking plants, only Camden was lightly scarred up and down her arms from being bitten and kicked by horses her entire life. She looked the way Malcolm imagined a pirate girl or a primitive girl from a far-off land might appear. 
 
    And she was quiet and stern, speaking mostly in single words and grunts, like a brutish boy. Whether she was at work or relaxing by the river, speaking to men or to other women, she didn’t seem comfortable talking. She would withdraw and try and not be noticed, speaking and moving as little as possible so she wouldn’t be singled out. Malcolm was able to converse with her more easily, of course, being her father. But even he found her blunt and single-minded, never truly having learned the art of feminine conversation, of gossip, of emoting. She seemed to believe herself a farce whenever she did anything remotely girly, and she had told her father, time and time again, that she felt self-conscious whenever she tried to be feminine. 
 
      
 
    There was more to her, of course. She cooked and cleaned well. She was soft and caring. When she got home, washed her face, and prepared supper, she was almost transformed. She could make a fine housewife if she put her mind to it. In fact, she could do anything she put her mind to. It was the one gift he had bestowed on his daughter. Unable to teach her to be a wife, a lady, or a mother, Malcolm had made sure to teach her to be strong-willed, industrious, and not easily dissuaded from her path. That way, when the time came, she would learn to become a lady, whatever she had to do to accomplish it. 
 
    Camden had even once or twice expressed her desire to have children of her own someday. Malcolm was torn. On the one hand he feared she would die as her mother had died, leaving behind a lonely husband and child. On the other hand, it warmed his heart to hear her speak those desires, however simply and furtively. It pleased him to know she acknowledged that her world was not restricted to the stables, that there were other possibilities for her. 
 
    But having children would mean getting married first. And that was more difficult. Not for the reasons she feared, but for reasons beyond her understanding.  
 
    Malcolm, having a full understanding of what marriage entailed, wasn’t sure he could arrange for his daughter to be married. He was protective of his only child. She might seem strong on the outside, but deep down she was a very vulnerable young lady who didn’t have the necessary skills to defend herself against any man who might mistreat her. She was smaller, lighter, and less resilient than she believed, or at least small, light, and weak enough that a strong, determined man could hurt her.  
 
    Malcolm wasn’t naive. He knew how many men beat their wives and children and were abusive, inconsiderate, and selfish. He didn’t want his beloved daughter to end up with such a man. 
 
    But he was also worried for himself. When Fenella had been pregnant, he’d hoped for a son, to support him and continue his legacy. He and Fenella had wanted at least five children, to carry on the family business When Camden had been born, he’d had no time to think about such matters. But as she had grown, he’d realized the burden which rested on his shoulders. He’d realized that he was left with no prospects for remarriage, and with a female child. Neither of their lives could be normal from then on. 
 
    In so many ways, Camden had fulfilled the role of a son. She had worked so hard at it. Although Malcolm never resented her and never expressed his fears for the future, all Camden had had to do was observe how other families lived to see what she needed to do. She had seen girls learning to be young ladies, boys being trained by proud fathers, and young men taking over the family business as their fathers or grandfathers grew old and gray. 
 
    Then she’d seen her own family, only a father and a little girl, and realized there was nobody to teach her to be a lady, and nobody to take over the family business. And in that moment, she had chosen to wear trousers beneath her skirts, to keep her hair shorter, and to spend the day watching her father as he mucked out stables, filled water and oat buckets, and brushed down glossy coats. She would be the boy he needed her to be. 
 
    But a girl, however hard she worked, couldn’t actually become a boy. Even if she were to grow as big and strong as a young man, society wouldn’t see her as fit to manage her own home. Even if she were to become the owner of Malcolm’s business, she would still wed a man. And if she were to marry, no wife would move in with Malcolm to care for him in his old age. No, Camden would leave. She would marry a man and be required to join his household. 
 
    Malcolm couldn’t bear the thought of being left all alone, though that was the inevitable conclusion. He felt guilty for thinking so selfishly, but he also knew that he had to look after himself. He had to make sure he was able to live a long life without becoming a burden to the lairds. It wasn’t right for a daughter to have to stay home to care for her father, but it was even worse for a man to be a burden on his laird or his peers. No, a man had to be cared for in old age by his children. 
 
    Malcolm had hoped to save up enough during Camden’s childhood so as to be able to support himself when she married and left. But to save money, one had to earn money, and that wasn’t as easy as it used to be. 
 
    Clan Cameron had splintered from Clan Chattan when Camden was a little girl. Douglas had then burdened his people with more work than they could have imagined, while unable to pay them much, if anything. The young widower and his child had been left living off scraps. Not that they could complain much, seeing as nobody else had a much better deal. Even the nobles under Douglas’ rule were left living a lifestyle more becoming to minor knights than courtiers. Camden would have been well within her rights to go off to the woods, where she would have been able to get a greater fill of berries and fresh shellfish than her father would ever be able to afford on his wages. 
 
    But whereas many children her age ran off to fend for themselves until sundown, she worked hard and ensured her father made a decent wage. For that he was grateful. 
 
    Even with both of them working, they barely brought home enough money for food, subsisting off the meagre rations of bread and potatoes which Douglas supplied, in an effort to dissuade uprisings. 
 
    It was only now that, mysteriously, their conditions seemed to be improving. Nothing radical, but very gradually, Malcolm and Camden had noticed they had greater privileges than the rest of the clan, and they couldn’t see why ... 
 
    They were given meat from the hunts and baked sweets arrived in their parcel of weekly bread, which was now fresh and fluffy rather than hard and stale. At first, Malcolm had wondered if perhaps life was improving, but his neighbors still received the same poor rations. Then he feared some mistake had been made, but dared not say anything about the additional food in the parcels, in case he was made to pay for the rich, delicious food he had already consumed. 
 
    It was only when the parcel arrived with a cluster of roses on top that Malcolm realized what was happening. 
 
    Camden, happily and obliviously, arranged the roses in a vase on the table, beaming with pride that her home would enjoy something more luxurious than wildflowers.  
 
    Meanwhile, Malcolm retreated to his chair by the fire, feeling his heart sink and his stomach turn.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Malcom, Camden, and the other servants and peasants were not the only ones who regretted the formation of Clan Cameron. So did Laird Douglas. He could not let on that he believed the entire affair to be an absolute disaster, of course. He had been raised as a young nobleman to never acknowledge his mistakes, or else his people would lose hope and faith and his lands would turn to utter chaos. 
 
    Douglas had seceded to form his own clan over a minor dispute he’d had with Laird William of Inverness and Chattan. It had begun as an argument over a minor, politically insignificant detail of Laird William’s bloodline, and had snowballed into a full rivalry. So Douglas, rather than enduring constant bickering and petty sabotage, had decided to form a splinter of Clan Chattan. 
 
    The idea of having his own clan had been better than the reality. The reality was that a clan needed wealth and land. Without it, young Douglas, aged only seventeen, and his men, mostly of the same age, were destined to either starve to death or be killed by bandits for whatever coins they still had. 
 
    Fighting Laird William had been a dumb idea, but it had been the only idea which Douglas believed would work. But forty young men against a laird’s whole army turned out to be like dogs fighting a bear. They had been defeated and left as outcasts. 
 
    Surviving up in the mountains had been tough, even worse than Douglas had imagined. The only way his people had survived was by becoming bandits. They had driven out existing bandits, had taken over their houses and lives, and then carried on living off whatever nobles they could rob and whatever animals they could poach off Laird William’s lands. 
 
    Fortunately, when Laird William had passed on and Laird Gavin had taken over, he’d looked more kindly on the defectors. He had originally offered Douglas a place in his court and a pardon for all his men. But many of the men had felt their pride insulted, and many of the rest were concerned that their reputation as bandits would make them targets for the castle folk’s righteous wrath. 
 
    Instead, Laird Gavin had given them a portion of his land, so they could recreate themselves as the nobles they had once been. A number of people who sympathized with their plight had joined them, and they’d set about building a new village, all with the support of Laird Gavin, who was determined not to let these men suffer any more. 
 
    And thus, Clan Cameron had been founded anew. 
 
    Most of Clan Cameron’s followers were accidental. When Laird Gavin had given them lands, some people who already lived there automatically became members of Clan Cameron.  
 
    And yet, despite all this support, Douglas managed to fail time and time again. He didn’t know how to settle disputes. When faced with a number of criminals, he pardoned the wrong people. He failed to provide his farmers with enough water and manure to grow their crops. He barely managed to keep food on his own table and crime out of his own mansion, much less protect and feed his tiny lairdship. 
 
    He had believed, in his naive youth, that people, without a tyrant ruler, would rule themselves peacefully. He had believed that, without guidance, farmers and tradesmen would reach their own agreements. 
 
    But it was not to be. Left to their own devices, the people fought and stole and laid waste. As he aged, Douglas realized that the society he had envisioned worked well enough for a small handful of mountain-dwelling bandits and poachers, but it couldn’t be extended to hundreds of people.  
 
    But going back was out of the question. It would be humiliating. He would be banished, perhaps even killed. He would be made an example of. Douglas was too old now, too infamous to have a place in Laird Gavin’s society. He had to stay strong and persevere with his original plan until there was no more he could do.  
 
    It was a scary thought that he had to die known as a stubborn and selfish tyrant who destroyed his people and robbed them, all the while preaching peace and humility. The peasants and servants turned against him because they believed he was hoarding food and wealth which could save them all. It wasn’t true, of course. There was nothing for anyone. They left in droves or else demanded more and more from the mansion, which was all but bare now. 
 
    Douglas knew that even his men were turning on him. Not actively—they still seemed to love him and his ideals, believing that, eventually, they would come to fruition. But, whereas the peasants hated him for supposedly having wealth, the nobles hated him for not having enough. They wanted to know how long it would be before Douglas’ plans succeeded and there was abundance for all. They believed it would happen, and they believed he was the only person who could do it. So they avoided him, chastised him, and treated him with disrespect. Some nobles and soldiers even fled to the woods, swearing to live as bandits until the lairdship was successful enough to provide them with a wage. 
 
    The men’s belief in Douglas’ message was the only reason they had not taken his head already. 
 
    Their idealism could only protect his life, though, not his weakly affiliated clan. His people were leaving, working for Laird Gavin, spreading out across the Highlands. They believed that the nobles and soldiers still worked for Douglas, so, rather than oppose him, they simply fled. Little by little, the farmers, the fishermen, the hunters, the gamekeepers, the maids and washerwomen ... they all began to vanish, seeking a better life with a better laird. 
 
    Douglas had lost all hope of becoming famous for crafting a perfect society. He would be surprised if he never even made the history books, if he never became anything more than a single sentence describing a failed attack launched upon Laird William. And he was willing to accept that. To be remembered as a single failed attack was better than to be remembered as a laird. At least, in his case, it was. 
 
    He truly was a miserable failure who broke all he touched. Better to be a footnote than a full book, at least when one was a disappointment. 
 
    Douglas feared he would be remembered, though, and recorded in history as the man who had taken over these lands and brutally worked the poor peasants into the dirt. It had not been his intention, but it was all anyone seemed to recall.  
 
    A while back, in a desperate, flailing effort to assert his authority, he had overburdened them, sure that civilization would spring forth. It had not. If anything, it had regressed, with people rejecting the hard work he had asked them to perform and instead turning to the easier, more profitable task of robbing others, or instead making alcohol and collecting assorted plants to sell to anyone who wished to numb the pain of empty stomachs and sore muscles. 
 
    It was more than he could bear to see, and every time he tried to help them, he did the opposite. 
 
    Dropping his title in most scenarios, Douglas just let his people do as they pleased. He wished them no true harm. He had simply been a fool. But fools should not be in power. He passed authority over some of his lands to a few nobles, who suddenly, and seemingly miraculously, turned the lands around. Douglas, in his youth, would have accused those nobles of sabotaging his own progress for their own gain. Now he simply saw that almost anyone would be a better ruler than he had been. He was almost happy whenever a noble, soldier, or member of staff at his mansion took leave and joined a more prosperous ruler. He knew their lives would improve. 
 
    He would be happy to see his whole lairdship, his whole clan, melt away into nothing, seeking better lives. Well, almost his whole lairdship. The one person he couldn’t imagine never seeing again was Camden, daughter of Malcolm, the stable keeper. Douglas hadn’t noticed her before, when he had first begun the clan. After all, he had been a young man, and she was a small child. There were many small children in the newly formed lairdship, and he couldn’t care about all of them, couldn’t observe all of them. She had merely been a familiar feature in the mansion grounds, like a particularly distinctive ornament or a loud pet. 
 
    Even as she grew older and matured, she remained buried under piles of dirt and straw and hay, hair cropped short, clothes baggy and manly. The young peasant boys and soldiers began remarking on her rather frequently, but Douglas didn’t see why. In his day, men pursued beautiful, delicate, feminine girls. Not dirty, short-haired, brutish stable girls. He himself had been deeply in love with a nymph-like noble lady who had eventually wed the Laird of Edinburgh. Now that had been a truly magnificent woman, with delicate little white wrists and hands, bright green eyes, and flowing black hair, down to her waist. Not this plain, dirty, rugged woman.  
 
    Then he had seen Camden at the river, rinsing dirt off herself after a particularly rough day. Much of her bare skin was porcelain-white, spared by her usual full-body coverage. As the dirt fell from her, he had seen how lovely and gleaming she was. Even her hands weren’t as dark as he had thought. Her hair, however short, was thick, glossy, and shone like the sun itself. Her figure wasn’t as boxy as it had seemed beneath the loose clothes. She was strong, and lean, but those hard muscles were draped over a slim and curvy body.  
 
    Douglas had been taken aback. If his first love had been a nymph, this woman was a siren, a rough brute who somehow possessed a beauty capable of bewitching even the strongest of men. Camden should not, by ordinary standards, be beautiful. And yet she was. She was the most stunning woman he had ever seen in his life, all the more beautiful for being such a rare prize. 
 
    He was in love. And although he could let go every remnant of his brief stint as laird, he could not see her leave. She had to continue working for him, now and forever. Creeping back away from the river so that she did not notice he had been watching, Douglas made mental note to increase the rations given to Camden and Malcolm, and to include the most luxurious gifts he could still afford, delectable sweets, game, and flowers. She would surely come to see how much he loved her, how much he needed her. And then, perhaps, she would be his. 
 
    Even if his entire lairdship fell apart, even if every person, every piece of land, and every gold coin returned to Laird Gavin, perhaps Douglas could have that one beautiful treasure all to himself. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Laird Gavin saw himself as a kind laird, at least, compared to his father, William. He supposed he was kind, although he had never met another laird quite like himself. 
 
    It wasn’t easy to be kind and gentle when you had been raised to be a brutish noble. Gavin would never claim that he was not part of the system that hurt the people he was supposed to protect. He had been raised to follow in his father’s footsteps, and for most of his childhood and youth, he had believed that the people needed war and pressure and an iron fist to be happy. 
 
    It wasn’t until he followed his father onto the battlefield that Gavin had realized what a mistake he was making. This was not what made people happy; this was not what helped people. Gavin had known, then and there, that he would have to be a different laird than his father.  
 
    He was doing his best to undo some of the mistakes his more brutish, war-thirsty father had made. He wanted to make amends. But he understood that it was not so simple as that. Some people were dead, some couldn’t forgive, and many had left and would not come back. Laird Douglas’ people, in particular, were of great concern to Gavin. They had suffered greatly under Laird William. But those men all had their pride, after all. They weren’t children or soulless creatures.  
 
    Laird Gavin realized that he wouldn’t be able to help them the same way he helped his own people. They were beyond his reach, and however much help he offered, it was up to them what they would choose to accept. He instead left them free to accept or reject his assistance, his door always open to the people who needed him.  
 
    But he noticed more and more people coming to his lands to beg for work and wages. And he freely gave them what they requested. There was no reason not to. He had more than enough work to offer and was glad to know that the people who came asking for help would at least eat well at night. 
 
    Laird Gavin was perplexed by how many came to him for work, only to return to Laird Douglas at the end of the day, but he didn’t question it too much. After all, the people had their loyalties; perhaps they had friends and family back home. They would come to him when they needed him, and that was all he cared about. He saw them come and go and was content enough knowing he was helping them. 
 
    The one person he noticed the very most was Camden. He thought her a young boy, at first. Under so much dirt, with her hair so short, in men’s trousers and an apron, she really looked like a boy of fifteen or sixteen, not a woman at all. Even so, he noticed her. Gavin had a soft spot for people who were hardworking, stern, and quiet. There was something about them which appealed to him. So he had observed Camden, had heard her father call her ‘Cam,’ and had initially assumed she was a boy with an odd name, but a good, hardworking, well-behaved boy nonetheless. 
 
    As she worked in the stables one day, Gavin had remarked to her father how strong and focused his lad was, and what a fine man he’d grow to be. That was when he’d found out. It had been a little awkward at first, but Malcolm had laughed it off, and even Camden had managed a soft smile when she found out, so Laird Gavin had relaxed a little more about it.  
 
    It hadn’t changed his opinion of her much. After all, he had already felt some respect for her. Whether she was a young boy or a woman, her dedication to her work was admirable. If anything, he was even more impressed by how hard she worked to care for her father, when most young ladies her age, especially such pretty ones, would be marrying. She was a truly noble young woman, and the more he saw her at the stables and spoke to her, the more convinced Gavin felt that she was a rare gem, a beautiful person in a corrupt and horrible world. 
 
    She had been winning his heart for months before he finally saw her in all her glory as a woman. He had found that her modest, rough clothing emboldened him to talk more and get to know her better. But when a group of his workers chose to honor the anniversary of his ascension to the lairdship by bringing him some humble gifts, Camden made a point of being washed from head to toe, wearing a sky-blue dress, and adorning her hair with flowers. 
 
    Seeing her with her short hair washed and dotted with forget-me-nots, in a dress, coming to pay her respects to her benefactor, had blown Gavin away. If he had been in love before, he was blindly infatuated now. He hadn’t been able to look back since. His every waking thought was overwhelmed by visions of her dressed as a lady. His every night was cursed by dreams where she sat by his bedside in that dress, or climbed under the heavy blankets and embraced him closely.  
 
    He found himself forgetting to eat. Drink brought him little pleasure, and he was becoming so absentminded in his duties that he was forced to delegate so as to keep the lairdship running smoothly. 
 
    In an attempt to cool his thoughts, he finally summoned the courage to wander down to the stables, to see her caked in mud and straw, in men’s trousers and boots, her apron masking her feminine figure. He hoped that by seeing her he would finally remind himself of what she was truly like and be able to calm his quaking heart. But even when he saw her in her dirty work clothes, hair tousled and full of straw, he saw her feminine beauty shine through. Now that he knew where to look, he could see her slight curves, a gentle sway when she walked, a flash of golden hair through the grime and straw. Now he knew what she looked like beneath that disguise. 
 
    She was still so ... masculine, though. Even though he knew she was a woman, she carried on as before, acting like a boy, not a lady. He knew he shouldn’t be surprised. Although seeing her in a dress had been a magical for him, it had hardly been a life-changing event for Camden. She wouldn’t know how she had stirred his heart for so long, and how that vision of her in blue had been the last drop of affection he could contain before the glass overflowed. To her, life carried on. To him ... it did not. It stood still, always frozen on those minutes where he had seen her in all her glory. 
 
    Still, it confused him why such a beautiful lady continued to dress and act so much like a boy. After all, most young ladies knew how beautiful they were and sought to maximize their appeal by dressing as femininely as they could. No matter how strong or squat or old or calloused they were, every woman did her best to enhance her femininity, whereas Camden worked so very hard to mask hers. 
 
    The only thing he could guess was that this was how she kept men at bay, how she protected her virtue from strangers. She was uncertain of her place in the world, and she wished to care for her father; Laird Gavin knew both those things. So perhaps by dressing and acting as she did, Camden was ensuring that her life would not change? Either she wasn’t interested in men at all, or she was interested in men, but was making these efforts so that she wouldn’t have to fight her own desires. If no men approached, there would be no men to refuse, after all.  
 
    Either way, she wasn’t interested in him. How could she be? All she cared about was working and protecting her elderly father from harm. She was a good and noble girl who seemed to be devoted only to the life she had chosen, rather than setting herself any future goals. In part, Laird Gavin resented that, knowing that her strong character kept her away from him. But he also knew it was one of the things he respected the most in her, and that if it were to change, he would cease to love her.  
 
    He watched her packing up again, in a rush to leave before sundown. He understood that. Traveling the woods at night was a terrible idea. He wished he could ask her to stay, and for a moment he considered it. But he knew she would refuse; she would want to get her father home as soon as possible. And if he delayed their journey, for he could only delay it, then they would be at even greater risk. At dusk, after all, wolves and bears roamed, looking for one last meal. But in the blackest, quietest point of the night, as the sun was gone and before the moon was high, something more dangerous lay waiting. 
 
    The bandits that roamed the woods would strip you of all you had, including your very life if they saw it necessary to do so. They were more brutal than the criminals anywhere else in Scotland. Laird Gavin had not seen such violence since he had last been at war, but even then the men had at least been fighting for their lives. 
 
    Of course, he wasn’t one to judge too harshly. Perhaps these men were also fighting for their lives? Nobody seemed to know much about these elusive strangers and their habits, their motivations, their needs. Laird Gavin liked to think that nobody would act that way without good reason, that nobody would be such a monster to their fellow man.  
 
    This didn’t mean he wanted them to be able to cause harm to anyone. It only meant that if they came before him with a good reason for their behavior, he might be lenient on them. Gavin wasn’t sure if these men were bandits that had existed since before Douglas was banished or if they were something new, but they were hostile. They were trouble. Even in a world where bears and wolves roamed, where storms ripped cottages apart, and where war ravaged the entire nation every generation, these men were something nobody had been ready for.  
 
    Laird Gavin felt pained as he knew Camden would be walking through these bandits’ territory very shortly. Even while the sun was up, it was not a safe place to be; it was not something he wanted for her.  
 
    And yet, it was not his place to protect her, even though he would very much have liked to. It was her father’s place, her father’s duty. And her father would be walking with her, taking her to the comfort and safety of her own home. Laird Gavin again considered telling Malcolm he was too old to protect his daughter, so they should stay. But he knew how insulted the man would be, even though it would only be the truth. And he knew that the father-daughter duo had walked that path at least a hundred times this year alone. They would not be deterred. She would not stay. All he could do was watch as she left. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Malcolm could see how Gavin looked at Camden. It only made his worries for her worse. The laird was a good man, but he did not seem right. He had his own dark past, his father’s blood in his veins, and his own business as a laird. His attraction to Camden could be innocent, of course, but it could also be more predatory, or more casual, neither of which Malcolm wanted for his daughter. 
 
    He wished she were as skilled at rejecting men as she thought she was. He wished she realized how a woman her age attracted men, and perhaps put more effort into rejecting them. After all, people were not put off by silence or disinterest. They might assume you didn’t hear or understand. They would then ask again and again. They needed a rejection. She had to reject them. But to reject someone, you had to realize they were approaching. 
 
    She drew men’s eyes to herself even without trying. Malcolm felt sorry for her. He felt sorry for her because she didn’t realize how desired she was. He felt she ought to know she was beautiful and admired by men. This admiration was something which would not last, which preoccupied so many young women, something she would probably enjoy if only she knew.  
 
    He felt sorry for her because she was pursued, despite her best efforts. Like a child that believed their handful of oats to be worth an entire horse, she believed that her efforts at hiding herself were working. 
 
    But he also felt sorry for Laird Gavin. Malcolm knew what it was to pine for a beautiful woman who didn’t care for him. He knew what it was to see something you wanted so much and not get it. Only he had eventually gotten Fenella. She had eventually seen some sort of elusive charm in Malcolm and accepted his proposal of marriage. Camden didn’t even know that Laird Gavin was looking at her in such a manner. She didn’t even know she was beautiful. And if she did know some day? If she one day found out that she was considered a highly attractive, lovely young lady? Malcolm wasn’t sure she would be interested in marriage at all, let alone any of her prospective suitors.  
 
    He wasn’t sure how his daughter felt about Laird Gavin. She was always a bit of a mystery, not just to onlookers, but even to her own father. She didn’t like to talk about people. She would rarely say how her friends were doing and she would refuse to relay, confirm, or deny gossip. She didn’t like to talk about people, or work, or anything like that. She would chat happily about their good fortune, about shared memories, about faith and animals, about bad luck and plans for the future. But she wouldn’t talk about people, outside of passing references to their role in her life and Malcolm’s.  
 
    However nice and happy and open she was back at home, she rarely addressed the day at work or the people she’d seen. She was happier talking about a storm that was coming, about a dead bird, or about their lack of bread than she was talking about the sunshine at work, the horses they had cared for, or how kind the farmer’s wife had been to offer them both apples.  
 
    Camden arrived at home, stripped out of her masculine outfit, washed off the dirt, put on a dress and a pinafore, and set about making supper, as though she had never been gone, as though the dirty stable girl was a different person entirely, some long-lost twin sister she didn’t like to talk about and was very ashamed of. She left her work personality behind as soon as she crossed the threshold of her own home.  
 
    It hadn’t always been this way. There had been a time when Camden was proud of her dual personality and would brag about being able to be a boy and a girl at once. Back then, she had often expressed how proud she was that she could do everything on her own, how she would carry on her father’s business and be able to have babies as well. Malcom had admired that in her: that bold, boyish manner which had given her the confidence to insist she was going to forever play both roles. 
 
    And then, one day, that insistence had been suddenly silenced. One day, seemingly out of nowhere, she had stopped saying she would have babies, or get married, or do anything other than what she had already been doing.  
 
    Perhaps she, too, knew what marriage might mean for herself. She was probably putting it off for as long as possible so as to avoid upsetting him. Whatever it was, an understanding had seemed to abruptly sweep over her that she would have to choose between being a woman or being a surrogate son to Malcolm, and after that she had no longer spoken of wishing to be a woman, probably because if she completed her womanhood, if she married and had children, Malcolm would be all alone. And he could see that she couldn’t bear the idea of abandoning her father, even if it was to pursue a life of her own. 
 
    But he wasn’t a young man any more. Seeing her grow up had been magical, but it reminded him that he didn’t have much longer left himself. Every time she grew a little in height, every time she got stronger, every time she learned a skill, he was reminded of his own mortality. Everything he was teaching her was in order to ensure she could look after herself, to ensure that she had money, security, a safe and clean home, and a meal on the table when he passed on. 
 
    Of course, wealthier people could expect to make it to that age where they lay in bed for a decade and a half, watching over their children and guiding them from a distance. That age often came after a couple of decades of pottering about, weak but alive and mobile, sticking their noses in everyone’s business and ensuring all their affairs were in order. 
 
    But laborers did not lead long, healthy lives. Malcolm was not a wealthy person who could expect to spend the end of his life, small and gray, lying in bed, watching over his child for the last time, passing on some timeless wisdom before he expired of simple old age. He had done well to make it to forty-seven. He had done well to teach her all he knew, although he was still learning himself. But there was not long left. He was not sure how much longer he had in which to teach and support her. 
 
    Malcolm knew his daughter needed to get married. He knew that she was relying on him to push her away so that she could rediscover her femininity. He knew that it was his duty to find a good husband for her, someone who would protect her and provide for her once he was gone. Someone who would allow him to die with ease and peace of mind. But he also knew nobody he would trust with her. She was the most precious thing in his life, the only thing he had of any value, and he did not want to pass this living inheritance to any unworthy man. He wasn’t even sure what he considered to be a worthy man. 
 
    Laird Gavin was, of course, at the forefront of his mind, but Gavin was not the only one who had been watching his girl. And a laird ... a laird would surely make a mistress of her, not a wife. A simple peasant girl stood no chance of becoming a laird’s wife, mother to his children. No matter how lovely and beautiful Camden was, no matter how skilled, the fact remained that Malcolm’s daughter could neither read nor write, she could not speak French, nor could she dance in a gown. She was not graceful, elegant, or polite. She would not impress the laird’s family or his peers.  
 
    But there were more men out there who would marry Camden and, despite Malcolm’s fears, some of them would treat her well and love her and care for her. Malcolm knew that he had to speak to her about marriage, and that the sooner he did, the better. Sitting at the dining table, watching her eat her bread with every effort to be dainty, he decided that now was as good a time as any. 
 
    “Camden, we must consider that soon ye ought to wed,” he insisted. “For your own safety and for your future.”  
 
    Camden froze, placing the next morsel of bread back down on her place. “It is too soon, Pa,” she said with a nervous smile. 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re a young lady now, and I am an old man. You need to be somewhere safe when I pass on. You need to be wed and living with a husband.” 
 
    “I am happy here, Father,” she insisted. “I want to care for you until your last day. It is the least I owe you for raising me so well.”  
 
    That hurt to hear. It was what he desperately wanted as well. But what he wanted was not what she needed. What she wanted was not even what she needed. Like when he had once had to carry her away from the open hearth, kicking and screaming because she wanted to play with the “warm flowers,” he now had to do what she didn’t want him to do, not for his own benefit, but to protect her from harm. That was the essence of finding her a husband: his final act of protecting his daughter. 
 
    “And what when I am finally gone? What when I am dead and there is nobody to give you away?” he asked.  
 
    Camden carried on eating her bread, chewing slowly, thoughtfully, deliberately. “Then you shall be gone, and I shall continue living as I live today.” 
 
    “And if you want to marry?” he pressed. 
 
    “Then I shall marry,” she said flatly. “I shall find a man and wed him and have children, if that is what I want after you have passed on.” 
 
    “Ye can’t,” he insisted. “A girl can’t choose a husband without the support of her father. No man, no family would welcome you when you have no family of your own. You must wed now, or else you will probably become a spinster.” 
 
    “I shall be a spinster, then,” she said immediately, before the word had finished leaving his lips. “It is no bother to me. I am a strong lass, am I not? I will cope.” 
 
    “That is not a solution,” he said. “You have to find a husband now, or never. And if you will not find a husband, then you should make provisions so that when I am gone you are protected by someone, watched over by someone. Nobody, man or woman, young or old, should go into this world alone.” 
 
    “Then all the more reason for me to not marry,” she replied with a smile. “I can’t leave you in the world alone.” 
 
    “You never speak of whether you wish to marry,” he pressed. “What do you truly desire? To be alone forever? If so, you can have just that. But do not do it only for me.” 
 
    Camden fell silent a moment, looking down at her plate, then she shrugged. “I suppose I don’t know if I want to marry. I have never had a chance to consider it as an option, and there is nobody out there for me.” 
 
    “There is someone for everyone,” Malcolm replied, as soothingly as he could. “And if you choose to marry, then I will ensure you find that person. But if you do not tell me what you want, then I shall not have a chance to make sure you receive it.” 
 
    “I shall think about it,” Camden said, glancing out the window at the black forest and twinkling stars. “It’s a warm night, but we must not forget to close the shutters.” 
 
    Malcolm sighed. He knew she would never put her interests first, and he knew he could not force her to marry any more than he could force her to get up later or finish her meal. He felt helpless.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Douglas personally prepared the extra rations for Malcolm’s household. Malcolm’s household was the only one that got a little booster in the middle of the month, and it always arrived with some sort of a gift for Camden, whether a sweet, a ribbon, or flowers. Although Malcolm seemed to believe Camden had no idea, in reality she was acutely aware of how much work Douglas put into her parcels.  
 
    She also suspected that he could do better for everyone else. Most of his followers seemed to have some understanding that he was much wealthier than he appeared and that he was simply denying them food and other support so as to maintain an iron grip over his lairdship. Keeping his people poor and hungry was the only way that Douglas could maintain his authority. 
 
    Although Camden didn’t think much of herself, she would have had to be a complete and utter fool to not see Douglas’ obvious affections. She simply chose to ignore them, for everyone’s sake, but mostly for her own. 
 
    She knew she was undesirable to most. She knew that no man looked at her the way Douglas did or treated her the way Douglas did. So when her father had spoken of her needing someone to protect and support her, a husband to look after her, she had known full well who that husband would, in all likelihood, end up being. 
 
    She would have felt flattered if Douglas had been a more desirable man. Had he been young, handsome, wealthy, powerful, or even a kind, wise, and godly man, Camden would have been pleased. Had Douglas been a better person in literally any sense, then Camden would not have shuddered when her father spoke of marriage.  
 
    Try as she might, though, she found nothing redeeming in her laird. He was as old as Scotland, to her eye. At forty-five, he was nearly as old as her father. And, although many young ladies preferred older men, and many more would tolerate an older man for the sake of a good marriage, Camden was repulsed by the very thought of someone so old touching her. She had never found older men attractive. The largest age gap she had ever so much as considered was when, at age fourteen, she had had a crush on a man of twenty, who probably had never even known she existed. Outside of childish fancies, as an older teenager and a young woman, she had never felt attracted to a man who was older than her by more than two years. Douglas was over twice her age, wrinkling and gray already, and ugly as sin. 
 
    But the ugliness could not be blamed on his age. Even when he had been young, he had been no beauty. Camden recalled hearing people try and speak Douglas’ praise when she was a child, and had always been baffled when she saw the short, scarred, scrawny young man riding on horseback through the village. They had said he was strong and handsome, but he’d looked like neither to her.  
 
    And then, as respect for him had waned and people had begun to be honest about him, Camden had no longer been alone in calling him ugly. She’d felt vindicated, and never again wanted to trust anything that was said of the man except what she had already seen with her own two eyes. Of what she saw, nothing was tolerable. 
 
    He had no wealth and no power other than that bestowed by Laird Gavin. He was terrible with all that was entrusted to him. He had not learned anything his entire life, it seemed, and he managed to squander everything he was given, whether it was money, land, or food. Laird Gavin gave and gave and gave, and Douglas somehow failed to produce anything of worth. The only parts of his domain that produced anything were those which he left to other people to manage. 
 
    And yet despite his age and experiences, he remained a fairly mean, unintelligent, uneducated, sinful man who had made no intellectual progress no matter how long he lived or how many mistakes he made. He seemed to still believe his own stupid lie that he could turn around the entire lairdship if only he tried hard enough, if only enough people suffered. 
 
    It was incomprehensible to Camden how anyone like that had not been deposed. She could only imagine that either Laird Douglas had been able to convince all these fools that he was a good and noble man at heart, someone who was going to succeed someday, or that he was paying his people vast sums of money so that they would not turn on him. Which would probably explain his own lack of wealth. 
 
    Still, Camden couldn’t see him as a marriage prospect, no matter how hard she sought something redeemable in him. How could she possibly feel love for a man who was so unlovable, who was so despicable? How could she even imagine herself tolerating someone who was ugly, old, wicked, foolish, and poor? It didn’t matter that he was a laird. It didn’t matter that he was the only man to show any love for her at all. After all, no matter how hungry she was, she had never considered eating the abundant horse excrement in the stables or a poisonous mushroom. And no matter how badly she wished for companionship and love, she had never considered a man like Douglas. 
 
    She had seen him try and redeem himself, of course. They all had. It was, in a sense, comforting to see that even someone as broken as Douglas could see the error of his ways, even if he was unable to correct himself. It was nice to see that nobody was completely and utterly beyond redemption, that nobody could be so clueless as to think Douglas had done well, not even Douglas himself. But an old, mean fool with good intentions was still an old, mean fool.  
 
    Camden tried her hardest to consider him. But there was nothing about him which she could latch onto to persuade herself it would be a good idea to wed him. She would never be able to love such a man. And yet he was probably her best bet. Her father was right: she needed to marry. No matter how much bravado she displayed, no matter how much she maintained that she needed no man and would be able to always look after herself, she knew that a single woman living alone in the woods was basically like walking through town with a handful of coins. She would be robbed, hurt, or used in so many ways, and, even though she was strong enough to fend off any woman and most men, all it would take would be four or five people ganging up on her and they would, in short order, rob her of everything she had of any value. 
 
    *** 
 
    When the dishes were washed and drying by the fire, and her father had gone to bed for the night, Camden sat on her doorstep, enjoying the mild summer night, and sighed. She wished she was pretty enough for a young man like Gavin. Even if Gavin himself were a bit of a reach, she would be happy to marry a handsome young man from the village. Someone around her age, or maybe even a few years older, who she could look at and find beautiful, who she could embrace with genuine affection, who she could climb into bed with, even with the lights on, who nobody could accuse her of marrying for any other reason than love. In fact, if he were handsome it wouldn’t matter if he was old. An older man could still be handsome, if he cared for himself, like some of the older soldiers she had seen. 
 
    Or, even if not handsome, at least a good man. A man with something in him that she could love, nurture, and take pride in. Someone who was generous and kind. Someone who was willing to give to others, even when he had very little to his own name. Someone who possessed all the charitable virtues of a godly man, who worked hard, who cared about people. Especially children. 
 
    After all, if she married she would want to have children. It was all part and parcel, and she could not bear to imagine being with a man who despised children and treated them poorly. In all of these aspects, Laird Douglas had failed to impress her. He had not managed to win her over with a single element of his entire personality. 
 
    Looking up at the stars, hearing her father snoring inside the cottage, Camden confessed to herself that she had not been entirely honest when she said she wanted to remain a spinster forever. It was only contextually the truth. She would rather be a spinster than marry someone like Douglas, yes, but if she had another option, perhaps she would be able to seriously consider marriage. If someone like Laird Gavin, or even any of the young men from the village, were to show her affection, then she would be able to admit to her desire to marry. 
 
      
 
    But so long as Douglas’ ugly face, wicked ways, and idiocy were all that awaited her, then she would live alone. It was a better option. She knew how to fend for herself fairly well. She could work hard and make enough money to buy the bread, oats, and occasional fruit and meat she needed to live on. She knew how to keep her house clean and tidy, how to cook for herself, how to mend her wheelbarrow and stitch a tear in her skirt. 
 
    Her father had raised her well, she realized. He had shown her how to look after herself and her home. He had trained her to work hard and not to worry too much about her failings but instead to persevere through trouble until things worked out. Thus, Camden knew would survive on her own. 
 
    She knew what horrors could happen to young, unmarried women living alone. Sometimes, even sitting on her own doorstep, facing the dark woods, she shivered, thinking of the wild animals, bandits, and other, more supernatural horrors that no doubt waited in those shadows. But that was why she was happy to look like a grubby stable boy. That was why she made sure to lock up every night. That was why she befriended people in the village and made sure they knew to occasionally check in on her. So that she was no more vulnerable than she needed to be. 
 
    She could easily live out here, on her own, forever. It was hardly any more dangerous than her life was already, even with her father. Once he was gone, it would be a lonely existence, but it was what she was used to, what she had been training herself for.  
 
    Camden heard an owl cry out into the darkness and smiled. This was all she had ever known. How was she supposed to be scared of it? She knew life was hard. She knew that everyone would face danger, whether alone or together with others. She knew that everyone would eventually die, whether naturally or suddenly and unforgivingly, in an animal’s jaws or under the blade of a monster of some kind.  
 
    But that was hardly scary enough to put her off living her life. She had done just fine so far, and she would carry on fighting, whatever challenges lay ahead.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Finally, the night air began to cool and Camden felt her muscles aching from yet another hard day at work. As she headed for her little bed in the loft, her father called her to his bedside by the fire. He had been asleep not long before, so she could only guess that she had woken him, or perhaps he had been startled awake by a nightmare, by his own worries. He sounded tired, not only in body or mind, but in his heart.  
 
    She sat down in the chair by his bed, wondering what it was he needed to say, not daring even guess.  
 
    “Camden, I have been doing some thinking,” Malcolm said. “I can’t sleep for thinking.” 
 
    Camden nodded. It wasn’t worth telling him that he had been snoring; she knew what he meant. 
 
    “You understand I’ve been saving for your freedom, for our freedom,” he explained. “To pay Laird Douglas his dues. However poorly we have fared under him, he has still kept a roof over our heads and food on our plates for many years.” 
 
    Camden nodded again. This time she felt an even stronger pull to correct her father. After all, Douglas had miserably failed everyone and could hardly be said to be responsible for their wellbeing. But she listened still. 
 
    “I have a bag of coins under my mattress, as you know, and last night I sat up and counted them. There was more than I expected, but still so very little. I was hoping to be able to buy at least your freedom. But he will not sell our freedom for so little, so I must continue working much longer to ensure you are free,” he explained. “I doubt I shall be able to buy my own freedom, but I also trust that he will see an old man such as I am and see no need to keep me around. That is the best we can hope for.” 
 
    “Are you sure you have enough for me?” she asked. 
 
    Malcolm shook his head. “No. Douglas has raised the fee again. I believe he wants to keep you around, whatever the cost, and is unwilling to let you go, no matter how much I save.” 
 
    Camden felt her heart sink. Her father was telling the truth. However cheap and easy Laird Douglas might make life for them due to his untoward affection for her, how could they save enough money to buy her freedom when he would continue to raise the price, always desperate to keep her to himself, always looking for a way to buy himself another week of leering over her? 
 
    “What do I do, Camden?” Malcolm asked. 
 
    She knew where this was headed. She knew that her father wanted her to suggest that she should marry Douglas. That way their problems would be solved. She would be married, Douglas would let her father buy his own freedom, and Malcolm would not need to worry about his daughter’s well-being. In a sense, he was doing the right thing. But it was also the thing she feared the most. 
 
    “I suppose we simply ought to leave,” she mused, not sure if she was being serious or not herself. “Must we answer to Douglas, when he has so little against us? People do not have much respect for him; he hardly has enough money to pay a fair wage, much less hire mercenaries. And he respects Laird Gavin, so he would not rebel against him.” 
 
    Malcolm hesitated. “You do not know Douglas as we older folk do. He is—or at least, he once was—a brute. A mercenary, or a bandit of some description, who fought Laird William. It was only with Laird Gavin’s mercy that he was given lands and authority. If angered, I do not know if he would still be so placid.” 
 
    “Laird Gavin would protect us, even if Laird Douglas would never forgive us,” Camden replied flatly. “I am sure he would extend his famous kindness to us, and I am sure that he could flatten Laird Douglas, even at full force.” 
 
    Malcolm froze, making eye contact with Camden, searching. Not finding whatever he was looking for, he sighed. “Yes, Laird Gavin would certainly protect you very kindly, probably more so than he would protect anyone. But I fear that if the lairds were both angered, then perhaps we could see a return to how things were before the peace. Things might even return to how unpleasant they were under Laird William.” 
 
    Camden shook her head. “I’m sure that Laird Gavin would be considerate and kind enough to all. He wouldn’t allow war to fall upon us.” 
 
    “For anyone else, perhaps not. But for you? I’m not so sure he could stop himself,” Malcolm said. 
 
    Although Camden could hear what her father was saying, it was not actually sinking in. “Why for me?” she asked nervously. 
 
    “He is most kind to you because he, too, has fallen for your beauty,” Malcolm said to his daughter, looking a little disheartened. “Are you sure you could manage such a challenge? Are you sure you could prevent a man such as he, men such as they, from fighting over you?” 
 
    “He has ... fallen for me?” Camden asked, feeling stunned almost beyond words. 
 
    “Of course he has. He is enthralled,” Malcolm said. 
 
    Camden felt her face flush. Did Laird Gavin truly feel affection for her? For someone as low-born as she was? Even after seeing her in a dress, how could he choose her over anyone prettier, girlier, wealthier? She had not felt these emotions before. Had she not already been sitting down, she would have had to find a seat.  
 
    “Is all well?” Malcolm asked, resting his hand on Camden’s. 
 
    “He can’t love me,” Camden said, shaking her head. “He is not the sort of man who would be so desperate. I’m not the sort of girl he should like.” 
 
    “The heart wants what the heart wants, and his heart wants you,” Malcolm replied, looking worried for her, perhaps a little distressed that his girl was being hounded so much. He didn’t realize what an amazing feeling it was for her to realize Laird Gavin had affection for her. 
 
    “I am so plain, so humble ... could a man like Laird Gavin show me the same care he shows his courtly ladies?” she asked.  
 
    “You do not realize your true potential,” Malcolm said. “So many young ladies do not realize how pretty they are, but you ... Perhaps it is because I am your father, but I believe you are more insecure than most. Trust me when I tell you that you can wed almost any man you chose.” 
 
    “But is he choosing me to wed, or is he choosing me for ... something else? Something less honest, less pure,” she said, not sure how else to say it. 
 
    “That is my fear,” Malcolm replied. “I can’t promise he will make a wife of you, whereas Douglas most certainly would. In the end, ye may not be the one choosing, so ye must choose now.” 
 
    “What do you mean, I may not be the one choosing?” she asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “So long as I am here, perhaps they may show me some respect and commit to you. But when I am no longer here, you will be forced to settle for whatever offer is made to you. I would rather you chose now, so long as you have a choice, than wait until you are forced by hunger or fear to pursue a man who is not in your best interests,” he explained. 
 
    “I can’t be the wife of an old man or the mistress of a nobleman,” she said. “So what can I do? Either choice is a poor one. I must remain a spinster.” 
 
    Her father locked eyes with her, paused a moment, then sighed, squeezing her hand reassuringly. “Very well, if that is what you want.” 
 
    “It is not my first choice, but it is the best choice I have at present, is it not?” she said. 
 
    “Then that is what you shall do, I suppose,” Malcolm replied. He looked disappointed, but what else could he say? 
 
    Camden made her way to her bed, feeling her heart heavy. However flattered she felt by Laird Gavin’s attraction, she knew it was not a good thing if he was not prepared to wed her. A girl of her upbringing could not afford to choose who she would marry. Even if a man was attracted to her, he could not look beyond her lack of wealth and status. Lying in her bed, tears streaming down her cheeks, she wished she could have been born better. She wished she could have been born into a family where she could be beautiful and feminine, have a dowry to attract good men, and be respected and feared by all. 
 
    She knew that every girl at some point wished she had been born better, but at least most girls, whether high- or low-born, would find a nice husband. Camden’s only two options, as far as she could see, were terrible. There was nothing she could do about her situation, though. She was now discovering that she had a pleasing figure, but she was worried she had nothing else.  
 
    Camden had always longed to be appealing to men, but she hadn’t realized just what that would entail. Being pretty and arousing a man’s passions was flattering, of course. But it was also terrifying. It meant men were slightly more likely to marry her, but it also meant they were vastly more likely to desire her in a less polite way. And when men desired anything with such a burning passion, there was a risk of violence, of vengeance, or things beyond her wildest imagination. She would have given anything to be as ugly as she had once thought she was, so ugly no man would have her. 
 
    All she wanted was to be a good, civil, pretty woman, to live well and have a good family. But that could not happen. That sort of life, a noble life, a good life where she had all that she wanted without having to act indecently or humiliate herself ... that was a life only for those born into wealth and status. Or for those born pretty and girly, with a good dowry, if she wanted to marry a boy from the village. 
 
    A spinster. The word cut her to the heart. Once she had wanted to be a wife, a mother, the woman who did it all. Now she was destined to be a spinster. 
 
    Her father was right, though. It was a decision she had to make, or it would be made for her before long. And if she chose to be a spinster, then it might be hard to go back. She would probably, come her thirties, or her forties, wish she had married while she had the chance, while her father was alive. Her core desire to have a family of her own had not disappeared in the four years she had tried to suppress it. How was it supposed to go away in the next five, ten, fifty years? She knew what she needed to do. She needed to pick a man and marry. And the choice was clear, even if it was painful. 
 
    If Laird Gavin would not keep her a decent woman, then Laird Douglas was her best bet. Even a man like him was a better option than living in sin. She could not live as Laird Gavin’s mistress while he took a noble wife to have children with. Not only would it be sinful and humiliating, but it would be painful to see Laird Gavin’s children grow up as she remained childless and godless.  
 
    Meanwhile, although Camden would despise Laird Douglas, he was still a laird, and he would be able to care for her, provide for her, and sire children with her. And, although she hated him as much as any of his people did, she knew she would love her children, whoever their father happened to be. 
 
    And yet, she couldn’t bring herself to even imagine being married to such a terrible man. 
 
    Bemoaning her fate, Camden cried herself to sleep for the first time in a long time.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT  
 
      
 
    Laird Gavin was more than willing to make Camden his bride a thousand times over. But he saw no reason to tell her as much. He wasn’t sure why, but he had never been a bold man when it came to women. He suspected that his father, Laird William, had caused him to fear the fairer sex with vile tales of how women were objects to be used and how none could be trusted or loved unless you were a fool. Laird Gavin had never learned to talk to a woman, even though he knew enough to know his father had been, once again, wrong. 
 
    Looking at Camden, he knew what he wanted to say to her; he had even rehearsed it. But he didn’t want to inflict himself on her. After all, she had enough of that from Douglas. It was no secret at all among the nobles of Scotland that Laird Douglas was enamored with a simple stable girl, but it was only Laird Gavin who knew her identity.  
 
    And knowing all he did about both Camden and Douglas, Laird Gavin felt she would not be exactly happy if yet another man were to shower her with his affections, praise, and gifts. She was not that sort of a woman. If she was, perhaps she would have already married Douglas.  
 
    Laird Gavin was also somewhat pleased to realize that Camden could not fear Douglas. If she did, she might have married him so as to protect herself. Gavin knew as well as any other noble that Douglas was not a man to be feared or respected, but to be pitied. He was a wreck, and the fact that so many people feared him brought Laird Gavin great pain. Someone so weak of mind and body, someone so uneducated, who had failed so much, for so long, should not be respected. For when someone weak was respected, an entire nation would leap off a cliff to save their broken hero. No, Gavin did not respect Douglas, and he was glad that Camden seemed not to fear the man either. 
 
      
 
    Everything about her was simply perfect, everything he had ever desired in a woman; the most beautiful, wonderful, heartachingly noble woman he had ever heard of. All she had to do was say the word and he would sweep her away and rescue her. He would take her away from the man who she was forced to work for, whose harassment she was forced to endure. Gavin would protect her forever. 
 
    And yet he respected her. He respected her a thousand times more than he respected Douglas. And, unlike William, Gavin could not bring himself to consider a woman to be an object. He could not pick her up and steal her away, as though she were an item that rightfully belonged to him. That was the most disgusting thought to Gavin. No, he respected her choice to stay where she was, no matter what her reasons might be, and until she asked, he would not take her into his castle. 
 
    He still took every possibility to see her, to follow her, to admire her beauty in person. She was the most wonderful woman he’d seen. Her inner beauty mattered the most to him, but he could not deny her outer beauty either. She was the full package. Even if she were never to become his, there was no harm in watching from afar and enjoying what he saw. 
 
    Today, though, Camden looked the most beautiful and feminine she had looked since the day she and Malcolm had come to give him thanks. He wasn’t sure why, but there was something ... different. Then he noticed. She had subtly changed her appearance. She was wearing a man’s tunic, of course, but underneath were not trousers, but a long skirt. She still wore men’s boots, as she probably owned no other shoes, but they had been cleaned and were adorned with a single string of simple beads, apparently woven from the same sort of cord they were strung upon, and dyed different colors from flowers and vegetables. 
 
    She had been letting her hair grow, and it was perfectly cleaned, kept dust free and straw free with a tidy little handkerchief on top. The man’s tunic she wore hung low on her chest, revealing the tops of her breasts, and about her neck she wore another string of beads, these ones consisting of stones and shells with holes in them, strung on the same kind of rough cord that enveloped her ankle.  
 
    Gavin, getting a little closer and sitting on a hay bale, noticed her skin was clean enough that he could see her blushing, and whenever she got too sweaty or dirty she would raise a rag from her apron and wipe her face clean. Despite the slight musk that always surrounded any laborer, there was also a strong smell of fresh summer flowers which she seemed to have rubbed into her skin and clothes to add some sweetness to her odor.  
 
    It might have been easily missed by any other man. After all, peasant girls dressed far more extravagantly, far less modestly every day. Camden was not lifting her skirts to show off her legs, nor wearing a woman’s tunic, half untied, to expose more flesh. She was still in the usual dull colors as always, and her clothes were just as dirty as ever. It seemed almost as if she was slowly trying to be more feminine, subtly, without drawing too much attention to herself. She had changed a few things, and next time she might change a few more. She didn’t want anyone to notice she was looking girlier. Gavin wasn’t sure why, but this transformation seemed to be a personal one, rather than one done to impress those who knew her. He had a feeling she would not even want him to comment on it.  
 
    He had noticed, though. He could barely draw himself away from her. In an effort to not look quite so creepy, he made a point of asking her about her work with the horses. But he was barely listening. As she explained what Lightning was doing still out in this barn, on the hill, how the rotation of horses’ fields worked, and who needed a good bath, he just watched her lips move, wondering how they would feel against his own. 
 
    Despite every opportunity, Laird Gavin had never felt the urge to kiss a woman before. He had always been unattracted to her, or too busy, or just not interested. This time, though, her lips looked so wonderful and inviting, like fresh fruit after a long hard day at work, like water after a hunt through the woods. He knew he had to wait, and that waiting would probably yield no reward at all. But he still felt his eyes drawn to her mouth, over and over. And then he looked up into her lovely eyes. She was looking right at him, not speaking anymore, just smiling.  
 
    She had caught him watching. 
 
    She was probably aware of his interest. How could she not be? She had seen how he stared at her even though she was not speaking. And yet she said nothing, simply turned and returned to her task of scrubbing the horses’ water trough clean.  
 
    So that meant she didn’t reciprocate his affections? The weight hurt his heart, but he also reminded himself that she would surely tell him if she felt he was intruding on her privacy. At least he would have the sweet mercy of being allowed to be in her company.  
 
    He knew he could just stay there as long as he pleased. He knew, from what his father had taught him, that nobody would so much as blink if he took Camden and kissed her, then and there, against her will. He was a man of power, of wealth, of status, who was generally kind and loving. Such a small misdeed as insulting a peasant girl would be forgiven by all his subjects. But he would never forgive himself for it. 
 
    Although she was so soft-spoken and all but mute, he knew her to express herself when needed. If she loved him, she would have said as much, however awkwardly, however embarrassed she might have been at her own confession. And if she felt he was intruding on her day, or making her uncomfortable, she would have at least found an excuse to spare his feelings, if not told him outright that he made her uncomfortable and she wanted him to leave. 
 
    She knew he would respect her. And yet she was allowing him to watch, turning and smiling at him, not accusing him of any perversion, not acting insulted or cold. But ... did that mean she was interested in him? That she was waiting for him to do something, to say something, to ask? Would she be insulted if he were to confess his passions to her? Or would she be glad? 
 
    She had paused her cleaning once again, rinsing the rag in a bucket of water with a clump of lye soap, watching him closely with that same faint, curious smile. Was she waiting for anything? Was she not sure of what she felt herself? Was she just being polite, or perhaps even mocking him for his foolishness, for falling in love with a peasant girl? It was too complicated, and he didn’t dare do anything, say anything, for fear she would be insulted, or at the very least rejected him. 
 
    He found himself so lost in those eyes, that soft blonde hair. He smiled as he caught a faint flush on her cheeks. There was something there. She was attracted to him. In his relief, he felt his confidence surge. Of course she was attracted to him. He was a handsome, wealthy, powerful, noble, kind gentleman. He was precisely the sort of man all those ballads and fairy tales spoke of, the sort of man who women loved. He wanted to ask her to be all his, but the words wouldn’t come out. 
 
    “Why do the horse troughs need so much cleaning, then?” he asked, mentally kicking himself for being too much of a coward to just ask her.  
 
    “Lightning is sick,” Malcolm said, clearing his throat roughly. “As she has already said.” 
 
    Laird Gavin all but jumped out of his skin. Malcolm might be old and withered, he might be a simple peasant, a stable keeper from age thirteen to this very day, a man without money or influence who lived outside the village back home. But he was still Camden’s father, and there was something about the authority of a father which made all young men wary. Even lairds. 
 
    “Ah, of course. I had not made the connection,” he said, not wanting to seem too obvious, but feeling more obvious by the second. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Camden laughed. Gavin had never heard her laugh before, not in all the time he had known her. She had smiled from time to time, usually a sharp smirk, or an apologetic half-smile, used instead of words to convey her emotions and thoughts. But she was genuinely laughing. 
 
    Gavin knew he ought to be ashamed of what he was feeling for her, of getting so distracted, but he wasn’t. He knew he should feel embarrassed that she was clearly laughing at his distraction, at his awkwardness. All he could see was that beautiful smile on her lips. There was no malice in that smile, no mockery. She was laughing at his foolishness, but not at him. He wanted to laugh with her. He wanted to embrace her, laugh with her, and press her tender lips to his own. 
 
    Thunder rumbled across the valley.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    The crack of lightning and the rumble of thunder overhead interrupted Camden as she packed her bag to return home. After her initial start, Camden wasn’t too worried, but Malcolm was. Camden carried on packing her bag, making sure all her tools were in it and that it was sealed well, protecting both their wages and the loaf of bread which the castle housekeeper had so kindly sent, straight from the kitchens, for them to enjoy. 
 
    Seeing her father’s distress, Camden let the bag slide slightly from her shoulder and looked out over the forest, which was growing darker by the second. Was it too dark? Was it too late? Was it too dangerous? She trusted her father to make the right decision. She trusted him to know when there were problems and when there were not. But she also trusted him to know the solution.  
 
    That was the beauty in having a man like him for a father. He was wise, not from books or what he had been told, but from his own experiences. Unlike Douglas, Malcolm had learned from the mistakes of his youth and put that knowledge to good use, making sure to show his daughter along the way. 
 
    That didn’t mean that he always had a solution. It was clear from the look on Malcolm’s face that there was no clear solution to tonight’s dilemma. But Camden knew it was no use if they both worried about it. So she sat back down on the fluffiest hay bale in the stables, watching the rain fall. 
 
    As their day had progressed, eventually Laird Gavin had left for his castle, to attend to whatever duties a laird had. From his silence, she could tell that her father had been unimpressed with how she had behaved. Not only had she allowed him to stay, seemingly for the sole purpose of looking at her, but she had enjoyed it, she had encouraged it, and she had displayed her affections towards a man whom she had no business feeling affection for.  
 
    But now Malcom’s concerns were more serious, and Camden knew why. If it got much darker, the return home would be impossible. 
 
    Looking out across the nearly black forest, Camden jumped when she heard someone approaching from the castle. It was Laird Gavin, back again. He smiled at her, that way he had smiled earlier, and she found herself melting a little from the inside out. He was so handsome, so kind, so strong and proud and good. He was absolutely everything which Laird Douglas was not, absolutely everything which Camden desired in a man. If she had a choice in the matter, she would want to marry Laird Gavin. 
 
    As he drew nearer she noted how fine he smelled compared to the other men she knew, how strong he looked compared to any other noble, how, even though she was a strong woman, he was so big and so strong, she felt truly delicate and feminine before him. She sighed. 
 
    Perhaps this was what it felt like to be in love? She had never been the girliest child, or woman, so she had never known what it was like to truly be in love. She had experienced a few crushes, sure, but what teenager hadn’t? She had felt that carnal, primitive pull towards a man. But this was so very different. Her stomach turned, her brain turned to mush, and she found her usually steely disposition falling away, her softer nature exposing itself to him, letting him know that she was as warm and loving as any other person. Her guard fell when he was near, even when she didn’t want it to.  
 
    That smile was how she had known she was safe with him. Even with all the power he wielded, she knew she had him wrapped around her little finger. And yet, she, too, was vulnerable before him. Her body did strange things, things she could not begin to understand, things she could not control. Her heart beat itself into a frenzy, her face flushed hotly, her hands shook, her eyes were drawn to him, and her lips turned into a smile. 
 
    She had never felt so out of control. Having spent so much of her life putting up a façade of sternness, hiding her ability to feel affection, she realized how wonderful and terrifying it was to show her true heart to someone. 
 
    Laird Gavin walked over and stood between Camden and her father. 
 
    “Ye can’t go home like this,” he said, looking out to the raging storm over the forest below. “It is too cold. Too dark. The forest would be merciless.” 
 
    Malcolm nodded. “Aye. We’d be drenched through before we even had time to get lost, get lost before we even had time to be caught by bears, and be eaten by bears before we even had time to be robbed.” 
 
    “Stay the night,” Laird Gavin said. “Come up into the castle; there are plenty of spare rooms in the servants’ quarters. It’ll be warm and dry, and a hot meal shall be provided to you both.” 
 
    “We can sleep in the stables, my laird,” Malcolm said, shaking his head. “We shall be fine out here for one night, I am sure.”  
 
    Camden wasn’t sure what her father was worried about. They would be in the servants’ quarters, not anywhere near where Laird Gavin rested. They would be safe and fed. And it was not as though it made any difference to anyone back at the village, back in Douglas’ lairdship, whether they spent the night in the stables or in the castle.  
 
    All she could think was that he was being overly modest, or overprotective of her. 
 
    “No, it will get too cold here. The winds grow sharp on the hillside, sweeping up from the valley, and the storm looks strong, like it will last the night. I can’t allow you to freeze to death,” Laird Gavin countered. 
 
    Looking at the sky, Malcolm’s face turned sterner. It seemed he agreed with Laird Gavin on the matter. But Camden felt a pang of anxiety. She realized that, whatever they did, it would be pretty obvious that they were going somewhere else for work. The next day would be when Laird Douglas’ second delivery of food arrived, and she would not be there to receive it. Laird Douglas would know they were leaving. And, however unintelligent he was, he would easily be able to guess where Camden and Malcolm had been. It was not as though there were many places nearby for stable keepers to work, after all.  
 
    Realizing that there was no point in even contemplating returning home, she reluctantly followed the men back into the castle. Laird Douglas would know for sure now, and Camden was scared of what might happen. He was a strange, highly emotional, highly volatile man. He could be hostile; he could be dangerous. And they would be angering him.  
 
    Of course, she could always claim they had gotten lost in the forest, rather than letting Douglas know where they had truly been. But if the storm turned out to be as terrible as Malcolm and Laird Gavin predicted it would be, then Douglas would probably know that she was lying. They could lose their jobs. She could try and actually sleep in the stables, to make it look more realistic. But was it worth it, to risk death to evade Laird Douglas’ wrath? They could not sleep out in the stables if there was any true danger. The horses could handle some high winds and chills, but their bare human skin could not.  
 
    The horses. Camden froze on the hillside. Could they handle this? Looking down across the forest again, she wasn’t so sure. A little rain was fine. A little cold as well. But this was sharp, hard rainfall, smashing through the trees, and an icy wind that drove the rain almost sideways already. The horses were strong, but not this strong. They couldn’t make it. Especially not when Lightning was ill. He had been brought to the hillside to recover with fresh air and green grass, not to be put through such an awful storm. 
 
    “Camden, hurry!” her father’s voice came from higher up the hill. 
 
    “And you’re sure the horses will do well, Father?” she asked, glancing back at where Lightning waited, still ill. “I’m not sure they can make it through this.” 
 
    Malcolm hesitated, then walked back down the hillside to join her. “Lightning may not be able to handle much, but it would be risky to move him as well,” Malcolm observed, looking over at the stables as well.  
 
    Camden was already drenched to the bone and could feel the harsh wind biting at her clammy, nearly numb skin. “We should take them in. All of them. At least for tonight. Is there room in the stables inside the castle walls, my laird?”  
 
    “I will ask to have them moved if the storm is still getting worse in the morning,” Laird Gavin replied. “I am no monster.”  
 
    “If you are no monster, you will move them now,” Camden said boldly. There was one aspect of her work which she cared about deeply, and that was the welfare of the horses she cared for. She was not bothered if a laird’s hay was wasted or manure did not sell for what it ought to. She didn’t mind if she got dirty or if she missed her lunchbreak. But the horses ... they understood her. And she would not betray them. 
 
    “Do they need to be moved?” Laird Gavin asked, walking down the hillside to join Cameron and Malcolm. 
 
    Malcolm nodded. “As soon as possible, before the storm gets any worse.” 
 
    “Very well, we shall bring them in ourselves,” Laird Gavin said with a smile, turning about and walking back to the stables with a determined tread.  
 
    Camden’s breath hitched. A laird, such a strong and noble man, was going to help her and her father, simple peasants, to rescue the horses? He was under no obligation to do so. In fact, he could walk up and ask another servant to do this, or he could even forbid Camden and Malcolm from rescuing the beasts. 
 
    But he did not. The laird, as strong, as powerful as he was, walked down to the stables, his elegant robes stuck to him with rainwater, to rescue the horses that mattered so much to Camden. 
 
    She could feel her heart melt as the four remaining horses were covered with heavy sack blankets and gently coaxed up the side of the slope to the castle. It made the journey harder, but it was worth it. They would be all right, not too cold, and after a good rubdown and a rest in a warm, dry stable, away from the cold winds and raging storm, they would be fine. 
 
    Lightning’s recovery was all but guaranteed to carry on as intended.  
 
    Seeing a laird holding the reins of a horse, walking before it instead of riding it, soaked to the bone as the horse was protected with a basic blanket, was surreal, but also a most wonderful sight. Of course, he had originally planned to leave them. But this was a man who knew nothing of the care of horses, who relied on Camden and Malcolm to look after them for him. And as soon as Camden had expressed concern, he had personally rushed to rescue his steeds. Even the rather ill one.  
 
    If this man cared for his animals so well, surely he would care for a wife even better? Camden felt jealous of whoever would become Laird Gavin’s wife. He was a good, honest, loving man. And that on top of being handsome and godly and powerful and wealthy! He was a perfect man. Everything a woman could ever dream of.  
 
    Camden was jealous of Laird Gavin’s future wife, but she realized she was not angry at him. A man like Laird Gavin deserved the very best, and if he were to marry a woman who was as beautiful, powerful, wealthy, and kind as he was, then Camden would be happy for him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Douglas knew about Malcolm and Camden’s trips to Laird Gavin. He had always known. It was not hard to see, when two people whose only employable skills were in stables vanished regularly and returned with money and food. He had tolerated it, as it helped the father and daughter live a better, easier life. But now, seeing the downpour, Douglas’ heart ached for her. He knew that she would either be staying with Laird Gavin or walking home through the woods. He was not sure which was more loathsome to him: the idea that she was suffering in the cold or the notion that Laird Gavin would surely invite her into his castle. 
 
    Because, Douglas realized, Laird Gavin would certainly make that offer. The small details, the whispers behind closed doors, had made Douglas suspicious, but this realization, combined with the lack of news of Camden’s return, cemented his suspicions. This was when he could no longer deny that Laird Gavin must care for the girl, and that he, an old man in comparison, had no chance of attaining a beauty like her. 
 
    He went to bed feeling completely and utterly devastated. Whether she died in the forest or was taken to safety by Laird Gavin, he had lost her. He hoped that at least it would be the latter, though, so that she could live a happy life. She deserved to be happy, with or without Douglas. She deserved to be happy, whether or not he ever could be happy without her. 
 
    As Malcolm returned the next morning and was announced in the castle, Douglas wasn’t sure if he was more angered or saddened. He was angered at the realization that Camden had clearly waited out the storm with Laird Gavin, but he was also saddened at the realization that she had probably gained confidence from this. He knew that this would be the very last time he would see her, that she was probably going to ask her leave and go to a man she could actually love. 
 
    But when Malcolm waited for Douglas in the main hall alone, Douglas’ heart sank. Malcolm immediately rushed to him, asking why Douglas’ men had seized Camden in the woods. The old man was angry and distressed, shouting almost incoherently one minute and falling silent the next, unsure how to properly express his anger without upsetting his laird.  
 
    It took a moment for Douglas to realize what Malcolm was saying. The bandits. The men who had left, the soldiers and nobles, probably still wearing Clan Cameron’s tartans, its emblem on their shields and swords. They had seen Malcolm and Camden returning home that morning and had ambushed the two. A young woman and an aging stable keeper against a dozen violent, bloodthirsty, trained soldiers ... They had stood no chance.  
 
    It was only now that Douglas realized that Malcolm was bloodied and bruised from head to toe. He had been sorely beaten on his journey back that morning, probably as he tried to defend his daughter. The blood intermixed with the mud and sweat which coated the man. Tear streaks were marked down his cheeks, exposing the flesh beneath in two wide rivers from his eyes to his beard.  
 
    Douglas sympathized with Malcolm. Although Douglas had never had a daughter, he had some idea what it was like to lose family so brutally and suddenly, what it was like to be left alone without warning. He had lived through it himself. And, had these still truly been his men, he would have ordered them to release Camden immediately, not for himself but so that her father would not have to live the same miserable fate he had once known himself.  
 
    But they were not Douglas’ men; he knew he no longer controlled them. He had not asked them to take Camden, although he could never say as much. They knew Douglas loved her and must have done it for a ransom. These were, after all, the people who still believed he had vast sums of gold that he was hiding from them. Douglas knew all this, and he knew that Malcolm needed to know as well. But what could Douglas say without destroying his pride?  
 
    He could not admit he had lost his men a long time ago, so that they were acting alone. He could not admit that they were using Camden as bait for money which he did not even have. Were he to confess to any of his failings, he would eventually have to confess to all of them. And, exposed as a fraud, he would be deposed, and probably killed. 
 
    “I shall return with her, and you shall both leave my lands forever,” he said sternly, trying to retain composure. “It must have been by mistake that they took her, as they were supposed to send you both away. I know you have been working for Laird Gavin and you are no longer welcome here. Once she is returned to you, I must ask you to leave and never cross the woods again, on penalty of death.” 
 
    Malcolm nodded, clearly angered, but also impressed and terrified by those words. That was ideal. 
 
    Douglas sent for his horse and set off right away. As he rode off into the forest, he knew where his men would be, but he did not know what he could do to get them to back down. All he knew was that he had little power over them, and that if he managed to save Camden, he had to ensure that she would leave forever. These men, whether they wanted power, wealth, or land, would no doubt try the same trick time and time again. Camden would never be safe so long as she remained on Clan Cameron’s lands. He had addressed that matter. Now he only needed to address the issue of himself. 
 
    The rumors all said that he had money, but he had none. People believed the rogues in the woods still answered to him, but they did not. After he had discovered that his ideals were a pie in the sky, Laird Douglas had put all his strength into crafting an image of himself that would be feared and respected. 
 
    He knew that one day people would come to see that his ideal world was unattainable, and that the very act of attempting to create it had been a disastrous idea. One day they would realize he was a poor leader and that they could enjoy far more abundance somewhere else. So he had tried to convince them that he was big and scary, that he was powerful, so that, hopefully, nobody would try and kill him.  
 
    But that carefully maintained illusion was falling apart, and before long people would see he was the same nobody he had been when he had opposed Laird William. He had not grown or improved. His ideals had not materialized; he was an aging man, weak and frail, without anything to show for his entire existence, without anything to look forward to.  
 
    Sooner or later, his people would discover all of this, and the game would be over. He was not even sure they would give him the dignity of a battle or an execution. No, they would see him as a weakling to be pitied, and lock him up to live out his last days in humble misery.  
 
    Was it even worth returning to the mansion after he freed Camden? 
 
    His life was losing what little meaning it still had, and all he could think of was how the last ray of light, Camden, would be taken from him. Arriving at the entrance to the cave, he saw a group of men sitting outside it, laughing together. When they looked up at him and smiled, he knew that he had been right. They had taken her for a ransom and were ready to bargain and see what they could get out of their laird. 
 
    Douglas walked up to the men around the mouth of the cave, posturing as best he could, knowing he was alone and weak. “Take this or leave it. It is all I shall offer.” He handed them a bag with his little remaining wealth. They looked at the gold coins with slight awe. To them, it was a lordly sum.  
 
    They muttered among themselves and, for a terrifying moment, Douglas feared that they would reject the money, perhaps ask for more, or threaten Camden and even Douglas himself. He had handed over all the money he owned. Besides his lands, there was nothing else to his name. If they asked for more, he would be unable to provide it, and they would most likely attack. 
 
    But they did not. After a brief negotiation, they split the money into four groups, and these four groups marched off, with one man shouting that Camden could be found within the cave where they had been staying. 
 
    As they dispersed, Douglas walked into the cave, smiling to himself. This was the place where he had played as a child, the place he had hidden as an exile. No wonder they had used it as the place where he would meet them. Of course, now most of these men had better homes. They had built log cabins and had bought simple village houses. Many lived their lives in secret, but some simply chose to hide their faces when robbing people and lived otherwise normal lives in the village, unbeknownst to its inhabitants. 
 
    But Douglas’ warm nostalgia was interrupted as he walked around a corner, to what used to be their storeroom, and saw Camden, roughly tied to the wall, face illuminated by the slivers of light which managed to creep in through the mouth of the cave and around the corner. 
 
    She looked so broken. Tears filled her eyes. She had not been harmed, it seemed. Not yet. He was glad of that. But she was exhausted; her heart and soul were shattered. She had been drained by their violence against her father, by her fear for her own life. Although she was a strong woman, there was only so much one person could take. She looked up at him with hopeful eyes, and then the tears began to flow. 
 
    Of course. 
 
    To her he was not the hero who had come to rescue her. To her, he was the monster who controlled these men. A tear rolled down her cheek at the same time as one rolled down his. He reached his hand out to wipe away the drop from her face. 
 
    She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he would never know her like that. He could see in her eyes that he repulsed her. She recoiled from his touch, however light, however caring. 
 
    He understood. He was old and ugly. He was foolish and selfish and cruel. He was not a good man, he had not led a good life, and God would not allow him to have something so lovely and perfect as Camden. Douglas knew there was only one way he could possibly redeem himself. He would free her, return her safely to her father, and then he would take his own life. It was the only way he could make sure he never hurt another person, intentionally or accidentally.  
 
    As he leaned in for one small kiss, just one taste before he freed her and made amends, he felt the light blocked out by a shadow behind him, and a sharp pain spread through his back to his chest.  
 
    “My laird!” Camden exclaimed, her eyes lighting up, a smile spreading across her lips. 
 
    “You’ll be well now,” Laird Gavin’s voice said from behind Douglas. 
 
    As Douglas hit the ground, as Laird Gavin’s shadow sped past him to begin untying Camden, as the warm and wet blood spread beneath Douglas’ body, and as Camden and Laird Gavin’s voices turned to vague murmurs, Douglas smiled. All would be well now. Camden was safe at last. She was with Laird Gavin. She was where she belonged.  
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Highland Christmas Love 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ©2020 by Blair Keith 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, events or locales is completely coincidental. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    The walls of Edinburgh castle stood proud and tall, yet undefeated, as of yet still flying the banner of Clan Abercromby. The bricks were dirty and marked from wars fought long ago. No war had reached the castle walls in many generations. The Clan had been fortunate enough to ward off their enemies in the fields, on enemy grounds, anywhere but at home. The castle itself was a safe haven for the Clan, where everyone rested comfortably, knowing their Laird, Sean, was keeping them all safe and sound.  
 
    Yuletide was fast approaching. 
 
    The last harvest had been drawn in some weeks ago, only a few hardy neeps waited under the frost, where they would be left until needed, or eventually harvested in another month, before the frost killed them entirely.  
 
    A cold north-westerly wind whipped the branches of the oak trees back and forth and they creaked loudly, almost angrily. A few stray leaves danced in the air, having been beaten mercilessly by rain and wind and hail until they finally fell from the trees and hedges and were swept away on their journey.  
 
    Inside the castle walls, one could hear sounds echoing. The clatter of hooves on the cobbles. The banging of pots and pans as women took them out to be scrubbed down. The shouts of children at play and the barking of hunting dogs, itching for a good run already. 
 
    Montgomery, Clan Abercromby's jeweler and private estimator and accounts keeper for the royal treasury, was almost at work. He felt nervous as he stood before the gates of the castle. There had been an encounter with a neighbor clan which had ended as bloodily as usual. Out on the battlefield, so far away, men on both sides had laid down their lives only a few weeks before.  
 
    Another Clan had been completely absorbed. Most of its men slaughtered. Its castle populated by the warriors and nobles of Clan Abercromby. Bodies were still being recovered from the battlefield. Widows still mourned their husbands. Children were out in the cold harvesting neeps and gathering water to help keep their homes running under the watchful eyes of Clan Abercromby's nobles. 
 
    Life went on everywhere else. 
 
    Eventually, life would go on for the conquered, too. 
 
    The most important thing in this moment for Montgomery was the gems and gold that had been stripped from the bodies and bags of the deceased. He had personally overseen the entire task as generals were stripped naked and their prized possessions, jewels, blades and coins, were taken from them. He had aided in ransacking the quarters of the defeated nobles. He had ripped treasure from the clutches of greedy soldiers from his own Clan, who thought they could outwit him. It had been weeks of hard work but finally, Montgomery knew he could return home with the goods, safe in the knowledge that his Laird would be happy with him. 
 
    Life as a jeweler was better than the life most working men lived, but it was far from easy. He was just close enough to the Laird to be at risk, but not quite close enough to reap all the rewards that the nobles received. As they enjoyed the luxuries of a new victory,  
 
    Montgomery worked. As they were wined and dined by the Laird, Montgomery ate a meal home-cooked by his dearest daughter. As they married and remarried at will, Montgomery was alone.  
 
    He did not resent this. 
 
    Montgomery knew that he was in a uniquely privileged position where he could handle all of the Laird's valuable jewels, gold, coins, and other treasures which most people would never lay their eyes upon. 
 
    Without a doubt, gathering gems on the battlefield was the hardest and most rewarding part of life in many ways. And today's hoard was a true prize. The clan they had just defeated had been terrorizing nearby clans, villages and tribes for a long time. They had slowly amassed a collection of treasures which would make any Laird curious. 
 
    But Laird Sean had not originally been interested in them. It was only when the other clan's pride grew with its success, and they threatened a Clan Abercromby convoy, that Laird Sean had attacked. And attack he had. That was one thing all could count on: Laird Sean was a good and calm man when at ease, but when enraged, he was a monster. 
 
    He shuddered as he prepared to go to meet with Sean. The Laird was a fair man, but no fool. And Montgomery knew he would have to be smart to deceive such a powerful man. At least he had a very good reason. Montgomery had stolen from the Laird. 
 
    This was not the first time. Montgomery had often taken the odd flake of gold or small gem to ensure his family lived comfortably through the winter. But this particular gem was different. It was the biggest diamond Montgomery had ever seen, the size of a fat grape, cut expertly, shimmering. It fascinated him, not only for its value but also for its beauty to a man of his craft.  
 
    But now, facing the castle, he felt a deep regret and fear for what he had done. 
 
    Montgomery did not even have the jewel on him. It was too precious in all senses of the word. Were he to carry it, he would be risking so much. He might drop it and lose it. He might have it stolen from him. He might be frisked and discovered. It was simply too much of a risk for him. 
 
    So he had carefully opened the casing on his straw pillow, wrapped the diamond in layers of silk and rags to ensure it would not become buried in the straw, and placed the little parcel deep within the pillow. Nobody had been told. Nobody knew. It was safe now. 
 
    And yet, even though it rested beneath his straw pillow in his bed, safe and sound, he felt it burning on the back of his head, burning in his conscience, like it was physically pressed there and white hot.  
 
    It was guilt. Guilt like he had never experienced before.  
 
    After all, even though Montgomery had stolen before, it had been different. Sean had not needed the odd coin which Montgomery took. In fact, the Laird would probably have freely given every item Montgomery stole. They went unnoticed, as it was.  
 
    Montgomery knew he had to lie. He had to lie because if he asked for these gems eventually, the Laird may not want him as a jeweler any more. He had to lie because the next Laird may need him to be loyal and humble up front.  
 
    This particular gem made lying even more necessary.  
 
    A gem of such size would no doubt be worth a lot. It would be hard to hold onto and harder to sell. Unlike the coins which Montgomery took, this diamond had no immediate value to him. He did not need it to live. He simply wanted it; for good reasons, perhaps - for his children and their future. But it remained a want, not a need. 
 
    Laird Sean was eager to welcome Montgomery into the throne room. Montgomery swallowed hard. Laird Sean was a big man. 
 
    He was not one of those leaders who ruled behind a silk screen, fat and weak and old. No. 
 
    Laird Sean was well over six foot two of powerful man, towering over the average citizens of the castle. His broad shoulders looked like they could bear an ox's yoke, and his hands were like dinner plates. He was strong and trained, a man to be feared. 
 
    "My Laird," Montgomery said, placing the heavy bag of plunder on the first step, then dropping to one knee in humility, looking up to judge the Laird's reaction. 
 
    Sean smiled and nodded. "I am pleased with what we have today, but one gem in particular will be my most precious possession." 
 
    Montgomery felt his heart beat speed up until it hurt. "And which might that be, My Laird?" he asked, knowing full well already which it was.  
 
    "The Adam diamond," Sean said with a proud grin. "Taken from the Fitchée Cross, current emblem of the Adam Clan." 
 
    Montgomery swallowed hard. It was the diamond. The diamond he had stolen. His blood ran cold as he wondered whether Sean would seek it now. "Shall we begin to look for it, My Laird?" he asked.  
 
    Laird Sean seemed so eager that for a moment, Montgomery thought he was going to agree. But he did not. He shook his head slowly. "It would not be wise. We are exhausted, it is late, and that bag is very full," the Laird conceded. "We can search in the morning." 
 
    "We could search now, My Laird," Montgomery suggested, suddenly realizing that the sooner Sean noticed the diamond was missing, perhaps the better. Or not. He regretted that thought and those words almost as quickly as they left his lips. He was panicking. He knew it. But he tried to remain calm even as sweat dripped down the back of his neck. 
 
    "No, I am weary. I would much prefer to rest tonight. Montgomery, follow my guards, the prize shall be kept in a private chamber until tomorrow," Sean said with a slight wave and another smile. 
 
    Montgomery stood and followed the guards. He knew the chamber that would be used. There, the treasure would wait until every item was accounted for, after which most of the supplies would be taken to the vault, where nobody but the Laird himself was allowed. 
 
    Walking back before the Laird, Montgomery still felt tense. Until he was dismissed, he was not safe yet. 
 
    "You must be here first thing tomorrow to assist in locating the Adam diamond," Laird Sean said with a happy grin.  
 
    Montgomery breathed a deep sigh of relief and nodded sharply. "Of course, My Laird," he said, bowing as low as he could. He was going to be dismissed. The Laird was none the wiser.  
 
    He could not leave the castle fast enough. His own home was beyond the walls, up the hill, still safe, but away from the noise of everyday life in the castle. He did not feel secure until he was halfway up the hill and could no longer hear people talking.  
 
    He hoped he would have time to return this fitchée cross, this heavy diamond, before Sean discovered its absence. Sean would wait for Montgomery before touching any of the jewels, surely?  That is what Sean had said. So Montgomery knew that he would have time to pocket the diamond, take it to the castle in his own pocket or sleeve, and slip it into the pile when the Laird was not looking.  
 
    It was a perfect plan, and it somewhat cooled off Montgomery's hot and sweaty skin. The cold breeze hit his face and he realized how damp it was with sweat, mostly from the sheer nerves of what he had just done, what he had just put himself through. And this realization made the sweat come back as fast as ever. 
 
    Had Sean noticed his nerves? Surely not. Surely Sean could not tell what he had done, what he was hiding from them all? Sean was probably assuming that Montgomery was only tired after his long journey. Perhaps ill or simply sore. 
 
    Or perhaps the Laird had noticed. Perhaps he was suspicious and inspecting the sack right now. Perhaps he would send guards to Montgomery's house to raid it and retrieve what rightfully belonged to the Clan. 
 
    Montgomery felt like a complete and utter fool. He was not sure how he could live with himself, with what he had done, with his stupidity, his greed, his selfishness. 
 
    But at least he had to endure a single night of fretful sleep and then, hopefully, his mind could be put at ease.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TWO  
 
      
 
    With a heavy and weary foot, Montgomery trudged through the ice, already broken by the sheep which had been driven across the fields that morning. His hopes had been high last night, but now they were completely and utterly dashed. He was returning to the castle. The wind blew icy sharp against his skin. The sky glowed with a dawn that had not yet broken it. The castle walls looked grey, but the lights glinted within the windows of the guard towers, and a small fire roared by the gate. Montgomery approached empty handed. The diamond would not be returned to Laird Sean. Not now, and probably not ever. 
 
    His plan had seemed so flawless. He had returned home where his beautiful daughter, Heather, had welcomed him with a warm dinner and some terrible news. As he sat at the heavy oak table, his eyes kept flitting to his bed. He wanted to inspect the pillowcase, but he did not want to tell his sweet and darling girl that he was a common thief. Nor did he want to disappoint her by flashing such a magnificent gem only to take it away. 
 
    But as his eyes rested on the bed, he realized the pillow had moved. "Has anyone been on my bed?" he asked nervously. 
 
    Heather nodded. "Aye, Father. McKenzie said you were keeping a valuable treasure there, so he took it for safekeeping." From her voice and her flushed cheeks, Montgomery could tell she knew that her brother was a liar and a thief. 
 
    Montgomery loved his son, of course. He did not want anything but the best for him. And, if anything, he had stolen the gem for McKenzie and Heather. Sometimes McKenzie would claim gems for his many admirers, or coins to support himself and his warrior friends, and Montgomery would allow him to. Montgomery's only desire was to support his children and he would not resent them when they took what they desired or needed, so long as nobody under the roof was harmed as a consequence. But McKenzie did not know the harm he had done by seizing this diamond and marching off with it.  
 
    Were it a simple gem, he might have even commended his son for moving it to a more secure place. But this was different. Montgomery needed to get the diamond back before Sean served his head on a platter. Montgomery had thought his son would understand. He sought McKenzie that night. He looked everywhere for the young man and could not find him. McKenzie was not usually so hard to find. Not unless he was intentionally avoiding his father. 
 
    Montgomery's fears were confirmed when he finally walked into his son and desperately explained the situation. 
 
    "You are a fool, but Laird Sean will not know you ever had it," McKenzie said flatly. 
 
    "You must return it. I am in no way above suspicion," Montgomery insisted. He felt so small and powerless before his strong, tall, youthful child.  
 
    McKenzie only laughed. 
 
    Montgomery had wanted to take the jewel back, but his own son was acting against him. McKenzie, a proud young warrior, had discovered and claimed the diamond for himself. At least this time, he had not pretended not to know where it was. But it didn't make many odds for Montgomery. Even if he were to reclaim the diamond from his son, it would not be tonight. Definitely not in time for when Laird Sean would no doubt discover that his prized treasure was missing.  
 
    There was no arguing with McKenzie. No making him see sense. He had always been an oblivious, somewhat selfish, boy but this was the first time it could hurt their family so badly. But Montgomery was tired and afraid. He knew he had to make better use of his time than arguing with someone who would not listen. 
 
    Montgomery decided to make his way to the castle and hoped that he would not shoulder the blame for the disappearance. After all, enough people had handled the sack. Perhaps the Laird would blame someone else. Perhaps it might be assumed that the diamond had never been retrieved. Montgomery attempted to keep his hopes up. 
 
    The first rays of sunshine glinted over the hillocks as Montgomery walked into the sudden shadows of the castle courtyard. Already, it was busy with activity as people set about their day, slightly busier than usual due to the new influx of food, precious items, and animals, procured from their conquered lands, which all needed processing and selling. Nobody noticed Montgomery as he made his way across the courtyard to the main castle, up through the gates. He was not stopped for a second look. He was known. 
 
    As soon as Montgomery walked into the throne room, he could tell that Sean did not seem to be in a good mood. Montgomery's first thought was that the Laird had picked up on his own poor temper. The Laird was known to be sensitive to the emotions of others, and he would no doubt have sensed that Montgomery was angry and frustrated and exhausted.  
 
    The Laird silently marched to the room where the sack of gems was located. The sack had been left on the table by the guards. It looked like it had been untied and retied. This gave Montgomery a glimmer of hope, but also some fear. If someone else had opened the bag, then Montgomery may be above suspicion. If the Laird had... then Montgomery was in big trouble. 
 
    "Let us find the diamond," Laird Sean said with a faint, insincere smile. 
 
    "Aye, let us seek it. Say, what does this gem look like again, My Laird? We recovered many diamonds," Montgomery said.  
 
    "It is big and plump as a grape, with firm cuts, and perhaps some marks where it has been resting in the Fitchée cross for many years," he said. 
 
    "I am not sure I saw one quite that impressive, My Laird," Montgomery said. 
 
    The Laird paused, looking up. "Did ye not?" 
 
    "I might have just been tired, though, but I am pretty sure I would recall seeing such a beauty as you describe," Montgomery continued, attempting to lower his Laird's hopes. 
 
    But Sean would have none of it. He shook his head. "I am sure it is here. It must be." 
 
    The Laird scrutinized the pile of gems and coins on the table as Montgomery sorted through them slowly and meticulously, avoiding eye contact with the Laird. The tension was palpable. Montgomery felt his mind racing faster and faster as he realized that he would be discovered sooner or later. He would have to place the blame on someone, even if he found the diamond eventually. And he could not bear to blame his son. 
 
    But Montgomery was not sorting fast enough. 
 
    "Step aside, I ken what I am looking for," the Laird said, moving in. 
 
    Montgomery stepped back. 
 
    Sean immediately began digging through the gems but not with the gusto which Montgomery had anticipated. That was how he knew something was wrong. Laird Sean was not the sort of man who would be so calm and collected if he expected to find the diamond. Which meant that he did not expect to find it. 
 
    The purpose of this task was not to uncover the diamond, buried among lesser gems. It was to make Montgomery feel uncomfortable. To extract a confession from him. Montgomery felt he was expected to be honest at this point. But the idea of being honest was terrifying to him. 
 
    "Are ye glad to be a member of Clan Abercromby?" Sean asked as he leaned over the table, pushing countless smaller gems aside. "Ye can be honest. I know it is not easy to belong to any one man, to any one land, to any one Clan. But do you ever consider yourself to not want to be part of us?" 
 
    "Never, My Laird," Montgomery said. And he was telling the truth. He was pleased to be in such a powerful Clan. 
 
    Laird Sean nodded and smiled understandingly. "And you want Clan Abercromby to be successful, and its Laird, I, to be content, do you not?" 
 
    "I do, My Laird," Montgomery replied. 
 
    "The Adam diamond is a symbol to me," Sean insisted. "It was once my great grandfather's, ye ken? Stolen from us. Passed around. And now returned to us. A symbol of our defeated enemies and of the life of Clan Abercromby." 
 
    "How did it end up in the Fitchée cross?" Montgomery asked. 
 
    Laird Sean stood up fully straight, an imposing figure against the stark light shining through the window. "It was stolen, it eventually reached the hands of Clan Adam, and they saw it as a way of insulting us, so they used it in their emblem. They insist it was always theirs, but who should I trust? The enemy, or my own flesh and blood? But that was beside the point. It is rightfully ours. It will be returned to us. And I was certain it would be ours now." 
 
    Montgomery was not sure what he could say that would not appear suspicious. There was no reply. Once again, he was sure that he was being asked to simply be honest, to come out with the truth and prove he was a good man. But he could not bring himself to. It was too hard. He knew that the punishment would be lighter if he were to confess. But the punishment would be non-existent if he could escape scrutiny altogether. And despite the look in Laird Sean's eyes, Montgomery felt he was in too deep and that his best bet would be to continue lying. Or right now, to say nothing at all. 
 
    "It does not appear to be here," Sean said with a gentle laugh. "But that cannae be right, can it? It must be here. Nobody would deprive me of that treasure. Not as Yuletide fast approaches, as the time for giving and sharing comes to us all." 
 
    Montgomery shook his head. "Unless it was not there. I am certain that I would have seen such a beautiful diamond as you describe if it were there, My Laird." 
 
    Laird Sean hesitated. "Well, that makes for a difficult situation. As all know it has been in Clan Adam's hands for many generations now. If they did not have it, then many men have lied to me, and I would have to renew my search for it." 
 
    Montgomery swallowed. He was in far too deep by now. He could not tell the truth. He would surely be executed if he did. It was not about the theft. It was about the greed, the lies, everything that had happened since.  
 
    "It is an incredibly valuable jewel, ye ken, Montgomery," Sean said slowly, still sorting with an idle hand. "I would not blame a man for wanting to keep it, though I would consider him a great fool to believe he could get away with such treachery. In fact, I would lose all respect for a man who would attempt to deceive me so obviously. One cannot help but hold in contempt someone who is at once untrustworthy and foolish." 
 
    That very moment, Montgomery knew for certain that he had been discovered. It dawned on him why the sack had looked like it had been untied and perturbed. The Laird had inspected the sack the day before. No doubt Laird Sean had been thrilled to see this diamond that held such meaning to him. And he had not found it. He already knew the sack's most vital content was missing. He already blamed Montgomery.  
 
    "Montgomery, I shall not give you another chance," the Laird said sternly. "I trusted you. I loved you as a brother, or an uncle. I overlooked your few indiscretions until today. But I cannae overlook this one. Hand over the diamond of the Fitchée cross." 
 
    "I do not have it," Montgomery said, feeling his mouth dry. "Not any more, My Laird." 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    It was like the whole world turned dark around him as he was seized by the guards and driven to his knees before the Laird. One moment he stood there before the man who had once trusted and respected him, with a mild chance of redemption. The next, he felt a guard's foot drive into the back of his knee as two pairs of hands grabbed his arm, driving him down. 
 
    Despite his involvements in war, Montgomery had never been treated like this before. He had never been manhandled and dominated. He had always been a proud man, but he had also always been a weak and technical man. He had never experienced anything beyond a casual scrap. He had never been punished or driven or hurt. The stone floor smashed into his kneecaps, making them slide in their place in a painful and confusing sensation. 
 
    It had been planned. It had all been planned from the start. Montgomery was not sure that he could have done anything at all to prevent it. The guards acted too fast for people who were waiting for any kind of a signal. No, they were just waiting for Laird Sean to finish talking. There was no outcome where Montgomery would have come out unharmed. They were just waiting to see what he would say. 
 
    He knew he had been condemned from the start. He was never going to win, no matter how much he calculated the situation. 
 
    "My Laird," he said, trying to maintain his composure. "My Laird, what can I possibly do to earn your forgiveness?" 
 
    "Ye must live life a slave, or else die," Sean said.  
 
    This had also been calculated. The Laird spoke without hesitation. He was not thinking of a suitable punishment. He had decided it when he first saw the diamond was missing. The only way Montgomery might have escaped his situation would be if by some miracle he had not stolen the diamond, if it had been uncovered during their search. 
 
    But he had stolen it. And thus, he must deserve the punishment. Whether or not he felt he did, he could not deny that the crime had taken place. 
 
    "I would rather be your slave, My Laird," he said, feeling his throat dry and raspy with fear. 
 
    "I do not want you to be my slave," the Laird replied flatly. "I do not want a thieving snake in my castle." 
 
    Montgomery paused, then looked up briefly. Before his head was shoved back down into a bow, he saw the stern and disappointed expression on Sean's face. "Then what, My Laird?" he asked. 
 
    "If you do not wish to die, you shall be sold. I shall remove your tongue so that you cannot speak, cannot lie to anyone ever again. And then I shall sell you to any amicable clan that feels prepared to endure your presence," Laird Sean explained. There was a tired tone in his voice, but no hint that he might be swayed. 
 
    Montgomery knew he had pushed the patience of the man who most trusted him, the man he owed everything to. He wanted to feel confident that this person would always be there for him. But he could not. He had ruined it. And he could not blame this man for no longer wanting him around. In fact, he would not recover from the guilt if Laird Sean forgave him.  
 
    No, the Laird was no doubt already enduring the pain of such a terrible decision. His trust had been betrayed. His love had been repaid with pain. If Montgomery were a respectable young man with no responsibilities, he would beg to be killed. But he was not. He was greedy. He was old and clinging to life. He had a beloved family. He had a life he had crafted so carefully, which only now was coming to fruition. Until recently, life had still been hard. He had been raising two young children on his own after his wife's death. He had been working every single day for so long, and only now his son had left and his daughter could tend the house, only now he could enjoy the fruits of his labor. He wanted to actually have time to enjoy the life he had worked so hard on. 
 
    "I must live, My Laird. But how can I live and leave my family and my duties behind?" Montgomery insisted. 
 
    "It is your choice, Montgomery. I am kind enough to not kill you right now. I could execute you in a few days, care for your children, make sure your affairs are in order... or I could rip out your tongue and sell you," Laird Sean replied. "Your children are adults. They shall fare well. At least, let us hope they have not learned any lessons from you." 
 
    "My children need me yet," Montgomery countered, shaking. "My son is not a smart boy. And my daughter is a young maid and should not be left alone." 
 
    "Your boy works for my army. Your daughter can come and live in the castle. Both will have their fair share of your inheritance. Admit that you are only thinking about yourself," Laird Sean said, in the weary tone of someone who was just discovering their friend's true nature. 
 
    Montgomery did not know what to say to that. Of course he was afraid for himself. What man would not be? He wanted to live. He wanted to live for himself as much as for his children. It was only natural. Even the lowliest worm desired life as much as the mightiest beast. 
 
    "I do not wish to leave this life either way, My Laird," Montgomery confessed. "I wish to live with you and remain here. I do not wish to go to another clan, nor do I wish to die. How am I supposed to choose the way my own life will end? It is impossible, My Laird. The only thing I wish to choose is your love again." 
 
    "I am not sure you can ever win back my trust," Laird Sean said with a sigh. "Nor my love. What sort of a man would the clan assume me to be if I were to welcome back such a traitor with open arms, without punishment?" 
 
    "Is there no other way that I might be punished?" Montgomery asked. "Must I discard my entire life for this? Is a man not worth more than a stone?" 
 
    "Not this man, and not this stone," Laird Sean replied coldly. 
 
    Montgomery knew he should not have expected any other reply. Of course Laird Sean did not forgive him. Of course Laird Sean was concerned with his image and his clan's safety. 
 
    "I would give ye anything if ye were to forgive me," Montgomery said, feeling his knees already shaking beneath him. He knew he would soon end up collapsing on the floor in either pain or fear. Right now, the guard's hands were at least half of what was holding him in place. "Anything at all, My Laird." 
 
    Laird Sean's eyes narrowed and his lips pursed. He was unconvinced. "What would a simple jeweler have that I need? What could you possess that is not mine already?" 
 
    Montgomery hesitated. Laird Sean was right yet again. Nothing Montgomery owned did not already belong to the Laird. Nothing was free. "Please, My Laird," he begged, suddenly realizing that tears were welling up in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    "I do know of one thing that you have, which I desire," Laird Sean said with a sigh. "And this Yuletide, perhaps I ought to be more forgiving." The Laird walked over to the castle window, looking out over the courtyard where the people were no doubt going about their days, entirely unaware of the issue that was being attended indoors. 
 
    Montgomery wondered how often this happened. How often, as he went to market, or worked on his trade, or visited friends, would Laird Sean be holding a man to his knees behind closed doors? How often would they endure pain and misery without anyone ever knowing? 
 
    "I would be eternally in your debt, My Laird, if you were to show me some kindness," Montgomery pleaded. 
 
    "Know this: You shall never have my trust. You shall never have my company. You shall never again handle my treasures, or be seen in my throne room," Laird Sean insisted. "You might not lose your life in the literal sense, but you shall lose everything you have thus far worked for. You do understand this, do you not, Montgomery?" 
 
    Montgomery felt his breath hitch. His life would be ruined either way. But the idea of losing his tongue and being sent away to an enemy, less successful, clan was worse than having to resume his trade at his old age. And death was in many ways worse than either. 
 
    "Speak up, Montgomery," Laird Sean said with an impatient tone. 
 
    "I would give anything for you," Montgomery said. 
 
    Laird Sean hummed, as though considering the situation again. For a moment, Montgomery worried that the Laird would change his mind. There was some tension. It hurt. It was like the whole room was swallowing them up. Montgomery felt he was about to be sick. 
 
    "Very well," Laird Sean concluded. 
 
    Montgomery was sweating heavily, but he could feel the relief wash over him. A chance. A way he could stay alive. It might not be a life he wanted. But at least it would be the life he knew. It would be the life he had lived for so long. He could ensure that. He felt the guards pull his arms, wrenching him to his feet. He staggered. His knees ached. His head swam. He could not even stand without their support. 
 
    Laird Sean walked over to him, and Montgomery knew he was not completely forgiven. He never would be. But at least the Laird would allow him to live. 
 
    "And I may have anything I desire? Anything at all?" Laird Sean said, a certain hint of nervousness taking over his voice. 
 
    Montgomery realized what was happening. Laird Sean was about to ask for something which actually meant a lot to him. Montgomery knew this man well enough to know his mannerisms, his tone of voice. This was pure excitement. More than Laird Sean would show for some simple item. 
 
    And just like that, Montgomery knew what Laird Sean was going to demand. And however much he respected the man, it hurt.  It was not fair. "My Laird, what were you considering?" he asked, hoping that the reply would not be what he feared. 
 
    "I want Heather," Laird Sean said. 
 
    Montgomery was expecting it, of course. He should have known all along that the Laird would want him to give up the only thing that he truly possessed: his children. But it was like a knife through the heart. Heather was so good and so pure. Such a lovely, kind soul. Such a precious child. And now she would be Laird Sean's slave. 
 
    Montgomery shook his head. "Is there no other way, My Laird?" he asked, feeling his heart sink and ache. "If I could perhaps return the jewel, then would you give me back my dearest child?" 
 
    "I must have Heather for the forgiveness alone," Laird Sean said. "Whether or not you can retrieve the diamond is irrelevant. You are buying your own life with hers." 
 
    Montgomery wanted to scream. He wanted to fight. He wanted to demand his daughter be left out of the equation. But he had already heard what his options were. He was already pushing the limits of his Laird's forgiveness. And he would have to protect himself somehow. He nodded. "Aye, My Laird." 
 
    What else could a man do?" 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FOUR  
 
      
 
    Heather had been busy washing laundry. It was a peaceful morning and despite the trouble last night, she had put everything to the back of her mind to focus on her duties. She knew her father would be in trouble, but she also had no reason to believe the trouble would deeply affect her. After all, their Laird was a good man. A kind man. A man who respected and loved all his citizens. Malcolm included. 
 
    So she had awoken in time to feed her father and the hens. She had washed the dishes and put on a large pot of stew to simmer all day, a hot treat for when everyone was home and ready to eat. Winter was mild this year, and the snow was yet to fall, but the frost was thick and fog rolled over the hills every few days, and everyone was cold and miserable. They all needed some delightful hot food to keep themselves satisfied during the winter months. 
 
    After that, Heather had bundled herself up and headed down to the river with some laundry. Clothes did not get washed as often during the cold. The usual washer women were focusing on preparing goods and foods for Yule, a much easier task. And the icy cold river water was painful to touch. No, only the bare basics of cleaning would be completed. Which is what Heather had done. She had carried some blankets and coats and drawers down to the river, scrubbed them harshly, and hung them up so that the sunlight would bleach the stains out. On her way back to the house, she could see men marching up the hill, but did not expect anything. Soldiers and travelers and merchants used the hill often.  
 
    She made her way back into the house, checked the stew and had only just begun to properly warm her hands when a knock rang through the house. 
 
    When the guards arrived, Heather was scared, but too dignified to show it. She trusted them, she followed them. Her brother was a warrior, and her father had dealings with their Laird. She had no cause to fear these men, who had no right to harm her. She knew the worst part would be the destination. She knew that, whoever was to blame, she would be faced with pain as soon as she arrived at the castle.  
 
    Life had been very kind to Heather, especially when compared to her brother and her father. 
 
    Heather was widely seen as the most perfect young lady in the village. And for good reason. She was young and beautiful. She was one of the tallest girls, with flowing blonde hair and shining blue eyes. Her cheeks and lips were rosy, even through the coldest months. She was slim enough to walk with grace, yet strong enough to work hard all day long. And she never complained. She never spoke an ill word of her family, her Laird, or her friends. She shouldered her burdens with dignity. And, unlike her boorish brother and nervous father, Heather was very much loved. 
 
    She would have liked to have been surprised by what she saw when she walked into the throne room. But she was not. There was no doubt that she would see one of her relatives waiting for her, most probably bound in chains, with the Laird watching over them wearily. The only question was whether her father or brother were to blame. After all, they were known to all as a pair of fools. 
 
    Montgomery was a good man at heart, but an idle and cowardly one. He was generous and friendly and helpful. But in times of war, he was all but useless. He had not worked as a jeweler so as to gain riches, but more to avoid the hardships of the battlefield. He had not raised children only for want of a wife, but also to have an excuse to avoid duties. 
 
    The apple in McKenzie's case fell very far from the tree. So far, in fact, that it was also despised. McKenzie was the opposite. Boorish, loud, and violent. He joined the army to let out the anger he felt for the entire world. And he was despised for his domineering manner and tendency to turn physical at every confrontation. 
 
    Heather had always watched her brother’s and father's antics unfold with curious concern. She loved them, but they were foolish in her eyes also. She did not want to presume to know what it meant to be a man, but she knew for sure that they were not the best examples. She knew full well that her father and brother were despised by other men and only tolerated for their skills in their chosen fields. 
 
    And she knew, more than anything, that they had really messed up this time. They had both acted in a way that was irresponsible and rude. They had both insulted their Laird and their Clan. The only question, in Heather's mind, as she approached the throne room, was which one of them had been caught. 
 
    Montgomery stood before his daughter, bound with ropes instead of chains, an expression of guilt and disgust etched into his wrinkles, his eyes locked on the ground, avoiding confronting his daughter. He knew she was ashamed of him. Unlike her brother, who always assumed his sister fully supported him, Montgomery was not in denial. He knew Heather wanted and expected the best from him, and he knew he had disappointed her. 
 
    "My Laird," Heather said, curtsying low before her leader, knowing that any family dispute was no just cause for rudeness. "What might I assist ye with today?" 
 
    "Your father has done something foolish," Laird Sean said bluntly. "And you are the only one who can fix the situation, if you will. Stand. Let me look you in the eye as we talk."  
 
    "I expected as much, My Laird," she said, standing up straight and forcing herself to smile as sweetly as possible. "I shall do whatever it is that My Laird and my father desire of me." 
 
    "That is excellent," Laird Sean replied. "For we have both agreed that you can assist in repaying his debt to me. And it is a mighty debt." 
 
    "A debt of how much?" Heather asked, wondering how much of their hard-earned savings she would need to procure for the sake of her father's stupidity. 
 
    "A debt of a life," Laird Sean replied. 
 
    Heather felt her heart sink. On the one hand, she did not want her father to treat her like some sort of a token. She was a free woman. A good woman. A woman who had always worked so very hard to ensure that her life was moral and that she was loved and respected. She had barely just become an adult and now she was going to lose it all.  
 
    She wanted to fight. To scream. To tell her father that he could pay with his own life, not hers. She knew she was within her rights to demand freedom, to not pay for her father's mistakes, to be allowed to carry on as before. 
 
    But she could not let him die, no matter how easily he had given her up to pay for his own mistakes. He was her father. She loved him. She knew how hard he had worked to keep his children alive. So what if he had turned out to be such a weak and cowardly man? Were it not for his sacrifices, she would not be there at all. She would have died of fever along with her mother. She would have starved to death. 
 
    During the years when the fever ravaged the clan, many children had been cast out for being ill. Many had been killed out of mercy. Heather was a lucky one. She was living on borrowed time. She felt tears rolling down her rosy cheeks, hot against her winter-chilled skin. "Very well, My Laird," she gasped. 
 
    She knew it was not time to weep. She had to be strong. She averted her gaze from the men who were deciding her fate and took a deep breath. She could cry later, when she was in a cell, awaiting execution. 
 
    Laird Sean walked to her and rested a hand gently on her shoulder. "I am sorry to be hurting you like this, Heather. I am sorry for what your father did." 
 
    "It is his error. I have told him time and time again to treat our Laird with more respect," she said, shaking her head. "It is not My Laird's fault." 
 
    She felt arms wrap around her and was shocked as she realized her Laird was embracing her. She looked up to him, into his eyes and his sorrowful face, and realized she was not going to die. Not under his watch. 
 
    Heather could not bring herself to weep. It was plain to see that their Laird did not wish her any harm. The love in his eyes was pure. She lifted a hand, wiped away her tears, and smiled. "How shall I repay the debt?" she asked. 
 
    Laird Sean stepped back. "Ye shall be my slave. Ye shall respond to my every command, and be kept for me and me alone, for life." 
 
    Heather shivered. On the one hand, it was not much harsher than the life she already lived. The lowliest position in the castle was about equal to her role as her father's housekeeper. On the other hand, she would be dropped in status, from a free woman to an owned one, a serf, for the rest of her life. 
 
    And she knew full well that the Laird had no intention of making her wash dishes. From the look in his eyes, the work he had reserved for her was far less dignified than the work she did right now. 
 
    But what else did she expect? How could she blame him for wanting to keep her? She had seen him observing her in the distance for a long time now. Like all the men in the clan. 
 
    Heather was known as a beauty, as a kind and loving girl, as a woman who was skilled at housework, was hard working, kind, loving to children. Every man in the village and castle had watched her grow up, and she had seen the look in their eyes change as she matured. She went from a sweet child, a fellow playmate, a surrogate daughter to the older men... to an object of desire for almost every one of them. 
 
    Unlike all those other men, Heather found Laird Sean incredibly attractive. He was tall, with shocking red hair, sharp stubble, and twinkling grey eyes. His broad back, combined with his height, made him a veritable monster. Only her own brother came close to the sheer power exuded by the Laird. But the Laird was kind as well. Generous. Proud. Gentle with women and children. She would be lying if she had not looked at him with lust in her own eyes.  
 
    A part of her mind was going wild imagining what might happen now that she belonged to this beautiful, powerful, awe-inspiring man. She could not help herself. The prospect of laying in his bed, of feeling his hands on her, was amazing. 
 
    And yet, it was tarnished by her slavery. She was not free to choose what she wanted to do. And his kindness was now dirtied by the way she was going to be treated. 
 
    Looking over to him, she saw her father was on the verge of weeping. She could tell. But she didn't want to reassure him. Not yet. She had to forgive him first. And that would be difficult. This man had given up his own child so easily, for his own life. 
 
    "Please, I will return the jewel for you, My Laird, but please do not keep my daughter," Montgomery said. His voice shook. Still, she did not forgive him. 
 
    She knew what her father's fear was for. He feared that a woman like Heather could not be respected by a man at least two ranks above her. She would be further demoted. A slave. And yet she was still angry with him. Because Laird Sean had not done this to her. Her father had. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER FIVE  
 
      
 
    Her tasks began a little less romantically than she had expected. She was cleaning his rooms, maintaining his fire, ensuring he was always content. It was standard maid work. She was somewhat insulted, to be honest.  
 
    Although the tasks were less harsh than those back home, the Laird's absence was not something she had counted on. She had, in many ways, expected to spend more time with him, especially as she was tending his quarters almost entirely on her own. 
 
    But he showed her respect. He gave her space. He made sure she was free to do as she pleased, to relax, to do her tasks in peace and quiet away from her master and owner. At first she resented this, and she wondered if her lower ranking had completely ruined the chances she had dreamed of since she was a little girl.  
 
    And yet, as time passed, she began to be grateful for his distance. Her lust for him should never have come before her dignity. She knew she should not be touched by any man who would not marry her, who would not be her husband, who would not look after her properly. She was suddenly glad that he was keeping his distance. There was no possibility of such a high ranking man wanting to marry someone as lowly as her. He was showing her a small amount of respect, but she was grateful for it. She was glad for the distance between the two of them. 
 
    Deep down, she knew he was not respecting her so much as he was unsure what to do with himself before someone so beautiful. He was lost and confused. Although he was a powerful Laird, he was also a young man who was not quite sure what he was doing with himself. He wanted her, but he was lost as to what he was going to do with her or for her.  
 
    Heather could not say she was not flattered by this. She loved the way he watched her movements, the way he spoke to her so sweetly and gently, the way he showered her with kindness and did not pressure her to work too hard. He treated her so wonderfully, for a slave. 
 
    It was almost awe-inspiring, to realize she was so beautiful that a Laird would lose himself before her. It was emboldening. It left her feeling so powerful. She might be one of the lowest people in the castle, many steps beneath the Laird, but she had some control over him which nobody could have guessed. She was pleased with herself. She felt secure and safe.  
 
    And as time continued to pass, this pride melted away to make her realize what a situation she was in. That she would still be a simple maid, a jeweler’s daughter, if it were not for her father's thieving ways and her brother's pure foolishness. As she cleaned the rooms and thought back to her life at the cottage, she knew she missed her family.  
 
    Heather was not exactly angry at her Laird. He needed to assert his dominance. He could not let a man like her father run away with such a precious gem and go unpunished. And that punishment had been passed on to her. Even if it were not lawful for her father to sell her, she had agreed to the position as well. It had been mutual. 
 
    And yet, she was still furious at her father for doing this to her. She was still furious at her brother for having any part of it. However little her life had changed, this loss in status was disgusting and unfair to her.  
 
    A Laird's dignity and respect meant so much more than her own dignity. It meant the security of the entire clan. A respected and feared Laird was a safe one for his people. If he was known to treat his defectors and criminals with kindness and lenience, he would become a target. Other clans would attack him and wear him down. Even if Laird Sean emerged victorious, there would be many dead, many lands damaged, livestock stolen, people starving... No, she could not allow herself to be responsible for the fall of her own clan like that. Working as a humble maid was a far better thing than bringing about the destruction of her people. She could endure this, all this and more, so long as Laird Sean remained a feared and respected man. 
 
    Despite her own reluctance to oppose Laird Sean, Heather was surprised that, within a few days of her moving into the castle, her brother had not yet come to find her. McKenzie was nowhere near as respectful of authority, as kind, as good, or as generally rational. He would have absolutely no reason not to attack Laird Sean. 
 
    And yet the days passed, the weeks passed, and he made no appearance. She began to wonder if he even knew where she was. After all, McKenzie would not only relish a chance to protect his beloved baby sister, but he would want to humiliate Laird Sean if he ever got the chance. It was simply the way McKenzie was, and no amount of political stability would change that.  
 
    Her brother had never let a boy go near her. Never in her entire life. He had always protected her. And she relished his protection, most of the time. She was so glad to have an older brother who drove away old lustful men, who slapped and punched young boys who kissed her against her wishes, who chastised teenagers who would approach her and harass her. 
 
    She had never liked any of them, and her brother had been often and handsomely rewarded for protecting her virtue. Cakes and flowers, mending his coats and shoes, inviting his own sweethearts to come and visit him... she had always done something to repay him for guarding her so expertly. She knew he would try and guard her this time, too. 
 
    But the worst part was knowing she was now living with a man who she openly desired and mused about. A man beyond her bounds. She had never made any secret of the fact that she adored Laird Sean. Why should she? Every young maid in the castle and village admired the man who ruled them, the young man who was so handsome and strong, so kind and loving, so full of light and life. She was no different.  
 
    She had even told her brother that the only man she would allow to shower her in affections was Laird Sean. That if McKenzie were to challenge their Laird, she would never forgive him. McKenzie had always mocked her for her affections and got angry with her for showing so much love and respect for Laird Sean. It seemed that, to McKenzie's eyes, his hard work should result in his sister remaining pure forever, and that anything less would be a personal insult to him. To which Heather could only roll her eyes. 
 
    Her brother had always resented her affections for the Laird. But not just because Heather loved and respected him, no. He had hated the man for a long time. The two were exactly the same age, born the very same day, and had been raised in the same circles. They had always known one another. And if McKenzie struggled to respect his elders and superiors, there was no possibility that he would show respect for someone he considered a Laird, peer or not.  
 
    The two had been close as children, when her father still worked for the old Laird, Sean's father. They had played together often. They looked so very different, and yet were so similar. They were both the tallest and strongest of the boys and were both so very bold and proud. Both admired and respected the soldiers and longed for a military career. Physically, their only difference was that Sean was redheaded and an inch taller, and McKenzie was blond and a little bit portlier. And yet Sean was a sweet, loving little boy who protected those younger than himself, girls, and the elderly. Whereas McKenzie was a belligerent young man who was always ready to challenge and attack others, with just cause or not. 
 
    But somehow the two were friends, like two sides of the same coin. And Heather, a wee girl at the time, would follow them close behind, admiring their feats and their differences.  
 
    Sometimes she wondered if those days together had cemented her love for the Laird. It would not be surprising to her. He had been like a second brother to her. Like McKenzie's loving, gentle counterpart. Both boys had protected her from the advances of other young lads. Both boys had fed her of the roasted fish which they caught at the stream. Both boys gave her their coats when she was cold and allowed her to play their boyish games even though she knew she was no good at them. 
 
    It always felt like the three of them would be united forever, against all the odds. 
 
    The boys fell out in early puberty, though. A simple fist fight between two young lads. A fight with a clear tie. Heather should know. She had been the one watching, to ensure the fight was fair and the results were clear. It had not even been over anything. The two boys simply wished to know who was the strongest between them, who was the better man.  
 
    They had fought as earnestly as if they had been fighting for their lives. They had bit and scratched, punched and kicked, and drawn blood. All with smiles on their faces. Even then, Heather could see that the both of them were going to end up as mighty warriors.  
 
    At the end, they turned to her, black eyes, bloody smiles, bruised all over, laughing. They were not sure who had won. And neither was Heather. Both boys were standing, both were happy. Both were too tired to continue. Both were covered in blood. She said they had tied.  
 
    McKenzie insisted he had got in more punches than Sean, and therefore he was the victor. 
 
    Sean insisted that McKenzie was the one who asked for them to stop, and therefore Sean was the victor. 
 
    They shouted at one another the whole way home. They both accused Heather of favoritism, of protecting the other from responsibility. They re-matched the next day. And the next. And the next. 
 
    Fist fights. Drinking matches. Feasting challenges. Swimming races. Foot races. As the months passed, the boys competed again and again, each time ending up with a tie, each time hating one another even more.  
 
    When McKenzie was the first admitted to the army, Sean was jealous. When Sean ascended as Laird, McKenzie was furious.  
 
    To this day, they continued to compete to prove who was the better man. They continued to pressure one another to end up on top. But the love and friendliness seemed to have bled out of their matches. It was like they did not have anything left but a desire to prove themselves. They were still boys at heart. Only now they were men. Men with responsibilities, with power, with matters to attend to all day. So their contests became few and far between, and each time ended with bitterness and both men vowing they would never compete again. Only for them to resume the contest two months later, as though they thought something had changed.  
 
      
 
    Astonishingly, they had remained neck and neck. Their core differences remained, but they were both equally as strong. Equally as fast. Equally as resilient and skilled and... everything. They were both enraged by it. 
 
    Heather did not care for their foolish childhood feud, however long it had endured. It was their trouble. As time had passed, she could not help but roll her eyes as she watched it unfold, could not help but laugh at these foolish boys in young men's bodies. They could continue to compete as much as they liked. They would never end up with a clear victory. They would never agree on anything. They would never forgive one another. And she had never had cause to be upset by this. After all, it was not her problem.  
 
    But now things were different, and she greatly feared how her brother might react to hearing his sister had been claimed by their Laird. She feared for their whole family.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SIX  
 
      
 
    As the weeks passed, they were a mere month away from Yule, and the castle was full of life and energy. Heather found her tasks had multiplied. She had to keep more fires alight in more rooms, to ensure that guests from across Scotland were properly cared for. They would stop by, enjoy wine and food with the Laird and other nobles, bring gifts for the castle, and burn a branch of rowan as a symbol of their friendship with Laird Sean before they departed on their way.  
 
    As time passed, Heather found herself too busy to so much as think of her brother and father, both of which had been absent from the castle since she became Laird Sean's serf. And she was glad of that. Her tasks were simple, if many, and she did not want to lose her family to something as petty as McKenzie's feud with the Laird. It was not as though McKenzie could find the Laird even if he searched the castle most days, though. 
 
    The Laird himself was very busy as well, and was rarely home. Going on long business trips lasting days, even a week at one point. She missed him when he was away. Even if he was a bit too close to her when he was home, she enjoyed that closeness. Not to mention, it was so lonely being a serf who mostly worked on her own in his quarters. The few servants who supported her work would not so much as speak to her, for fear of being punished for communicating with a slave.  
 
    But when the Laird came back, she forgot that loneliness. He was not the man she wanted around her. It seemed as though his respect for her melted away the more time he spent with others. Perhaps he was simply seeing the way other men treated their serfs. Perhaps he was asking his friends for advice and support on how to treat her. Perhaps he was simply exhausted and seeking comfort when he came home. Whatever it was, after every single trip he seemed to be more and more careless with how he treated her. It was infuriating. And yet, she did not know how to respond. 
 
    He wanted to have his body beside hers as often as possible. He wanted to touch her, and he had a right to. She was his possession. She was his slave. And so long as he did not defile her, he was technically doing nothing wrong by touching her or commanding her to do specific things, however uncomfortable it made her feel. 
 
    She would have done anything in the world for him to do this for her properly. For him to wed her and treat her with dignity, but also hold and kiss and touch and ravish her. She had loved him a very long time, after all. She still did love him. And yet, she was furious by how poorly he was treating her now. By how little dignity he showed her when he treated her like this as an unmarried young serf. 
 
    His desire for her seemed to be growing day by day. She could see it in his eyes. Although she was a humble maid, he wanted her by his side at all times. He would follow her from room to room as she tended the fires and beat the blankets and rugs. He would buy her stunning new clothes to wear, so that she looked absolutely gorgeous, even as she did simple housework. He would talk to her as if she were a friend. 
 
    But he would not listen to her as a friend. When she asked him for some space, he did not care. When she moved away, he moved in closer. When she ignored him, he spoke louder. He was somewhere between treating her as a friend, a slave, and a wife. And these mixed signals were not only insulting, but also painful. 
 
    She still lusted after him in ways no decent young lady should. And yet... and yet she was being irresponsible. She knew she had to act with more dignity. She knew she did not belong to anyone but her future husband. However much she still longed for the man she had always loved. However much she felt her heart leap a little when his hand rested on hers or when, between laughs, he told her tales of his travels.  
 
    It was not as though she had to work hard to separate her desire from her reality, though. It was far, far too easy.  
 
    He made it easy for her to resent him. He knew she was not a simple slave, even if she was in that role now. He knew that she was once a dignified young maid, an unmarried woman only a couple of ranks beneath him. He used to protect her, he used to defend her against boys and men who wanted to treat her the way he was currently treating her. He used to be a decent man to her, not such a vile monster as the ones he used to chase away.  
 
    How could she not resent him when he was turning into everything that she hated about men, everything that he had hated about the boys who chased her? If this was who he truly was... then she did not know him at all, and did not love him. She had simply loved the idea of who he was, not the actual man before her.  
 
    And even if he could say he was merely doing this out of passion, she expected better of him. However much he longed for her. However much he wanted her. She expected more respect. She expected him to treat her with the same grace as always, no matter what her rank may be. Had she been told a few years ago that the same young man who had defended her honor with the utmost chivalry would one day own her as a slave and not control his hands around her, she would have laughed. But it seemed it was now true.  
 
    That was not to say she had lost her love for him. She was still somewhat flattered to know that such a powerful man desired her. But however much she wanted him, it was not right. She had to fight her own desires, her own delusions, and attempt to treat herself with the same dignity she expected of him. She had to act like a lady. After all, how could he treat her like a lady if she would not act like one? She had to lead with example. 
 
    But no matter how strong her conviction, as the time approached when he would be back again, she felt cowed. She was too scared to stand up for herself and her convictions, whatever she believed in. She had no right, as a slave repaying her father's debt, to act against her Laird and her owner. If he wanted to manhandle her, or treat her as his personal diary, then she knew she ought to be glad that he was not treating her any worse. She had already seen other slaves be abused and used by their noble owners. She would be able to tolerate her Laird's treatment if it meant not being sold on to someone who would treat her worse.  
 
    He was due to return from a business trip, and she already dreaded it. Dreaded his touch. Dreaded his loud guests. Dreaded that perhaps he would go even further this time; that she would not be able to stop him if he did. She was property, after all. However well her life had begun, she was property for her Laird to use as he pleased.  
 
    As she lit the fire and hoped he would be delayed another day and not yet be home, she wished she had the courage to defend her own dignity the way her brother and Sean used to defend it for her. She knew what the rules ought to be, slave or not.  
 
    No man should touch her unless he were to marry her. Ideally, even her future husband should treat her with respect until they were united in the eyes of God. And there was no chance of a Laird marrying his slave girl. So she had to be dignified. She had to push him away. However powerful and handsome, and at one point beloved, he was to her, she had to make sure he knew she would not stand for him mistreating her.  
 
    Despite her hopes, he was home on time, unaccompanied and jovial. She was unhappy at this as well. When he came home with guests he would not bother her. He would be too busy impressing people. But when he was home alone he needed her. He was a sociable person and always desired some sort of company at all times, someone to listen to him, to reply, to add their own input. And that task fell to Heather.  
 
    Laird Sean was sober, but that did not mean a lot. He walked up to her and embraced her, pressing her body close to his. This hug was different from their first, comforting one. She knew he was relishing every moment of contact. He was enjoying feeling her soft and slight body against his, inhaling the sweet scent of her hair, caressing the silken soft dress he had bought for her.  
 
    "I am home," he said, as though she did not know. As though she had been eagerly awaiting him the whole time. 
 
    But he wouldn't know any different, would he? He would assume she wanted to be with him, that she had missed him and wanted to enjoy his company. She never told him otherwise. And she never felt brave enough to push him away, even when she felt at her most uncomfortable.  
 
    No other servant shared her duties or her rooms. Nobody was there to look after her. Nobody was there to correct Laird Sean. She was small and weak. Her father's freedom and very life depended on her remaining loyal and kind to her Laird. She was not brave enough to act against such a big strong man, with no witnesses to defend her and with so much at stake. So she let him. 
 
    All her dignity, all her courage, all her desire for freedom, meant very little in her present situation. 
 
    He tucked her hair behind her ear. "I have missed you," he said with a grin. 
 
    Heather only nodded and went back to turning the coals in the fire.  
 
    "I love you, Heather," he said from behind her, with an earnestness in his voice which took her by surprise. How could he claim to love her when he treated her like this? Surely he was drunk after all... 
 
    She stood up and nodded, not at all sure what to say in reply to such a peculiar statement. "Thank you, My Laird." 
 
    He stepped in, and before she could do or say anything, he gently pressed his lips to hers. They felt as warm and soft as she had hoped. She had wanted this for so long. He did not taste of alcohol. He tasted sweet and mild. She felt his tongue brush her lower lip tentatively. She wanted to kiss him back. But she could not. 
 
    He was not holding her. She pushed back and away, stepping backwards toward the wall, and shaking her head. His expression fell.  
 
    "Ye shall never have any part of me, My Laird," she said. "You may own me, but you shall never have me."  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN  
 
      
 
    Sean only smirked. He looked on the verge of laughing. "We all know that you love me, Heather. You always have. And I love you, too. You ought to be happy." 
 
    She glared at him. "I beg your pardon, My Laird?" 
 
    "You have always loved me. Your brother told me so. Tried to cut my eye out for it once, the little brute. I have seen you watching me from afar for so long," he explained. 
 
    Heather felt her heart leap, and yet it almost choked her as well. "Then why did ye wait until now to tell me, My Laird?" 
 
    "My father taught me that as a Laird I must choose my wife wisely. And you were not the ideal woman to be my wife," he said. "But now it is perfect, is it not? Now we can be together, as we both desired, and nobody will be any the wiser." 
 
    Heather scoffed. She knew it was rude, but she could not help herself. "I beg your pardon, My Laird, but we never discussed this matter together." 
 
    He was still smiling. "But I own you. And we love each other. What more is there to discuss, Heather? Nobody will look at either of us any differently for being together. They will assume you had no choice, and they know that Lairds often take mistresses from among their servants. We are finally above the limits of the law. And we can love one another as freely as we wish to." 
 
    "I shall never be with a man who I cannae wed," she said flatly, having to stop herself from shouting at him for his inconsiderateness and indecency. "And I am insulted that, knowing all you know, you still treat me like this." 
 
      
 
    He stepped back a little. "Heather... I do not understand. I love you. You love me. And I own your body. It is only right for us to be together. There is no objection -" 
 
    "There is my objection!" Heather snapped, holding back tears. "I am not a common slave. I may be in that place now but you know where I come from, what a proud and decent woman I am." 
 
    "I thought that -" he began, swallowing hard. "I thought that you would want this. Be grateful." 
 
    "I would much rather die," she replied. "You will kill me before you claim my body. I will kill myself before you consume me."  
 
    He paused. From the shock in his eyes it was clear that he had not quite expected this reaction from her. He had expected her to accept his affections and welcome him with open arms. Instead, she had rejected him and, in many ways, insulted him.  
 
    She shivered as she realized how badly she was behaving for a slave. "I am sorry, My Laird," she said softly. "But ye cannae own me. I am still a living human woman, with some shreds of dignity left. And aye, although I loved ye, I must hold onto my dignity until the day I die." 
 
    "I do not need to kill you to own you, Heather," he said with a coldness she had not anticipated.  
 
    A shiver ran down Heather's spine as she looked up into his eyes and it was clear that, pained though he might be, he was not joking. "I thought you loved and respected me, My Laird." 
 
    "I do," he said. "But I am still your Laird and your master. And if I must take you by force the first time, if I must strip away your dignity in order for you to let go of your ridiculous morals, then I shall do just that." 
 
    "Please, do not, My Laird," she said, her voice beginning to tremble, her blood running cold.  
 
    He stepped in again and leaned to kiss her. She turned her head aside. He grabbed her cheeks and turned her back to him. His grey eyes were cold as the ice that coated the ground outside. He might be sober when it came to drink, but he was drunk with lust. She tried to move her head aside again, but he pinched her cheeks hard, forcing her to look at him. He had done the same thing when they were children, when she was throwing a tantrum or crying and he wanted to reassure her. He had never gripped so hard. She could taste blood. He had never done this to abuse her, or force her to obey him. Her knees shook. It broke her heart that he was using this stern gaze, this firm grip, in a way that could do nothing but hurt her.  
 
    "Stop, please, before it is too late," she gasped through her sore mouth.  
 
    "But you love me," he said, face growing red in a medley of anger, sorrow, and confusion. "You have always loved me, Heather. We ought to be together."  
 
    As though realizing what he was doing, he released her cheeks and allowed her to step back. She could still taste coppery sweet blood where her teeth had cut into her own flesh. She sighed. He sighed. They avoided looking into one another's eyes for a brief, tense moment as their adrenaline slowed down a little.  
 
    "I loved ye once, tis true," she said, stepping away. "But I cannae love a man who will not respect me. And I love ye no more."  
 
    Laird Sean growled under his breath. For a moment, she thought that was it, that he would leave her alone now. But he did not. He stormed up to her, glaring down at her fiercely. He said nothing. She said nothing. She swallowed hard and found herself shaking as he towered over her.  
 
    Heather moved to step away. Laird Sean grabbed her arm and held her in place. She waited for him to do something else, but he did not. He seemed to be waiting for her to do something, to say something. She did not. It was like time stood still all around them.  
 
    Laird Sean was a terrifying figure and for a moment, she feared the worst. She froze, looking up at him with fear in her eyes. He seemed hurt. Almost disappointed. She could sense from his eyes that his anger was melting away into sadness. His stern expression slipped. He sighed and let go of her arm.  
 
    "Very well, Heather," he said in a voice quieter than she had ever heard before. "Very well." 
 
    Turning around, he walked out the door. Although he still held his head high and marched with his usual heavy, long strides, there was something broken about it, like he was just an actor pretending to be himself. He closed the door quietly behind him. 
 
    Heather fell to her knees and wept.  
 
    She was on edge all day after that. After all, how could she recover from such merciless abuse? She belonged to a man who saw her as an object to own, who believed she ought to be grateful for his intrusion and assault, who believed she should be glad that her dignity was going to be stolen. What was worse, he had suggested that he would rob her of her dignity specifically so that she had nothing to protect. That was not what she wanted. That was not the man she knew. That was a vile predator, and she was his prey.  
 
    Every time she walked into a room, she dreaded encountering him. Every time she heard a door open, she believed it was him. She kept looking over her shoulder in case he had silently sneaked into the room to watch her. She found herself checking cupboards in case, for whatever reason, he was hiding in there, waiting for her. 
 
    She had never felt like this before, but she knew that a man who had showed her so little respect already would have no qualms about showing her even less respect next time. She used to trust him. She did not any more. How could she assume it was beneath him to stalk her, to hide and leap out on her? He was no different to any other man. 
 
    But no matter how hard she looked, it was clear he was absent. Had he some other duty he now had to attend to? Was he going to be away all afternoon, all day, all week? She had not seen him anywhere in the castle, not heard his voice, not noticed any trace of him since he returned. It was possible that, feeling so horribly insulted and ashamed, he had set off on a hunt, or to visit a friend, and would not be back for a very long time.  
 
    As the day progressed, she felt overwhelmed with peace. Neither the Laird nor any of the other servants bothered her. It was like she was the only person left in the entire castle at times.  
 
    She was thankful, but also racked with guilt. He did own her. Like it or not, he owned her. And she had acted against his wishes. She had been stubborn and resistant. And she knew that he would have his ways of getting control over her again. 
 
    Perhaps he was not out enjoying himself or distracting himself. Perhaps he was up the hill, at her father's house, taking revenge for her rejection. She shuddered. He was well within his rights to kill her father, or send him away. He was well within his rights to claim her father or her brother, to say she was not a good enough slave and that they would have to pay for her indecency.  
 
    She tried to focus on her work, but the little fears still nagged her until, as night fell, she felt too exhausted to even worry.  
 
    She was tidying her own room, prepared to go to bed. Her guard was down. She stripped naked before reaching for a night gown and a heavy house coat, to stay warm. All her worries remained, of course. But she had no energy for them. Perhaps in the morning, after a good night's rest, she could have a little energy left with which to fret and fear. But for now, all she could think about was recovering from another day of hard work. 
 
    That was when she heard it. Footsteps in the hallway. Staggering and stumbling, but still recognizable as her Laird's. 
 
    As he entered the room, she could smell the wine on him instantly. The stench wafted across the room and now she knew where he had been. Down in the cellar, getting drunk off a variety of cheap wines he kept for his less important guests. He had drowned his sorrow in alcohol. She felt her chest ache, but even then, she knew that it was not her duty to protect him from himself, and that however much he was hurting, she did not owe him her body just for that. 
 
    He walked up to her and she shivered, realizing she was still naked. She reached for her night gown, but he took it from her hand and threw it to the floor, observing her naked body in all its glory. He sighed. "You are lovely, Heather." He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her against his body hard. She could feel the rough edges of his clothes against her flesh. 
 
    She knew what was going to happen. She knew full well that any lesser man would have done this already. But she also had hoped that Laird Sean was an even better man than that, that he would never do this. 
 
    He paused and looked down at her. For a moment, she thought he was going to stop, but then he leaned in and kissed her. He tasted of wine and sweat. Nothing like before. She shook her head, breaking the kiss, stepping back and grabbing her bed coat to cover her nakedness with.  
 
    A tear rolled down her cheek as she shook her head. "You can try all you want, Sean, but you will never own me."  
 
    Wordlessly, he turned around and left the room. She all but ran to place a chair behind the door as he left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The snow began to fall that night, and the wind howled like it was mourning for them both and what they had lost. Winter was finally here. Heather could barely sleep. Even her soft, warm nightclothes against her body reminded her of his cold, rough clothes on her. Every time the wind rattled the window shutters hard, she assumed it was him trying to get into her room. 
 
    But it was not.  
 
    A few days passed, and Laird Sean had not entered her room since that painful night, of which she was grateful. She did not want him around anymore. Not after what he had done. Whether sober or drunk, she knew he was a threat to her purity and her dignity. She would not stand to be treated so terribly by anyone, not even her own Laird.  
 
    And at least now, she knew that her rejection would not harm her family. Laird Sean had not turned his anger on her father or brother, but on himself. He had drunk away his anger. He was not the sort of man who would act so vindictively as to turn the agreement around.  
 
    She wished she could forgive him. She still loved him, that much had been a lie. How could she stop loving someone she had deeply cared for ever since she was a young girl? But she loved the man she had lost. Not the one who had attacked her. She could not love the man who Laird Sean had become. 
 
    His new memory was writing over the old one, erasing her positive feelings for him. No more comfort or joy, safety or happiness, no more love. She had to remind herself, every hour of every day, that this was the man who had hurt her. Who had abused her. She could not forgive him, much less give him the same place he had once held in her heart.  
 
    Even days later, she still felt dirty, knowing all he had seen. She still wanted to wash his eyes from her skin. She would scrub and scrub at her own flesh every morning, not minding the cold water or the rough wash cloths, wanting to just feel clean again, to feel like a good, pure young lady again. No man had seen her naked since her father stopped bathing her at the age of five. She was saving that moment for her husband. And now that, as well as her first kiss, had been taken from her.  
 
    As she set off to begin lighting the fires in the four guest rooms that would be used that evening, she saw that the Laird's bedroom door was open and a maid was inside, beating the blankets and the carpets. It was not Heather's job any more. 
 
    Since that awful night, Heather was exclusively in charge of guest rooms. Supposedly because there were so many visitors. That was what all the other staff told her, what they had been told by their own boss, what everyone believed. 
 
    And it made sense. Everyone was having to mix and match duties as Yule approached, to ensure that all preparations were properly made, all guests were comfortable and satisfied, and all residents were using every second of their day wisely. Why would they not believe it when a mere slave's tasks were changed a little?  
 
    Heather knew the truth. She knew Laird Sean was ashamed of what he had done to a woman who had once been such a dear friend to him. He did not want to face her any more so long as his shame lived on. He did not want to insult himself or her by loitering or acting as though nothing had ever happened. For that first day, she had feared it would happen all over again. But by the time the second day dawned, she knew she was more or less safe. He was far, far too ashamed to try and win her back again.  
 
    She knew it was for the best for the both of them. After all, she was too weak to resist this man, to oppose him, to move away.  
 
    Had he asked, begged for her forgiveness, she might have offered some conditions, or even felt forced to forgive him. He was her owner now and at some point, his word became law. All it would take would be driving him hard enough that he felt it was his duty to punish her, to control her, or to hold her accountable.  And then she would have to obey him or else be whipped, imprisoned, or even see her family suffer. 
 
    However much her father had been willing to give up his child for his own life, she was not her father. She knew the time would come when Laird Sean reached his limit, and she could not bring herself to throw her family to the wolves to save her own skin. 
 
    So she was glad he was not there, even if the work was harsher and lonelier. Even if she was still a humble slave in the eyes of the whole castle. She would much rather live and work on her own, as she had done for the past two days, than live as an indecent woman, or have to endure further punishment for her selfishness towards her Laird. 
 
    If anything, those first few days of loneliness were much better than any treatment she had endured in the castle so far at all. It was better to be alone than among bad friends, she realized. Loneliness might hurt, but it hurt far less than what Laird Sean had done to her. 
 
    But absent the Laird's influence, just as she was convincing herself there was no problem with being alone forever, she found herself making friends again. As her clothes wore down and her smile grew wider, she was loved once more. It turned out that the other serfs and servants had assumed she was pompous and spoiled, and resented her favoritism. Even worse, the Laird's presence had cowed them, and nobody dared even speak to her. 
 
    Now he was gone, they were happy to approach her, and quickly realized she was the same lovely young maid who the village and the castle had always adored. They welcomed her back and burned rowan together to heal their broken bonds, vowing to burn a branch whenever they could until Yule finally arrived. 
 
    Heather knew that life was so much better without Sean intruding on her life.  
 
    She missed him, though. As every time he left on duty, she missed her Laird sorely. She still loved him, whatever he did. She hated herself for it, too. 
 
    Heather knew she ought to respect herself much more than she was doing. She knew she was being an overly emotional fool, to accept and welcome into her life a man who was treating her so absolutely terribly. She knew she had to do better by herself and by all other women who might look to her as an example. 
 
    But every night as she went to bed, she wondered what he had been doing, where he had gone, whether his day had gone well. She wished she could just see him, smile at him, talk to him a little bit. Just a little. Reach back for that friendship they had once had.  
 
    It was no different to when he had been on his journeys. She realized she would always miss him when he was gone. Even if she reminded herself that there was a reason for their separation, that his company was nothing like she had remembered it, that they did not belong together, she missed him. 
 
    She didn't even feel brave enough to talk to her newfound friends about him. Even as they swooned over their handsome Laird, she would just nod and smile. She felt broken to love a man who would never give her the dignity she deserved.  
 
    When she saw him walking down a nearby hall or across the gardens, she felt her heart ache. She wanted nothing more than to rush down and embrace him. Especially now that Yule approached. A time to spend with friends and family. A time for love and sharing. She had lost everyone she had ever cared about. Her mother was dead. Her father was banished from the castle. Her brother was missing. The man she loved could not respect her. Her childhood friends were back in the village. 
 
    Heather was all alone. 
 
    Some nights she would weep into her sheets as she fell asleep to the sound of the howling wind outside, cold and alone in her room. Some days she would wake up and lay there, wondering why she had to endure all this on her own.  
 
    But at least life was easier now. Without the Laird to drive her heart astray she could focus on her duties. She could busy herself cleaning and tidying, mending clothes and tending fires, cooking and singing, and preparing rowan for the guests to burn. She could be distracted. 
 
    Yule would be there in weeks. It was painful, to know she would spend the holiday away from her family. But it was better than spending it with a man who could not treat her with even an ounce of respect.  
 
    And now she finally had new friends who loved and supported her. Just in time for Yule, she had at least someone who would be there for her. She was thankful that she had them. She would not be alone, at least. Even if all of them were so busy that she barely saw them most days. There was a sort of quiet comfort in knowing she had friends. 
 
    And then, after a couple of days without him, Laird Sean returned. He walked into her room as she was there, working on mending some clothes by candlelight. Once her work was completed she could finally go to bed, and she was so absorbed in her task that she didn't notice him arriving at all.  When the door creaked shut, she almost jumped out of her skin, stabbing her thumb painfully with the needle, a drop of blood rolling off her thumb and dripping onto the floor. 
 
    He walked into the room, his face fallen, his eyes red with the tears that, as a noble man, he could not shed. She shivered in fear. She did not know what he was going to do at this point. She did not know if she was safe. What she did know was that whatever he decided to do, she would have no say in it any more. She could see the resolution in his eyes. She could see that whatever he was going to do, it was going to happen, whether she liked it or not. She stood up and curtsied. 
 
    "Aye, My Laird?" she asked, still curtsying, not daring to look up from the floor. 
 
    "Tomorrow morning, at the break of dawn, you are free to go," he said with a weary sigh.  
 
    Heather froze. "I beg your pardon, My Laird?" 
 
    "You are free," he said. 
 
    Heather shivered and stood upright. "But wait... My father? My brother? I shall not sacrifice them for my own interests. No, I shall remain and pay off my father's debt." 
 
    "You need not worry about that," Sean said, pursing his lips. "I will not force you to do anything. You are free. They are free. Consider the debt repaid." 
 
    Heather felt her heart soar. She could not help but leap towards Laird Sean and wrap her arms around him. "Thank you, My Laird," she said. And before she could stop herself, she pressed her lips to his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    McKenzie and his men marched boldly into the castle, basically unnoticed among the busy crowds preparing for Yule. It was a perfect time of year to invade a friendly castle. Nobody would suspect him; they would only assume he was another guest, visiting casually. So he went along with that. He waved and smiled. Said "Happy Yule" to whoever greeted him. 
 
    After all, although McKenzie was a warrior with his own soldiers, they were technically loyal to Laird Sean. Nobody had any reason to suspect otherwise. Nobody had any reason to stop or question him, as he remained calm and focused on getting the job done. All he had to do was get to the Laird's room unnoticed. 
 
    It was not as though this part would be a difficult task. He was respected and trusted. All they had to do was walk with confidence until the last minute. That last minute would be the hard bit. Ensuring his sister was perfectly safe and taking her away. Getting his much desired revenge on Laird Sean, a man he had grown to despise. 
 
    McKenzie knew he was a brutish man. He knew that he had lost friends, and even in some cases family, to how violent and angry he could be. How could he be any other way? He had lost a mother and nearly lost a sister. If being angry at the world was the only way to get the world to clean, it was act up, then he would be angry so nobody else had to. So people like his sister and his father didn't have to. 
 
    His father's words were still fresh in his mind. That Montgomery needed to see his daughter before he died. And where she was. That McKenzie had to return the diamond and try and persuade Laird Sean to give back Heather. And McKenzie had grit his teeth and acted like he had agreed with his father. Like he was going to be a good guy. Like he was going to do exactly what Montgomery desired. 
 
    His father was ill. McKenzie felt it was only a mild fever, but he understood that at his father's age even a mild fever could be painful, or even deadly. Montgomery feared for his life, and said that if he might be going to die, at the very least he would like to see his daughter again first. McKenzie had agreed and asked where she was.  
 
    McKenzie had been fuming when he heard the full story from his father. He had been painfully and horribly deceived. Montgomery explained how the loss of the diamond had been discovered by Laird Sean, how the Laird had demanded a life in exchange, how Heather had been given up for this and was now Laird Sean's slave. 
 
    Montgomery had begged his son to return the diamond and beg for Heather's return. And McKenzie had promised to do just that. He did not feel his father should be concerned with McKenzie's real plans. And he did not feel his father deserved to know his actual plans. Not after what the old man had done to Heather, and the lies he had told McKenzie. 
 
    McKenzie had assumed that his sister had willingly gone to another village to work. That their own father had sacrificed her was... unthinkable. Insulting. Had he known, he would have gladly taken her place. Or returned the diamond. Or in the very worst case scenario, killed the Laird and take his sister back by force.  
 
    He loved her. He loved his sister. And however much he knew she adored Laird Sean, McKenzie could not help but feel that his dear little sister would not want to be treated as an object by anyone.  
 
    He marched up the castle stairs, his men following him closely. Nobody batted an eye. At least, not until they reached the West Wing. That part of the castle was all but deserted and was off limits to anyone except those with the explicit permission of the Laird. Which McKenzie did not have. As the guards questioned him, he tried to argue that he needed to see the Laird, but they did not believe him. Which he did not mind. He had come prepared for this. 
 
    Mercilessly, McKenzie ordered his men to attack. Before the guards could raise an alarm, they were killed. McKenzie marched on and around the next corner, found his next obstacle. This time without even attempting to argue, he commanded his men to kill. 
 
    McKenzie's men eagerly cut down their peers and rivals. They were loyal to one man only... and that man was not the Laird. However much McKenzie pledged loyalty to the Laird, he did not believe it. He did not feel he had to be loyal. He did not care. Not when this man was abusing his little sister. And his men. They were not just soldiers. They were friends. People whose lives he had saved and defended. People whose honor he had fought for. McKenzie might have seemed like a simplistic brute to many but above all, he was a loving man who wanted to fight for justice and his loved ones. 
 
    And if that meant killing everyone else in the entire word, he would happily do so.  
 
    Arriving at Laird Sean's quarters, McKenzie beat on the door hard. He knew the Laird would be somewhere, and he would kill the bastard as soon as he found him. Nobody answered. Perhaps some alert had been raised after all? Perhaps the man was out, or asleep, or hiding? It was late, after all. Many things could have happened. 
 
    But McKenzie would not give up so easily. He was determined to bring home the Laird's head and heart as trophies of his victory and love for his family. He pushed the door and it slid open easily, with a slow and mournful creak. 
 
    Laird Sean was not in his room. McKenzie looked around, in case his once rival had turned chicken and was hiding under the bed or in the closet. He searched up and down while his men guarded the door. Time was of the essence, but McKenzie would be damned if he was going to let Laird Sean get away using some low and cowardly trick. 
 
    But no, the man was gone. And McKenzie could not guess where on earth he might be now, if he was not in his quarters. He might even be out visiting, or hunting. So the important thing now would be to find his beloved sister and bring her home. Laird Sean's head could wait.  
 
    McKenzie looked around, wondering where his sister might be. He had asked some other servants and knew he was looking for an oak door with two cuts at the top of it. Eventually, his eyes landed on the door, and he and his men marched up and carefully huddled round it.  
 
    His plan had taken a while to be constructed but now it was finally time, and he was thrilled to think of his sure victory. They would have to open the door, rush in, seize Heather, and leave as fast as possible. It might be difficult, but once they had cleared the castle, it would be fine again. It would have to be a smooth, swift act. McKenzie pushed the door gently, ready to slam it open if it gave way. But it did not. It was firmly barred.  
 
    McKenzie stepped back and raised his leg high. He beat the door down in two swift kicks and his men stormed in, filling the room instantly. What he saw insulted him. 
 
    Laird Sean was there, holding Heather, pressing her body firmly against his. Although their heads were apart, from the glisten across their lips and their flushed faces, he could tell that they had been kissing. Sean's hands were firmly gripping Heather's barely clothed hips, and her chest was flat against his. Both Sean's red hair and Heather's blonde tresses were tangled and tousled.  
 
    McKenzie knew Laird Sean might treat Heather harshly, but he never would have guessed that a once respectable man would be so rude and crude as to assault a young woman he had once looked after.  
 
    He knew Heather had become a slave. She had descended several ranks. But he expected Laird Sean to treat his once friend and McKenzie's sister with more respect than that. His hands were all over her. He had been forcing her to kiss. McKenzie could not even look at his dear little sister in such a disgusting and pitiful state. Instead, he tried to just glare at the confused and blushing Laird, who released Heather from his grasp and smiled nervously, as though he did not understand what was happening. 
 
    Heather's face lit up as she saw her brother. A smile spread across her lips. She was glad he was there. She let go of Laird Sean's tunic and stepped back a little bit. 
 
    As the two separated, McKenzie held out his arms. In a flurry, his little sister rushed to him and embraced him, and he knew he had won. He had saved her. He had arrived in just the nick of time and he would be taking her away from her slavery for good. And she was grateful. 
 
    "You're here," Heather said, seeming oddly relaxed for someone who had been in such an awful situation. She nodded and smiled. "I am so glad, McKenzie." 
 
    "Are you alright? Did he hurt you?" McKenzie asked, taking a coat from one of his men and covering his sister's overly simple and thin dress.  
 
    "I am fine, brother," she said with a nervous laugh. "Shall we go home tonight?" 
 
    "No, first I must kill the man who stole you," McKenzie said, seeing realization dawn in his dear sister's eyes. "Step aside." 
 
    He clutched his spear and raised it, prepared to throw it over his sister if he had to, anything so as to end the life of the man who had been abusing her. His men stood back, having been told only to intervene if Heather was at risk. Ideally, the joy of the kill would be for McKenzie only.  
 
    His sister did not let go. 
 
    "Heather," he said. "Step aside. I must kill him. Do not protect him. He is not the man either of us thought he was." 
 
    Heather moved and for a moment, McKenzie thought she was about to step aside, as told. She did not. She stepped in front of Laird Sean instead, and then held her arms out. 
 
    Heather was standing in the way, glaring at her brother. "He is exactly the man we thought he was," she said. "He had just freed me." 
 
    "Then why was he doing that to you?" McKenzie spat. 
 
    "Because I was doing it to him," she said. 
 
    McKenzie froze, lowering his arm as realization dawned on him. "Am I supposed to forgive him?" 
 
    "If you want to kill him, you'd have to kill me first," she replied. "So if you want me to live, aye, you must forgive him." 
 
    McKenzie sighed and rolled his eyes. "I suppose that is the case, little sister," he said, already resenting the effort he had put towards the plan, which would go unrewarded. He turned to his men. "Stand down." 
 
    Their swords and spears were sheathed and dropped. They would not doubt the man to whom they had sworn eternal loyalty.  
 
    "At least might I have a hug?" he asked Heather. 
 
    She tentatively stepped forward, wrapping her arms around her brother warmly and squeezing him hard before letting him go. "Thank you for coming to save me, though," she said, eyes shimmering with gratitude. 
 
    McKenzie sighed. That was all he needed. He shoved his hand into his pocket and drew out the diamond. "I suppose you want this back," he said as he threw it to Laird Sean, who caught it with ease.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Heather had been shocked by the ups and downs she had faced since her father stole the diamond of the Fitchée cross from Sean. Her life had gone from one lived in peace, where her biggest worry was helping her brother heal the wounds from his scraps and helping her father dispose of the gems he stole, to a life turned on its head in a matter of days. 
 
    She knew they were all lucky to be alive after all they had been through, and she was more than glad to return home to her father's side and see him once again. In whatever state he was. And yet... it was still horrific to her to see him like this.  
 
    Seeing her father looking so ill and ravaged by fever was horrific. She felt memories of her mother's death come flooding back to her. It was not fair. She could not lose both parents to a vile illness. She fell on her father's bed and wept for hours and hours that night, only stopping when, exhausted, she fell asleep on the rug by his bed. 
 
    The very next morning, Laird Sean invited the whole family to his castle where Montgomery was to receive immediate medical care. Heather had never seen her father look so ill, and even the doctor was shocked that the man was still alive, much less awake enough to talk a little at a time. Nobody thought he would make it. 
 
    But he had eventually recovered, with the grace of God and the love of his children. He was going to live many more years by her side. Laird Sean saw Montgomery's suffering as the consequence for his theft and the surrender of his daughter and, as the recovery followed the return of the diamond, the Laird declared the debt repaid. Clearly, the powers that be had punished Montgomery enough, and who was Laird Sean, a simple man, to second guess the Almighty? 
 
    The whole family was united again within the castle walls, and Laird Sean, in a heated moment, had promised that he would marry Heather as soon as the family tragedy was over, one way or another. Montgomery was recovered three days before Yule and, despite the timing, Laird Sean had made good of his promise to marry her. He would not do any more than kiss her until they were united in the eyes of God.  
 
    The castle sprung to life with a thousand and one preparations so that the wedding would be ready as soon as possible, as their Laird commanded. There was a slight frustration in the air due to the short notice, but the maids and serfs still loved Heather and did not resent her for her betrothed's decisions. Despite the status she would rise to, Heather insisted that until the wedding, she was still a simple jeweler’s daughter and helped her friends with their Yuletide and wedding preparations whenever she could, always out of sight of any curious nobles. After all, she did not want Laird Sean's friends to see her helping the staff and to, therefore, think less of him. 
 
    The wedding preparations were ready by Yule.  
 
    To be married on Yule... there was no more a fitting day. Heather looked and felt radiant in white. Her dress reflected the softly bedded snow which surrounded the castle, the white chalk with which some servants had "frosted" various items of furniture, and the white holly and mistletoe which hung about the entire castle. She felt like a princess of winter and, in some ways, she knew she was about to become one.  
 
    Laird Sean made sure to begin the Yuletide celebrations before the wedding began, including marching out with everyone into the town square, where the whole village watched him light a massive rowan fire, each one representing a friendship that ought to last for the next year at least. And the peasants brought up their own rowan branches and cast them into the bright flames to pledge their allegiance to their noble Laird.  
 
    During the peasants' procession and walk back into the castle, once they were away from the raging fire, the cold weather was cut out by the many furs everyone wore, and before the wedding, they danced and held a huge feast to warm everyone up enough that they could take their furs off.  
 
    As Heather cast off her thick white fur coat and her white gown shone by candlelight, none of Laird Sean's guests recognized the humble maid who had been elevated to his bride. This somewhat amused Heather. The nobles whose rooms she had prepared for nearly two months, whose fires she had tended, whose wine she had procured, did not recognize her. 
 
    They thought she was a true noble lady. The daughter of a jeweler, perhaps, but still someone with enough status to marry a Laird. Had they known she had been a slave only a few weeks ago, they would no doubt have lost respect for Sean. But they did not know and would never know. 
 
    Sitting around the table, ready for the feast, Heather felt a little sad that her friends among the staff would not enjoy such delicacies. But what she did know was that there would be plenty left over after dinner, and the staff would have a little secret feast of their own that night.  
 
    The candles in the middle of each person's Yule bread shone bright as wine and meat was shared. The fire in the great hall roared louder than the wind outside. Laughter and music echoed through the hall as servants rushed to every guest, keeping their wine glasses full and reheating their food in pans by the fire, to ensure it was always hot and delicious for everyone to enjoy. There was something magical about the atmosphere in the castle, as dark as night with the windows boarded for warmth, with the fire lighting everyone's joyful smiles. 
 
    They broke their breads joyfully, everyone eagerly hunting for a little coin which Laird Sean had planted in ten of the breads. As people dug out their coins and rejoiced in their year of good luck, all Heather could think about was the lifetime of good luck she was going to enjoy by Laird Sean's side from then onwards. The lifetime of happiness she would have with her handsome, powerful, yet kind, husband. With her boorish, yet caring, and protective brother. With her remorseful, elderly father.  
 
    She would never have guessed they could have all been driven apart so harshly, much less that their relationships could recover so well. Only a few weeks ago, she thought she was doomed to be lonely for the rest of her life. To never again see her family or the man she had once loved. To never again have friends. And yet here they were, seated around the table, breaking Yule bread together, ready to see her marry Sean. 
 
    Her family, fractured but whole, was complete once again. And Sean had promised she would never be alone again so long as she lived. Heather was so glad. She would never have to face life alone. 
 
    She hadn't found a coin in her bread. Her father had, and seemed happy that fate was smiling upon him once more. McKenzie was angry that he would not be getting a year of good luck. But Heather? She was already lucky enough. 
 
    After Yule lunch, the wedding was to be held. Heather walked from the castle to the chapel, holding the Laird's arm, as the village stepped outside their houses, pausing their Yuletide celebrations to cheer them on. It felt so wonderful, to lead a procession of nobles to the chapel, to hear the peasants cheering them all on and casting mistletoe over the parade, to know she was minutes away from wedding the man she had dreamed about ever since she was a little girl. She would always love him. But it would be good and proper this time. 
 
    The chapel was full of mistletoe and sprigs of holly, with great wreaths and ribbons everywhere. There were not many flowers, but the few sparse winter blooms were more than welcome, even if they were pale and small.  
 
    The pastor stood before the happy couple and gave them his blessing. Heather felt her heart beat hard and fast. Her betrothed looked so handsome, in a luxurious tunic trimmed with fur and a heavy embroidered coat. Both were wrapped in the Abercromby tartans. A heavy gemstone collar rested on his chest. But Laird Sean did not need all this adornments to look so handsome. And, despite her luxurious clothes, Sean looked nowhere else but Heather's shining blue eyes. She knew that he found her more beautiful in herself than any of the clothes she wore. 
 
    They exchanged some simple vows before all their friends and family. Sean's eyes glimmered as she swore eternal love to him. They were now as one. They kissed, and the crowd cheered them on. Heather felt her heart soar. Finally it had been made right. She had wanted to save her first kiss for her husband. And in a roundabout way, it turned out she had.  
 
    She felt him pick her up in his arms, and he spun around with pure joy. A couple of nobles laughed good-naturedly at his youthful and natural excitement to be married to the woman of his dreams. 
 
    "I am so glad to have ye at last, Heather," he said, eyes shining with pure bliss. 
 
    "And I to have you," Heather replied with a slight giggle as he set her once again on her feet. 
 
    "But there is one last thing," he said. The whole room held their breath as he reached into his pocket and felt around. "A gift. One I had been saving for the very day we were finally married." 
 
    Heather laughed nervously. She had not expected anything more. The flowers and jewels and clothes which had been showered on her were more than enough. She felt like she had never even seen as many riches as she had been given in the last few days. Never mind owning them. It was starting to almost feel like too much. 
 
    "Do not worry, you shall not be disappointed," he said, beaming with pride, building anticipation. 
 
    The crowd fell silent as from his pocket he drew a small drawstring purse, which he opened and reached inside. From the purse he lifted a necklace and gently clasped it around her delicate white neck. "Let this symbol of my pride and power, become a symbol of my love."  
 
    As they realized what it was he was giving away, the whole crowd fell silent, save for a gasp or two. All knew how much this treasure had meant to Sean. All knew how hard he had fought for it. Heather looked to the crowd before looking down and, still not believing it, reached for the pendant, lifting it up and looking at the gem embedded in it.  
 
    It was not just any gem. 
 
    It was the Adam diamond, so eagerly fought for, and now so freely given away. After all he had been through to get it, after all his tales of how it rightfully belonged in his family, now he was surrendering the very cause of the problem in the first place. After laughing slightly at the irony, Heather leaned in and brushed her lips against Sean's.  
 
    He kissed her back, a little more forcefully, before parting their lips. "So I assume you like it?" he asked with a wide grin.  
 
    Heather nodded. "Aye, My Laird. Tis a truly fantastic piece of loot." 
 
    Laird Sean laughed and embraced her. "Nowhere near as fantastic as you, my dear." 
 
    Hand in hand, they made their way through the crowd who, with open mouths, admired the precious gem around her neck. As for Sean, he only had eyes for his wife. 
 
    The End 
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    PROLOGUE

  
 
      
 
    The fire burned brightly, sparks rising into the heavens. The heat was unbearable. The smell was absolutely vile. The sounds had stopped a while since. Some of them had, at least. The worst ones. Only the crackling echoed through the woods, the stamping of boots, the splashing of water, all blended into a rushing roar like an angry ocean in Bridget’s ears. 
 
    She felt alone. She felt like she was caught in a storm of heat and pain and fear and loneliness. 
 
    For something that moved and flickered so fast, so brightly, the fire acted painfully slowly. The building still stood, slowly blackening and releasing smoke and crumbs of charred wood and clay. It was clear the fire had started downstairs somewhere, at the left side of the house, as two windows were already beginning to cave in.  
 
    The village was rushing to and fro, emptying buckets of water onto the flames in vain. They had arrived too late. The house was too far out from the village, and anyone who could have sent for help had been trapped or killed long before the fire was controllable. If anything, now they were simply trying to prevent the fire from reaching out into the forest where it could possibly harm everyone else’s farmlands, or even reach the village and hurt or kill more people. 
 
    By the time they arrived, there was nothing living left in the building. Bridget was sitting, frozen, staring at the door. In her mind, she kept telling herself she would rush in to save everyone. But she didn’t move. Fear and heat paralyzed her as the flames roared and consumed the entire building. When the villagers arrived, she was lifted and carried away from the heat and the flames.  
 
    Had it been a simple candle? Had the chimney been dirty and caught light? She did not know. She had awoken to black smoke and rushed out of her window without even thinking. As she’d lain, coughing, gasping for air, on the grass outside the house, she had looked on, wondering what had taken place, wondering if anyone else had managed to make it out the same way she had, leaping from the windows, and rushing into the woods. 
 
    Nobody was left though. She had been the only one to get out. Even their stables, every dog and every horse, had burned alive. As it had happened, she could barely take in the horror of the sounds and smells. It was like she was underwater, watching and hearing the scene distorted by rushing waves.  
 
    As the villagers finally managed to extinguish the blaze at one side of the house, it began to sink in; the sounds came back to her as echoes, like they were still happening. She could even imagine the members of her household, crying out for help. She had not heard any such thing, not as far as she could remember, but her mind was filling in the gaps with every horror it could construct. 
 
    Bridget felt herself shaking violently. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She felt nauseous. She felt tired. She could not do any more. They were gone. 
 
    Strange fears filled her mind. Fears she would forget their faces or their voices. Fears she would be alone forever. Fears they would not rest peacefully. Fears she could end up joining them soon. Life was so fragile, so much more delicate than she had ever imagined at her tender age. Like a child holding a flower too hard, she was dismayed to see how easily life fell apart even when nobody was trying to cause any harm. 
 
    Looking to her feet, Bridget wondered what would become of her now, where she would go. She should have burned with them. The scent of smoke was changing as the flames were gradually extinguished. It was damp, like the forest after rainfall. The blackened walls and collapsing timber were like ghosts of the house which had once stood there, looming over her, haunting the plot of land. Every speck of ash that drifted by on the slowly increasing breeze was like a flicker of a life extinguished.  
 
    A part of her felt a morbid curiosity, a need to inspect the remains, a desire to see if anyone remained, perhaps not alive, but at least whole, or if all had been reduced to ash and bone, disintegrating within the furnace their house had become.  
 
    Not that it mattered.  
 
    Not that it mattered if she had a corpse or two to bury or not. Not that it mattered if she could tell the charred lumps apart, or identify the humans and animals they had once been. Nothing she retrieved from that dead home would change her own situation. 
 
    She was alone.  
 
    The rest of the village might be there, looking over the building, inspecting it for any remaining flames or lasting signs of life. But they were not with her. They had not just lost their family, their possessions, their livelihood, their every reason for existing.  
 
    Bridget felt her blonde hair blown across her face. It stank of fire and felt nearly greasy with ash and smut as it touched her cheek and neck. It was vile. 
 
    And yet, the villagers all but ignored her, only once or twice glancing in her direction, eyes full of pity and fear. 
 
    She realized what they must be thinking. She realized the assumption they had made. She was the sole survivor, after all. They couldn’t be blamed for wondering if perhaps someone a little too dangerous, a little too close to her, had played a part in this devastation.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” a familiar male voice said. “We did all we could, but we can do no more, Bridget. They’re gone.”  
 
    Looking up into his green eyes, she finally felt her emotions flooding out, tears streaming down her cheeks. Looking up to the heavens, Bridget let out a hoarse scream as she began to wail for the loss of her family. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE

  
 
      
 
    With a sway of skirts and a soft pad of worn shoes on cobbles, an elegant young lady made her way through Inverness, head aloft, lips stern, eyes mournful. There was something about her, gentle and swift as a cat, that made her go unnoticed at first. It was like she was just a breath of air drifting through the town, not affecting anyone’s day in any way. And in a sense, she was.  
 
    But it didn’t take long for someone to notice and, as with all novelties, all it took was a few words and suddenly all eyes were on her. She seemed to realize the change in the town as she walked further and further inside, but it seemed as though she expected it. After all, she couldn’t not know how lovely she was, how rare a gem in a town full of such common people.  
 
    She was tall, with thick blonde locks that shone in streaks of honey and sun-bleached platinum, reddish lips and cheeks, bright eyes surrounded by thick brown eyelashes, strong and shapely legs and arms. Every single feature of her was seamlessly perfect like she had been painted onto the very fabric of reality. Every movement she performed was calculatedly nonchalant. 
 
    She was the most beautiful lady most had ever seen, and she stood out as a newcomer. And she had to know it. Around Inverness, all asked one another, but none knew her. This only made them even more curious. 
 
    Inverness did not receive many lonely lady guests, much less one so beautiful and well dressed as this one. Between the beauty of her figure and the shimmer of her clothes, the whispers grew in volume, the confusion turning to a thousand and one guesses as to who she might be and who she might be going to see. Nobody likes to be in the dark too long, and already the town gossip mill was spreading theories. No doubt there would be preconceptions of her within the castle walls before she even reached them.  
 
    Of course, this could have been avoided if someone had simply asked the newcomer who she was and what she was there for. But nobody dared approach her. Nobody knew what they could or should say. A couple of young men, sitting outside the grocer, whistled at her. She paid them no heed. Turning her head away, cheeks flushing a little redder, she avoided their gazes, still trying to keep her chin up whilst not looking at anyone.  
 
    An older man punched one of the younger ones in the shoulder and the two young men darted back into the grocer to carry on working. Around the plaza, other male eyes followed her, silently this time, but still noticeable. The ladies looked on as well, some in envy, some in admiration, some with a good-natured smile, aware of the transience of beauty.  
 
    As more eyes landed on her, the woman walked faster and faster, just short of breaking into a run, drawing more attention to herself as she sought her destination. There was whispering throughout the plaza as she walked from the main street towards the inner castle walls. For a moment, all believed she was a guest of the laird’s.  
 
    It made sense. She was tall and beautiful. She was well-dressed and dignified. She could be a traveling noble lady, someone in dire need, who might have been robbed or attacked, barely escaping with her life, rushing back to the nearest laird for shelter and comfort. 
 
    Once again, the rumor mill lit up, people whispering into one another’s ears, their theories traveling faster than the lady’s swift steps, their fantasies spiraling out of control into the grandest of stories ever told by man. 
 
    The lady paused, as though confused, looking around, her breath fast from the exertion. For a moment she seemed lost, and the whispers became quieter as they waited to see what she would do next. Then, with a sudden glimmer in her eye, she walked to the pub, head still high, hands shivering a little, eyes now visibly wet with tears. 
 
    A few nearby people made their way over to the window to watch. Some older people chased their sons and nephews, daughters and nieces, back to work. Most of the plaza kept an eye on the door, waiting to see what would happen.  
 
    As she emerged once again, a couple of young ladies walked out after her, gossiping between themselves, passing on what they had seen to the next person they walked into.  
 
    The newcomer, although clearly uncomfortable with the whispering and staring that still surrounded her, carried on, purposeful, determined. She knew where she was going now. And so did everyone else. 
 
    As the new information from the bar spread from mouth to ear, woman to man, across the whole town, they put together the pieces. The lady had asked if there was a doctor in town. And when she had been told of two, she had asked to see Douglas specifically, the older, wiser, kinder of the two. It was to his house, and not the castle that she was headed.  
 
    As she vanished around the corner, leaving the plaza, mentions of her still lingered on the lips of the townsfolk. 
 
    “A guest of Douglas? What does a lady like her want with a doctor?” a middle-aged lady muttered somewhat disdainfully. “She dinnae look as though she needed a thing.” 
 
    One of the young ladies from the bar nodded. “No doubt one of his old acquaintances. My mother told me that Douglas once used to be a traveler. Perhaps she met him when he was still living with some other clan …” 
 
    The older lady laughed noisily. “She isn’t a day younger than yourself. Perhaps he met her mother or her father back in those days,” she replied.  
 
    The waiter, who had been standing by, cleared his throat, pretending that he had not been looking for an opportunity to talk to the young lady with the red hair.  
 
    “Perhaps she is ill?” the waiter said, leaning against the pub’s door frame. “She looked so pale and gaunt up close, and she seemed on the verge of tears, poor girl.” 
 
    The young ladies nodded at once. “Yes,” one said without hesitating. “She did not look too well. Perhaps she is ill, or perhaps someone at her home is ill.” 
 
    “I had wondered,” the older lady mused. “I had wondered, at least from a distance, if she might be visiting the laird and his family. But it is plain to see, up close, that she is not quite so dignified.” 
 
    The young ladies nodded again immediately. They had seen her up close. She could not be anyone important. 
 
    Of course not. She was on foot, not horseback. Not a single attendant walked by her side; not a single friend either. Nobody had announced the arrival of some noble visitor. And her clothes, although elegant, were worn and dirty. She had been someone once, that much was clear. She walked with such grace, holding her head high with authority. She had clothes which, when new, would have cost an absolute fortune. But whoever she had once been, she was not anymore. 
 
    As the town returned to work, gossiping quietly about the visitor, the lady rushed down through the streets, looking left and right, trying to spot the green door she had been directed towards. A part of her feared that the doctor would be out and she would have to endure more staring and whispering as she waited on his doorstep. 
 
    But the door was unlocked. Douglas was expecting her, and not as a patient, but as a friend. “Bridget!” he exclaimed as he saw her walk through the doorway.  
 
    She sighed in relief and embraced him closely, tears rolling down her cheeks. The journey had been long and stressful. She had feared for her life the entire way. And now, in the home of an old friend, she let go the cold façade she had worn for weeks. Douglas patted her gently on the back as she wept. He did not comment on the tears rolling down her cheeks; he only went to the pot which hung over the stove, stirring it with a ladle. 
 
    “Soup?” he asked. 
 
    Bridget nodded. 
 
    “Sit down,” he said with a smile, reaching for a bowl. 
 
    Bridget did.  
 
    “I heard from Kenneth that ye are somewhat trained in ointments and bandages already?” he asked, pouring her a bowl of soup which she was already eyeing ravenously.  
 
    “Aye, I am,” she said with a smile. “I am so thankful for what you are doing for me, Douglas.” 
 
    “It is no trouble, none at all,” he insisted, placing the bowl in front of her and unwrapping a loaf of bread from cheesecloth, beginning to cut her a slice. “Ye are as a daughter to me, and, truth be told, I could do with a little helping hand around here.” 
 
    He pushed the bread towards her and sat down himself, carefully folding the loaf back into the cheesecloth.  
 
    Bridget dipped her bread as daintily as she had been taught, trying not to appear too eager for a meal. She was starving. She had not eaten in some time. But she did not want to offend a man who she already felt she was taking advantage of. She ate slowly as he looked on. 
 
    “I have already eaten,” he said warmly. “Do not worry, enjoy your meal. There is plenty of food. I cannae imagine what it must have been like to lose your family like that, to lose it all. I cannae imagine how many hungry nights ye must have had. Eat well. Fill up.” 
 
    Putting down her bread and staring into the bowl, Bridget already felt the tears well up in her eyes again. “I am much better,” she lied. “It has been enough time.” 
 
    Douglas shook his head. “’Tis never enough time to recover from a horror like that,” he said with a sigh. “I have not, and I was nae there. You are a strong lassie.” 
 
    Bridget felt the tears rolling down her cheeks once more. “I wish I were strong. Perhaps then I would do much better.” 
 
    “You are doing well,” the doctor said, standing up and walking over to her, patting her shoulder gently. 
 
    Bridget shook her head. 
 
    “Aye, you are. And you are here now. This is the start of a new life.” Douglas embraced Bridget. “It will not be long before the laird hears from you, that much is certain,” he said with a nod to the window where a couple of curious kids were peering through the shutters. 
 
    There was a clatter as the children scattered down the street, no doubt to start new rumors about this strange lady who had arrived unannounced to visit their already rather strange old doctor.  
 
    Bridget sighed. “I suppose I shall be the talk of this town as well.” 
 
    Douglas patted her on the back again, apparently not sure what to do anymore, and walked to the window, adjusting the shutters so nobody could look in from the street any more. “Perhaps so. But so am I, and it does no harm. They mean nothing by it.” 
 
    Bridget fell silent. She did not want to be the center of attention either way.  
 
    Douglas sat down again in front of her, now only illuminated by the garden window which shone behind him. “Ye must learn to cope with people talking. They always talk. If you settle down, they will talk of what you once were. If you do not, then you shall always be the new lass, and always be the talk of the town.” 
 
    Bridget seemed unconvinced but nodded. “At least here they do not know what lies behind me,” she mused. 
 
    “Precisely. A new start. And how is Kenneth?” Douglas asked. “I trust he is well?” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO

  
 
      
 
    As usual, Laird Wallace sat in the great chair of the dining room, waiting to hear of the goings on within Clan Campbell. He was exhausted after a night of drinking and entertaining and a long morning out hunting, but he still looked forward to this meeting. Once a day, before lunch, he would be told of every little change within the castle walls. Once a week, he would hear of what happened beyond, at the borders of his lands. And every time, the information was of use to him. 
 
    Good news meant he was to continue as he was. Bad news meant he had to learn. There was nothing he could hear which would not end up being good for the laird.  
 
    And so, exhausted as he was, he settled into his chair for the long list of changes which the town had faced recently. It had become his tradition to ensure he was informed of everything of any note, keeping his fingers on the pulse of the people, and he was known for this. His people prided themselves in telling him of every bad crop, every bit of gossip, in case it might be important. United, the clan worked to ensure all problems were handled swiftly. And, as a consequence, it was thriving. 
 
    Today, two young ladies stood before him with determination etched into their brows. Usually, this meant there had been some dispute between families, or some argument between their husbands. But today it was neither. 
 
    “We have a newcomer,” one said, as bluntly as if declaring the birth of a foal. 
 
    Laird Wallace nodded. “Is she being treated well?” 
 
    “She is a Donald,” the second young lady said spitefully. “Can we ever trust one of them?” 
 
    He sighed. “I did not ask that. Is she being treated well?” 
 
    “Aye, she is a friend of Douglas, and is staying with him,” the first lady replied. 
 
    Laird Wallace smiled. “I am glad. It is good to ensure our guests are comfortable.” 
 
    “But she is a Donald,” the second lady insisted. “She should not be here. She does not belong. I am sure she is a spy or—” She stopped herself as she met the laird’s warning look. 
 
    “A Donald she may be,” Laird Wallace said thoughtfully. “But she is a relation of our dear doctor and a young lady in need. Whatever small disputes have existed between our clans in the past, this is today, and she is welcome. Why is she here?” 
 
    Laird Wallace settled into his seat as the young ladies revealed all the gossip they had heard. It was difficult, but he carefully separated fact from fiction and came to realize what a horrible life the newcomer had experienced. She was young, unmarried from what he gathered, and had lost all her family and worldly belongings to a house fire set by some bandits. Her sole friend in her village had sent her to start life anew. And, a Donald or not, she was more than welcome to start over among Laird Wallace’s people. 
 
    As the townspeople came in to speak of issues, all seemed to be concerned about the girl. Some were angry. Some were fearful. Most were simply worried for her well-being. And the laird assured each and every one that she was welcome and would be treated with dignity.  
 
    The day rolled by, and by the time the last man left the hall and the final rays of sunlight were cutting in through the window, Laird Wallace had already grown fond of a young lady he had not even met. 
 
    “So many people are bothered about that new lass,” his consul said with evident curiosity in his voice. “I wonder what she might have done to draw attention to herself?” 
 
    “I do not know. Perhaps it was simply a quiet day and she was something to talk about. I am so sorry to hear what that poor girl has been through,” the laird said, collapsing back into his chair, happy to slump after spending all day sitting with a straight back and a high head. Being royal was much easier than being regal.  
 
    “Aye,” the consul agreed with a nod. 
 
    “Did you hear about that fire? They said she was there, in it, and barely escaped with her life. She must have seen some things that no young lady should ever see,” Laird Wallace continued, already musing about his own experience of witnessing burning flesh on the battlefield. 
 
    “I cannae imagine what it must have been like,” the consul confessed with a weary sigh. “But nonetheless, she is held to the same standard as all among us. And the fact that she is a Donald should be considered before we welcome her so readily.” 
 
    “I was still a child myself when we last had any sort of confrontation with Clan Donald,” Laird Wallace said. “She could not have had anything to do with it.” 
 
    “And yet perhaps her loyalties lie with a now deceased father or uncle or grandfather. We cannot be too kind to a known enemy, can we? Imagine if we made a mistake,” the consul said. 
 
    Laird Wallace paused. “No, I do not believe there is any concern. The Donalds and the Campbells have some … disagreements. But her misfortune has naught to do with that. At least she has a place to stay and work.” 
 
    “Aye, a doctor’s assistant is a wonderful position from which to gain the trust of the townspeople,” the consul said with slight trepidation. 
 
    “She could not have planned for that,” Laird Wallace insisted. “An education like that could not have been completed in the time since the fire. She is simply a lucky lass.” 
 
    “She is indeed most fortunate she is educated,” the consul agreed. “Most young ladies in her position would be washer girls or set to wed whoever would take them. In Clan Donald that would hardly be a comfortable life. Especially not for someone so young and fragile. If she is the lady my wife saw in town yesterday, a kid like her might not even survive such harsh labor.”  
 
    “She is a child?” the laird asked, eyes wide. “I had imagined her to be a young lass. How did she make such a dangerous journey on her own?” 
 
    “Well, perhaps to my eyes, and to my wife’s, my laird,” the consul said, looking at his own wrinkled, loose, sun-spotted hands. “She is probably a young woman to yours. Seventeen at least, twenty-five at most. My wife says she heard the girl is eighteen, but one cannot trust rumors.” 
 
    Laird Wallace felt as though his head was spinning. Eighteen might be an adult, but it was hardly an age at which any young woman should be expected to set forth into the world on her own. “Eighteen!” he exclaimed, aghast. “An orphan at eighteen? And nobody but a friend of a friend to care for her?” 
 
    The consul shrugged. “It is only what I have heard, my laird, but I suppose it is not an impossibility.” 
 
    “It sounds like one,” the laird replied. 
 
    “No, it is unfortunately all too common these days. At eighteen, a young person is rugged and mature enough to work, and that is all the world needs of them. They make their own way. It is not a good life, no doubt, but it is at least a life,” the consul explained. 
 
    Laird Wallace pursed his lips. “It is not right.” 
 
    “No, it is not. But life is not fair,” the consul reminded the laird. 
 
    The laird stared at his glass on the table, thinking back six years to when he, too, was eighteen. He could not imagine being on his own even today, much less back then. Family, friends, wealth, and advisors were the only way someone could get by so young. And without any of those things, a young woman would be incredibly vulnerable.  
 
    Laird Wallace had lost many things in recent years. His father, his grandmother, his best friend. Some lands, some money, some good soldiers. But he had always had more to fall back on. He had a mother, an aunt, a cousin, and a consul, as well as several advisors, hundreds of strong warriors, and a whole town that supported him. He had not been alone, even if at times it had felt that way. 
 
    “Why would it happen to her, and not someone more deserving of suffering?” the laird mused. 
 
    “Misfortune does not choose,” the consul said. “Perhaps if God’s hand was involved it could be said to be fate, but it was not God’s hand which led those bandits to destroy her home, but the Other One’s wicked claw.” 
 
    “I thought ye did not like the Donald?” the laird said, smiling at his consul’s soft heart.  
 
    The older man shook his head slowly. “I do not like that she is a Donald. But if she shall become a good Campbell, who am I, who is anyone, to judge from whence she came?” 
 
    The Laird nodded. “Precisely. But we must not forget her origins either. Losing one’s father at twenty-four is harsh enough,” he said, considering the events which had taken his father from him earlier that year. “To lose a whole family at eighteen is dreadful. She is no doubt hurt, and we must remember that. She might act oddly, not because she is cruel but because she is in pain. She might be secretive, not because she is hiding ill intent, but because she is avoiding her own emotions. We need to be understanding of her.” 
 
    “The townspeople might not see things the same way,” the consul said. “They want her to fit in as quickly as possible.” 
 
    “Well, then we ought to address that. One cannot expect a vulnerable young lady to simply make herself at home in a new town after such a traumatic life. We need to make sure they associate her with good events, not with suspicion and trouble,” Laird Wallace replied. 
 
    “With time, they might simply come to accept her as a member of the community,” the consul said. “I am not sure if, perhaps, interfering would be worse for her.”  
 
    “She is already having some trouble fitting in, and I doubt they will forget about her any time soon,” the laird insisted. “We must do something to ensure she is noticed for all the right reasons.” 
 
    “It is certainly the most interesting thing to happen to Inverness in some months,” the consul agreed. “What do you think we can do to warm them up to her?” 
 
    Laird Wallace paused. He was not sure. The people had no reason to dislike or distrust this newcomer, but many clearly already did. It would not be as simple as telling them to trust and love her. People did not work like that. The more insistent he was that she be accepted, the less likely they were to accept her. Suspicion was already high enough. No, he needed to be subtler. 
 
    The most sensible thing would be to acknowledge the people’s suspicions and act as though he believed them. And then, once she had proven herself, he could make a show of accepting her for who she was. There would always be someone in town who, even after all that, would view her with suspicion. But one or two disagreements were easier to handle than an entire town of doubting eyes. 
 
    “Do you have an idea?” the consul asked again. 
 
    “I shall assure her of a permanent place in Clan Campbell,” the laird said with a nod. “I shall give her a position within the castle walls so that she is out of reach of the villagers. That way they cannot make a bad impression upon one another.” 
 
    The consul hesitated, then nodded back. “Aye, my laird, it sounds like a fine plan. Shall I send for her to be brought to the throne room immediately?” 
 
    “No, tonight,” the laird replied. 
 
    “Tonight?” the consul asked.  
 
    “A banquet, at least, is in order, do you not think?” Laird Wallace replied with a faint smile. “And perhaps by tonight, some role can be found for her within the castle walls. I am thinking that perhaps, as a maid trained in medicine, an herbalist or an assistant to the castle doctors would both be fantastic options.” 
 
    “We are not in need of either,” the consul replied plainly. 
 
    Laird Wallace shrugged. “That is not the point, is it? Tell her that we are. And offer her whatever it takes to persuade her. I know she will be fearful of leaving her friend. Offer her money, a home, whatever you believe shall convince her.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE

  
 
      
 
    The Laird was always pleased to throw a banquet; it had consistently proven a great thing to bring everyone together. Between the day off work, the abundant food and drink, the joyful music and dancing, and the meeting of old friends, it gave all of Inverness a chance to remember their bonds and their purpose together. It was also a powerful reminder of the wealth, nobility, and strength of their laird, who was not only able to keep them from danger but also provided them with abundance the likes of which most of Scotland had never seen. 
 
    Laird Wallace had more personal reasons for holding such frequent festivities, though. And that was his love for his father and grandfather.  
 
    It was a tradition his family had held for generations, and it had kept the clan happy with their leadership for countless years. It kept the people strong and the lairds loved. Laird Wallace could remember as far back as when he was a wee boy of two or three, sitting at the head of the great table, by his father’s side, staring out across the packed hall at the people rejoicing exuberantly at the simple pleasure of living. 
 
    Banquets had always held a valued place in the laird’s heart. When his father returned from a battle, or from rough negotiations, there was a banquet. When the young lad had been fearful or hurt, there was a banquet. When the people were excited, there was a banquet. When the people needed comforting, there was a banquet. For every life and every death, every victory and every defeat, the laird of Inverness, head of Clan Campbell, had offered his people a chance to feast and dance their emotions away. 
 
    Things had been a little different recently. 
 
    The old laird had grown tired and weak. Laird Wallace had taken his place in all but title, arranging banquets as always. It had been easy, as long as his father still sat by his side at the head of that great table. But since his father had passed earlier that year, Laird Wallace had not had the energy to hold a banquet. It felt as though the effort involved was an insurmountable cliff he had to climb alone. Not due to timing, or plans, or finances, but due to the way every last step cut into his heart without mercy. 
 
    A banquet was what his father used to show that all was well. 
 
    And how could Laird Wallace throw a banquet when all was not well when his beloved father had left them forever? Nothing seemed good enough or big enough to warrant ending the young laird’s mourning. 
 
    But it was not just about him.  
 
    Banquets were held to bring a community together, to make people happy and at ease. And now this young lady needed the support that would provide. Laird Wallace knew it was his duty to swallow his pain and ensure that all of Inverness remained strong and whole. 
 
    Looking about the great hall as the grand doors were opened and the banquet was to begin, Laird Wallace felt pain, but also relief. It was as though a storm cloud which had been looming along the horizon of his life had finally broken into rain. And, although it hurt, he knew that this would be it. Once the rain had fallen, life would resume as before. 
 
    He sat at the head of the table, watching the nobles march in to take the most important seats, followed by the merchants and elders who sat at the end of the table, followed by the peasants who sat huddled around side tables, or stood and sat on the floor where seats were not available. Before long, the great hall was buzzing with life. All were thrilled that, finally, another banquet would be held. They knew it was to welcome the newcomer. But that was not about to stop them from enjoying themselves. 
 
    The guest of honor was to be walked in by her friend, the doctor, and welcomed with a toast in her honor from the whole room. The laird had already composed himself ready to keep the peace and make an example for the town. But when she stepped in through the door, he found his breath taken away. 
 
    She was the loveliest thing he had ever laid eyes on. Long blonde curled hair, bright blue eyes, lightly golden skin. He had never seen someone like her. Not in his entire life. The noblest of high-class ladies could not have her grace. The sweetest of fairies was not as delicate or precious. 
 
    He could tell he was not alone. As she walked up, a silence crept across the room. Though the odd person still talked, most whispered or simply stared, wordless as she glided through the hall like an angel. There was some jealousy, some fear, some lust. She was noticed. No wonder she felt uncomfortable. No wonder everyone had an opinion on her. 
 
    The laird still found his breath heavy in his chest as she stood before him. He lost the ability to think briefly. It was like for a few seconds she became his whole world. She did not become any less beautiful up close. No flaws became apparent. It was like she really was a creature from another world. He felt like a fool, simply smiling at her without a thought. And he could not help it. 
 
    As she gazed into his eyes, something came over him. Although she seemed so flawless and precious, there was something fierce and powerful in her eyes. There was anger. And lust. And grief. And envy. A thousand and one passions burning like the sun behind the blue sky of her irises. A hypnotic blend of emotions and experiences that Laird Wallace instantly knew he would never understand. She might be young and beautiful, but she had clearly been shaped by a world he had not known, by a life more painful than he could imagine. And, cutting through his lust and fascination, he felt a deep respect for this strong little lady who had been through so much and yet stood with her head held high and a fire in her young soul. 
 
    Bridget curtsied deeply. “My laird,” she said. Her voice sounded broken, not for any reason, but like it had been broken a long time, like she, herself, was broken deep inside.  
 
    The laird found himself trying to remember that, for all her power and beauty, she had survived trauma. Of course, there would be some pain left from her experiences. And yet it was difficult to believe that the lady before him was the same long-suffering girl he had heard about. 
 
    “Sit with me, Bridget,” he said, offering her the chair by his side. “Let us celebrate your coming to Clan Campbell.” 
 
    She shook her head and smiled sweetly. Her boldness seemed to shatter as she blushed and became shy. “I would rather sit with those of a stature equal to mine. I do not belong at the head of the table.” 
 
    “Sit by me,” he insisted. “I wish to get to know you better. You are one of mine now.”  
 
    “Even as one of your subjects, my laird, I am still far from a noble lady, much less someone equal to a laird. I pray, let me be seated with my friend,” she replied. 
 
    The laird laughed. “Let your friend sit with me also, then,” he said, waving for a servant to bring another chair to the head of the table. “Sit, doctor, sit, Bridget.” 
 
    With a flushed face, Bridget watched as Douglas sat down in the offered chair. Slowly, she lowered herself into the seat between Laird Wallace and Douglas. “Thank you, my laird,” she whispered.  
 
    “We are all friends here,” he said, smiling warmly at her. 
 
    She smiled back, not quite as meekly as before. There was a little fire left in this girl after all. “I would not have thought simple people could be friends with a laird,” she replied. 
 
    “If my people were not my friends, I would not treat them kindly,” Laird Wallace explained. “Too many lairds and kings value their friends above their subjects. Well, my subjects are my friends, so they will always be valued.” 
 
    Bridget’s eyes shone a little. As the laird admired her more closely, he realized she was not quite as unharmed as he had thought. When the hem of her sleeve rose a little, he could see the edge of a pink burn scar, faded out, probably permanent. So she had suffered in the fire too. She was fortunate to be alive.  
 
    But besides the burn on her arm, barely visible even up close, she was perfect. As he drank wine, asked her about her life, and listened to her replies, he found himself looking for other flaws, but found none. And her burn, although it marked her, was a mark of bravery and survival, a battle scar, jewelry for her soul. He could not dislike it. Time and time again, he was entranced by her beauty, her voice, and her story. So much so that he kept forgetting to speak and didn’t manage a bite of food for most of the banquet.  
 
    It was not just her beauty that inspired and captivated him. Laird Wallace had expected her to be young and pretty, but he felt more for her than just simple, manly attraction. 
 
    She was strong. She had gone from a life of moderate stability and comfort to having nothing at all. She had been caught in a fire and lost her family. She had trekked her way to Inverness. And here she stood, passionate and beautiful, articulate and demure, everything he had ever wanted in a woman. She was the very symbol of Scottish strength. She was a goddess, a heroine, what every young woman should aspire to be. 
 
    As she gazed out across the banquet hall, Bridget sighed heavily. 
 
    “Are ye well?” the laird asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “I am.” 
 
    “What is on your mind?” he asked. 
 
    “The people here seem so happy,” she mused, eyes shining a little in the flickering candlelight. “I have not seen such happy people before.” 
 
    “Many people are happy,” the laird replied. “Perhaps not all the time. We all have hardships. But if life was not sometimes beautiful and sweet and peaceful, then what would be the point of it? And if it was more pain than beauty, then how would we manage?” 
 
    “I have not known this life,” Bridget replied. “This strange world you speak of where beauty outweighs the pain and hardship of life.” 
 
    Laird Wallace averted his gaze a moment. “I understand. But perhaps you shall know this life and this world. I hope you will discover it in Inverness.” 
 
    Bridget shrugged and shook her head, reluctant to say anything more about it. Laird Wallace was not sure what had upset her, but it was clear something had. All he had meant to say was that he wanted to her to be welcome and happy, that she would live a better life from now on. But it seemed she had taken personal offense to it. He racked his brains as to what she could have misinterpreted, what she could be thinking, but he remained clueless. He decided he needed to explain himself so she knew what he had meant.  
 
    “You are most welcome here. You can become a member of Clan Campbell if you wish,” he said as reassuringly as he could manage. “I do not mean to insult your life or your experiences. I am simply trying to make you at home.” 
 
    “I am scared to make myself at home anywhere,” she replied. “I am worried that if I make myself at home, my misfortunes will follow me and ruin Clan Campbell as well.” 
 
    He laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Ye are not cursed,” he said. “And there has been enough misery in your life. It should be much better from now on, do you not think?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Or perhaps I shall make your peace fall apart with my wretched luck. Perhaps the whole clan will fall into chaos,” she said morosely.  
 
    “All have been content with how the Campbells rule Inverness,” he said with a shrug. “If they wish to challenge me, they may. If they wish to give the town to another clan or to change how I run my lairdship, then they can tell me. I have always made every effort to ensure they are happy. I do not care if I am no longer laird, so long as they stay happy.” 
 
    “I cannae believe that,” she said flatly. “No man wants to give up power, even if he has no business wielding it.” 
 
    Laird Wallace shook his head. “I am such a man. As was my father, and my grandfather. Perhaps men were power hungry in your old clan, but here we are different.” 
 
    Bridget seemed a little uncomfortable. But of course she would be. Clan rivalries were not the most welcoming of topics for a newcomer. Normally Laird Wallace would not mind defending his clan. He took pride in how united they were. Today was different. Bridget’s crestfallen manner was enough to stop him in his tracks. She knew her clan had failed its people, herself included. That was why she was here. But she, like Laird Wallace, would still wish to defend where she had come from. 
 
    The last thing he wanted was to cause tension between them. So he smiled and chose to not say any more. He didn’t need to tell her he was a good laird. He would show her.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 

  
 
      
 
    Bridget worked for the doctor for less than a week before she was given a job position in the castle. She had expected that after the banquet. It was clear that the laird had seen her beauty and sympathized with her suffering. He also prided himself in his leadership, generosity, and love. She knew that he would do anything to make her see what a great laird he was, to make sure her life in Clan Campbell was good. 
 
    Dr. Douglas was initially hesitant to lose his assistant, but, in the end, agreed that her life would be better in the castle. She went with his blessing and with a parting promise to visit every week. 
 
    Laird Wallace at first only offered her tasks and emotional support. She saw him a few times a day as she dusted his rooms, stoked his fires, and carried his laundry down to the wash room. The laird’s middle-aged mother was also welcoming and friendly, taking the young lady under her wing.  
 
    As Bridget grew close to the laird’s mother, the laird himself seemed to become even more interested in Bridget. He would spend more and more time in whichever room she was working on. And whenever they were in each other’s company, they would talk endlessly about their lives and experiences, their values and hopes for the future. 
 
    They had many disagreements. He believed man was fundamentally good, whereas Bridget believed people were wicked without the law on their backs. He felt that the poor suffered enough hardship to make them tough, whereas she was certain that the poor suffered too much. The laird insisted that mediocre leadership was better than none, whereas Bridget maintained that most people would fare better without a laird or king than under a weak one. As they butted heads, their arguments became heated, sometimes scaring and confusing the other members of staff, who had nothing but respect for Laird Wallace.  
 
    When it came to their experiences, however, they had a lot more in common than not. 
 
    Both had lost relatives recently, and in that common ground, they grew into a sort of family of their own, taking on new roles. They shared the feeling of isolation, the fear of abandonment, the need for more affection and care. Bridget had not felt this understood in years, and she was grateful to get to know a man who she could open up to this much. 
 
    Whatever their differences in ideals, the similarities between the lives they had lived so far were remarkable. From a childhood of moderate hardship to a youth of relative wealth and power, to the loss of important family figures, it was as though they had been following the same path. 
 
    Throughout, Bridget knew that Laird Wallace was falling in love with her. 
 
    He spent more and more time with her as the days and weeks passed. His attention went from casual and coy to bold. He would take her hand to seize her attention and comfort her when she wept or became angry. He even adopted pet names for her, like “lark,” “rose,” and “honey.” Whenever nobody else was looking, he made it as obvious as possible that he cared for her. 
 
    She tried to keep some distance, to act a little aloof. It was important to her. And he seemed to believe it. He reluctantly gave her space, baffled by her apparent cluelessness. 
 
    Of course, in reality, Bridget knew that Laird Wallace was interested in her. Everyone who had seen them together knew that he was interested in her. Although he believed he was subtle in public, his flushed cheeks and shining eyes betrayed him. Although he thought he was being clever by showering her with affection in private, it would be hard not to notice that he spent as much time as possible alone with her as possible as she went about her duties. 
 
    The only people who didn’t realize how transparent he was were the laird himself and his mother. Bridget was simply biding her time, working out just what she meant to this peculiar man and attempting to not look too eager. 
 
    It was no surprise to her when he invited her to his quarters for an afternoon. It was more surprising when all he wanted to do was talk.  
 
    She had anticipated that she would be invited to become his mistress. He desired her, he had affection for her, and he had enough power to command her. But he sat down by the fire, offering her an identical armchair by his side, and they sat, watching the embers dance, talking about how Inverness was doing and what improvements Clan Campbell needed to make. 
 
    For the first time, he entertained some of her ideas. It was as though she was finally getting through to him. He seemed at peace with the ideas she put forward and she did not raise her voice once in the three hours she was there. 
 
    Sealing the evening with a kiss, she knew he was all hers. She had won him over so much that he didn’t even dare make a move without her consent. 
 
    The next evening, she returned and they completed their union.  
 
    All as planned. 
 
    Every night, she returned to his room and he divulged his deepest of secrets. His fears, his plans, his failings, and the inner working of his castle were all explained to her. After each heart to heart, she would lie in his bed and swear eternal loyalty as his fingers explored her body and his lips showered her in praise for listening to him. It was like she was his wife already. 
 
    It was never formalized. Bridget knew she was just a nobody, just a maid and a mistress. But she was happy with this. It was more than she had hoped for. 
 
    Back when she lost her family, Bridget had expected to be dead by now. At the very least destitute, cold, ill, and hungry on the side of some common path. Lying in bed with a young, handsome, intelligent laird was a miraculous recovery which she would not take lightly. She didn’t dare ask for any more. Especially not when she knew how easily it could be lost. 
 
    The laird had given her back all the luxuries she used to enjoy as a minor noble in Clan Donald. Looking in the mirror, she finally recognized the face as her own. She knew she was more beautiful than ever. Not just from looking at herself, but from the reactions of the people around her. The men salivated at the sight of her. The women eyed her with admiration and jealousy. The children called her “Princess Bridget.”. And the laird … he loved her more and more every day. 
 
    Bit by bit, she was gifted with a thousand and one beautiful dresses, pieces of jeweler, and hair pieces. Day by day, she ate better and better, enjoying meats and wines. Her cheeks grew rosier and her limbs felt stronger. She had forgotten food could taste this good. She had forgotten clothes could be this comfortable. She had forgotten love could run this deep. Life was dripped back into her body and soul. 
 
    It hurt her to realize all this would be coming to an end. 
 
    As she lay in his bed, her arm draped across his chest, her head in the cradle of his arm, she wished she could stay like this forever. After all, she had lost, the thought of losing him too was horrific. Terrifying. She could not lose another love. But it would happen. She gripped him, held him tight, almost weeping at the thought that this would end. 
 
    It was getting hard to not unveil her secrets to this man.  
 
    She learned more secrets of his mind and body as time went by. Inverness seemed to accept her as Laird Wallace’s mistress. Either they were just lovely people, or she was that special to them. She was welcome. And yet they knew nothing about her. 
 
    It was all she could do to stop herself explaining everything about herself to all these people who loved and supported her. But if she were to tell them, then would they hate her? No doubt they would. Even the laird. 
 
    He loved what he knew about her. If he knew any more, nothing could make him love her. Nobody could love a woman like her. He just loved the idea of her, the vision he had created. So had the people. 
 
    They saw her walking with him across the town, where he showed her off like the trophy she no doubt was in the eyes of the people. They saw her as a little angel, as a graceful creature of God, sent to make their laird’s life complete. Their initial suspicions has been more accurate. But she’d had the opportunity to defeat their first impressions of her, and she had seized it. 
 
    Getting dressed for yet another day out in Inverness, she knew that the strong, handsome man by her side was the only reason the people gave her another chance. He had loved and trusted her from the start. He had made a place for her in Clan Campbell. 
 
    He loved and trusted her, so now they loved and trusted her, and life was slowly becoming the beautiful experience she had always wanted it to be. She shivered as she watched his strong young body shine with the water he was using to rinse himself. He was beautiful. And he would be gone. All this would be gone.  
 
    Wordlessly, Bridget made her way over to the chest where he kept his clothes and picked out the items he would be wearing for the day. She also laid his hunting clothes out on the bed, ready for later. They would walk across town, greet a few of the people, check the guards at the walls, then walk back, passing by the stables to ensure his steeds were healthy and happy, before coming in for a hearty breakfast. After that, he would leave Bridget alone in their quarters as he went to hunt.  
 
    She had learned his routine very early on and had become a part of it. He was a man of routine. He alternated his days for most of the week, with one day reserved to catch up on the clan’s latest news. Besides seeing his people, one day would be an outdoors day; another would be an indoors day.  
 
    She had also learned of his internal struggles, of the disputes between himself and other clans and families, and the ways he managed them to protect his people. She took detailed notes of each and every facet of Laird Wallace’s life. She would then ask him later on, extract more details, and unveil deeper secrets. Within a few weeks, she already knew more about him than anyone else did. 
 
    Of course, that was all according to the plan. Because Bridget had not appeared in Inverness by coincidence. She had been sent. 
 
    It was her duty to gather information on the laird and his people. To draw a map of the town and the castle. To discover weaknesses and strengths. To win over the trust of the laird and his people. To make herself a part of the workings, someone who the guards and the townspeople would trust without a second thought, no matter what she asked of them. She was supposed to remain cold and distant as she wove her way into the fabric of the castle, all the better to tear it down from the inside.  
 
    She was having second thoughts now, though. She liked Laird Wallace. She liked him far too much to carry on with the plot they had made.  
 
    She had been right when she’d first met him: he was a good Laird. And a good man. And his people were happy. 
 
    Bridget had not expected this. She had been told that Clan Campbell was full of wicked and careless people. That Laird Wallace was a power hungry and angry man. That it would be easy to betray them. And now she knew it would be so very, very hard. 
 
    Watching the laird as he put on his boots, ready to spend another day among his people, Bridget asked herself how she could possibly kill such a magnificent man. 
 
    But it was not up to her. 
 
    After all, she had not come to Inverness alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE

  
 
      
 
    At night, as the town slept, someone gently and quietly padded through the castle hallways, pausing before every door and every corner. The figure was wrapped in a cloak the color of midnight, wearing soft-soled shoes and a big hood shading their face. They moved lightly, feet almost silent, breath as gentle as a breeze.  
 
    The cloaked figure was startled by the clank of someone moving much less carefully in the next hallway. Tense, they listened carefully, working out where the sound was. As they finally realized the sound was getting closer, it was almost too late. The light of a candle began to shine on the wall where the halls crossed. 
 
    The figure darted into an embedded doorway and waited as the maid walked by, hoping she would not turn down their hallway, breath held hard. The light of the candle briefly illuminated the figure’s hallway but carried on down the adjacent hall. The figure breathed a sigh of relief and waited, counting to fifty, to make sure the maid was long gone before progressing. 
 
    Sneaking down the spiral staircase, each step laced with anxiety, the figure held its breath most of the way, scared both of running into someone on the stairs, and of being heard because of the slight echo in the spiral walls. It was the tensest part of the trip. But they were lucky enough to not run into anyone. 
 
    Their troubles were not over yet: the downstairs door was locked. This had been anticipated, though. The figure shuffled a little, producing a key, and inserted it into the lock. It turned noisily and the figure tensed, freezing. Someone must have heard that. The figure prepared itself to run back upstairs and hide again. 
 
    But the minutes passed and nobody appeared. The figure’s shaky hand gripped the door and pulled it open, hearing it groan and creak a thousand times louder than it did during the day. Quickly, before anyone might get suspicious, the figure darted out and pulled the door shut behind itself, panting heavily, afraid. Looking left and right, the figure confirmed they were alone. 
 
    The moon shone down through the clouds and illuminated the bare back gardens. No guards patrolled this garden at night, and nobody at the wall could see this little darkened path. It would be easy to just cross the lawn. And yet it looked immense. Insuperable. Infinite. Like an ocean between the figure and the door in the wall at the far side.  
 
    Waiting there, there was no chance of getting caught. But there was no chance of getting anywhere either. The figure braced itself and darted, the damp grass soaking their soft shoes right through to the skin, making it cold and clammy. For a second, the black robes were illuminated by the moonlight. And then they plunged back into the darkness under the castle wall, hand gripping the unlocked wooden door. 
 
    The figure, shrouded in darkness, walked out through the small garden door at the back of the castle, creeping through Inverness. The city was far less peaceful than the castle. 
 
    Within the city streets, no longer held back by the castle’s majestic main walls, the wind howled angrily, rattling shutters and sending small items flying. Animals cried out from time to time, braying and grunting and clucking over whatever small disputes they had concerning space and heat and food. Fires crackled in every building, creating an odd background rustle that made it feel like billions of insects were hiding in the shadows shaking their legs. The buildings’ beams groaned in the shadows, like lurking beasts waiting to leap on anyone passing by.  
 
    A huddle of five drunks slept against a wall, embracing one another, no doubt imagining they were with their wives at home instead of in the street with one another where they fell. As the figure walked past, trying to be inconspicuous, two pairs of eyes opened and one head lifted, staring. By the weak lights cast through shuttered house windows, the figure must have looked like the Grim Reaper himself ambling down the cobbled streets. The two drunks who were roused shuddered. One man crossed himself, invoking the protections of God. The other clung to his friend, shaking violently, not ready to go just yet. All breathed a sigh of relief as the cloaked figure continued to glide down the street, towards the gate to the castle. They would no doubt put it down to drunken hallucinations when they awoke. 
 
    The only sober person who saw the figure was a castle guard on his way to swap shifts, but he didn’t do anything. It was not his duty to patrol the town, just the castle. He didn’t know or care who was slinking about Inverness in a cloak. Whether a drunk, an adulterer, or a worshipper of the old gods, the guard knew he would get no reward for intervening. So he nodded at the dark hood and marched on to the castle. 
 
    The figure was not so lucky when it reached the city gate, at the outer castle wall. There a solitary soldier stood, determined to keep a watchful eye on the laird’s people. 
 
    The figure marched onward, determined, hoping if they walked fast enough, they would be let through rather than held back. But that was not the case. As they were noticed, the soldier raised his hand in greeting, smiling disarmingly. 
 
    The soldier stopped the figure at the castle walls, saying something hurried about checking if everything was all right. But, before he could look into the cloak, the hard-working young man was distracted by his friend who was returning from a bathroom break. He waved to his friend with the same relaxed hand and disarming smile. The friend waved back, not yet noticing the little dark figure. Said figure noticed its chance and seized it in a heartbeat. 
 
    The figure burst into a sprint, which was not noticed until it was gone entirely, leaving the soldier wondering if he had imagined there was anyone there at all. He asked the other soldier if he had noticed the stranger. The other soldier shook his head. Under his breath, the soldier at the gate told himself he needed to sleep more and drink less.  
 
    Hidden behind a nearby tree, the figure panted for breath from the sudden burst of speed. It was important to wait until all the soldier’s suspicions were gone before creeping away into the safe cover of the woodlands. A curious owl, resting in the branches of the tree, quietly called out to the intruder. Every hoot sounded as loud as a scream, and the figure, scared of being discovered, was glad to finally creep away into the woods. 
 
    The woods were cold, and the figure shivered despite the cloak. As the icy wind cut across, the figure gripped their cloak around their shoulders. It was hardly winter any more. The trees were slowly filling with leaves and buds. The scent of wildflowers was carried on the icy breeze. And yet it was too cold. At least for someone who had grown used to the sweet comforts of the castle, to its warmth and protective walls. Running through the untamed brush after living in a castle was like descending into the first circles of hell after experiencing a minute of heaven.  
 
    The rowan trees grew thick here. Their heavy leaves rustled loudly and cut out the moonlight in great patches of shadow. Their roots and countless broken twigs and branches coated the ground, making it difficult to progress. The untamed woodland grew rowan like a lion grows a mane, thickly framing its clearings and other hidden secrets. As the figure approached the right area, they slowed down, both to avoid tripping on the denser plant life and to gain their bearings and hone in on the spot they were seeking.  
 
    They stopped for a moment as the wind whipped their skin under the hood, causing them to stumble, their ankle folding. Letting out a whimper of pain, the figure stood, momentarily confused, like they were about to surrender and turn back to Inverness. Still, the figure steeled itself and marched onward, head turning left and right, looking for something. An air of desperation began to rise. And then it stopped.  
 
    Calm washed over the woods. 
 
    The figure had spied another person ahead. Someone tall and robust, completely swallowed by the shadows of a mighty oak tree. The first figure shivered but stepped forward a little. The new person seemed to suddenly notice the cloaked one. Slowly, the new figure moved out of the shadows into a bright river of moonlight that broke between the leaves of the oak tree and those of the nearest rowan.  
 
    The first figure braced itself, ready to run should this be the wrong person. 
 
    The man walked out into the light and the figure breathed a sigh of relief, seeing a familiar face, walking up to meet him. They stood, face to face. 
 
    The first figure was so small, compared to the man under the tree, whose hair seemed almost pitch black in the shadows and whose vast height, broad shoulders, and large head made him seem like a giant in comparison to anyone else from the town of Inverness. 
 
    He rested both hands on the cloaked figure’s small shoulders and smiled. “Thank goodness ye made it,” he said. “For a moment I was afraid that they might have caught you, that all our plans would have gone to rot. You are safe, though. I am glad.” 
 
    The hooded figure beamed up at the man. He was handsome, in a rugged and torn way, and seemed peacefully content to see his guest arriving safely at the designated meeting place. His face was worn and scarred beyond what it should be for his years. His beard was cropped and unkempt, as was his hair. His clothes were dirty with mud, blood, sweat, and soot from the fire. But to the young lady standing before him, he was perfect.  
 
    Dropping the cloak hood, the man revealed Bridget’s long thick blonde curls, tangled from the hood, sweat, and wind. She looked up into his eyes and smiled. He looked down into hers and sighed. “I have missed you, Bridget,” he said. “Do not take my words to mean that I do not love you and yearn for you. But understand, the plan goes deeper than just you or I.” 
 
    Bridget ignored his reassuring words. His presence was comfort enough. “Alec, I miss you,” she said, leaning in and brushing her lips against his warmly, letting out a soft and deep moan.  
 
    She really did. She had missed his face, his voice, his warm touch, his love. 
 
    It had been months since she had last seen him. To stick to their plan, she had to stay hidden in the castle. Any journeys outside would have raised suspicions. She had to keep up her image of being the perfect lady, a beloved mistress of her laird. She had to make sure everyone loved and trusted her, no matter what. She had to infiltrate Clan Campbell so that she and Alec could unite against Laird Wallace, kill him and his nobles, and take over all of Inverness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX

  
 
      
 
    Bridget had not lost her family at the age of eighteen. She had lost it at the age of sixteen, two years ago. Although the people believed that she had come out of the fire fairly unscathed, that she had wandered briefly before coming to Inverness, the truth was much different. 
 
    Her arm had been painfully burned. The pink marks that remained now were permanent scars left behind after the black flesh fell from her scabs. She had lived in the woods for two years, surviving off whatever she could get her hands on. The fire had been an accident, but that did not mean she had anyone to turn to, anyone to show her some love and pity. Her family had not been well-liked. 
 
    Although they had been wealthy and powerful merchants, Clan Donald was otherwise not particularly wealthy or powerful. Bridget’s family had risen through a combination of fortune and exploitation, becoming rulers through sheer brute force rather than any dignified means. They believed that, with the poor lot the whole clan had been dealt, any way of ascending through the ranks was worthwhile. The rest of the village did not agree. They felt that Bridget’s family had been punished for their selfishness and greed, for allowing their peers to suffer whilst the family enjoyed luxury. They took no pity on Bridget. 
 
    The bandits, far from villains, had been the only people to offer her any help. They did not consider Bridget’s family to be sinners, but rather saw them as equals. Much like the bandits, Bridget and her family had done whatever it took to secure themselves a life. Much like the bandits, they were hated for not wanting to die. Much like the bandits, when something bad happened to Bridget, she was refused help. Where the village treated the fire as an act of God, the bandits acknowledged it as a tragedy and took her into the woods with them.  
 
    With no other option, the young girl had followed the only people who showed her kindness. It was a change from the life she had enjoyed until then. 
 
    Bridget had been forced to adapt and adjust to a life of stealing and living humbly. At first, she had resented her new existence. 
 
    Like the rest of Clan Donald, Bridget had been raised to see the bandits as wicked scroungers, as villains, as monsters. She was furious that she was left to live with that. She knew she was better than these people and the life they led, and she knew she deserved better. Whatever they offered her, however much they tried to appease and satisfy her, the only thing she could think about was how much better life had been when she was somebody powerful and wealthy. 
 
    And yet, as time passed, some gratitude grew in her heart for the fresh start she had been offered. She was glad to be alive if nothing else. 
 
    It was tough to fall from being a young lady whose life had been getting steadily better. It was tough to take one step forward and a dozen steps back. But it was better than being dead. It was better than being turned to ash in a fire, mauled by a bear, or starving on a roadside.  
 
    Besides, the bandits were hardly as poor or as feeble as she had imagined. They had shelter, fresh water, and regularly poached on various lairds’ lands for meat. They might be hated, but Bridget’s family had been hated too. And why would she want to be popular and starving instead of hated and fed? 
 
    Not to mention, the company of the bandits was far better than that of the village. 
 
    Alec had been there for her when she had lost everything, from the beginning. He had been a friend. Even when she was acting like a brat, like she was better than him, he had reassured her, embraced her, told her how loved and good and wanted she was. Even when her heart ached, he would sit quietly by her side. Even when she complained of how nasty the food tasted, he served her another bowl. Even when the other bandits resented her and threatened to kick her out, he stood up for her. 
 
    He loved her. She knew this. She might have been young, but she was not naive, and it was pretty obvious what a beautiful lady she was growing up to be. He knew it was his chance to win her over before some other man did, so he courted her, in his own way. And, although he was a little older than she would have liked, she entertained him because she had to. Because he was the only one of the bandits who understood her fussiness, her selfishness, and her teenage tantrums. Because he knew she would eventually grow up, and that she would be far more useful as a grown lady than she would be as a dead child buried in the woods. 
 
    He protected her, not just against the townspeople, but against his own men. He guided her in how to protect herself against others as well. He taught her the fighting skills which most young ladies desperately needed and never had. He showed her how to wield a sword, a bow and arrow, how to dodge an attack and throw a man three times her size. Alec was everything she had ever needed and she knew that with him by her side, she would make it through life. 
 
    If only she had known him better before the fire. If only she had respected him back then … Perhaps she would have learned how to save people from a building in flames, and then she and her family would still be together. 
 
    But what was done was done. 
 
    And now, all she had was Alec. 
 
    It was good she had him, of course.  
 
    But it was not good that she only had him.  
 
    Alec was a somewhat angry man. And with just cause. He had grown up on almost nothing. He had been forced to be angry and mean to survive. It was how all the bandits were. It was how they needed to be to live in a world that did not have enough resources for charity. The ones who were kind and gentle learned the hard way or died in the process. The ones who were left grew meaner and meaner with time. It was impossible to resent them for it, especially when Bridget herself was having to live like that. 
 
    Bridget had not wanted anything to do with angry and mean people, though. She’d never needed anything to do with them. She had been raised as a polite young lady and had learned that being kind resulted in more and more wealth and more and more love from others. Now, when she was kind, the bandits would mock her for it and threaten to take advantage of her. Her sensitive nature was not able to cope with that. 
 
    Alec’s willingness to help her was the only refuge she got when living among men who were the human equivalent to bears or other wild beasts. At least he tried to show her some love and give her a chance. 
 
    She had fallen in love with him. Or with the idea of him. She wasn’t quite sure which, but she felt enough about him to do as he pleased. 
 
    She learned from him how to be mean and selfish and strong. He learned from her how to be polite and smile more and show affection. Neither of them enjoyed this, but both realized the value in these skills.  
 
    And so, they began to unite. They spent night after night learning from one another, asking questions, practicing their new skills. When the other bandits went to bed, they sat watching the fire, playing out different scenarios. It was through one of these that the plan had been hatched. 
 
    “Ye are a skilled actress,” he said, itching the side of his nose.  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “And a noble lady,” he continued. 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Ye could infiltrate a castle if ye wished to,” he concluded. 
 
    Bridget shrugged lightly and stared into the flames. “I am not sure I could do something so deceitful, so wicked and senseless.” 
 
    “’Tis not senseless,” he replied. “Makes all the sense in the world. We have nothing. We could have everything if you won over an entire castle.” 
 
    “I would feel so wrong,” she said. 
 
    Alec laughed. “Even if it were Clan Campbell?” he asked. 
 
    Bridget hesitated. Every story she had heard about them was of their villainy. They were much more despised in Clan Donald. “No. I could do that.” 
 
    And so, she had begun to work her way towards becoming a Clan Campbell infiltrator, complete with a backstory. To make this easier, they based the story off her real life, so that she would not have to lie too much. But they embellished it, making it sound more recent, doing everything possible to make her sound vulnerable and desperate so that Laird Wallace would have to take her in. 
 
    Even though she still found him boorish and insensitive, Alec had become her all. Her parental figure. Her guardian. Her lover. She would have done anything for him by the time she turned eighteen. Although his idea of infiltrating Clan Campbell left a bad taste in her mouth, she wanted to make him happy, and she could not see anything wrong in simply spying on a rival clan. 
 
    Still, deep down, she knew he would ask her to do more than spy. Deep down she knew he was preparing her to do something a thousand times more terrible. And she let him. Because she loved him. She would do anything to stay in his good graces. Even deceive herself. 
 
    Alec seemed to believe he was being sly. He made a point of barely discussing matters with her. Of buttering her up. Of acting overly kind and generous so long as she was paying attention to him. 
 
    And she still let him.  
 
    What he eventually suggested to her did not feel right. But she was willing to do it for him. 
 
    There was more than a little guilt. After all, she was the deciding factor in his entire plan. She was the only one who could infiltrate Clan Campbell, the only one who could possibly get close to some of the nobles. If she were to change her mind, the whole plot would fall apart.  
 
    But she was scared of being rejected. And she was desperate to make Alec happy. Besides, she owed him for defending her when nobody else would. Even if it had all been a ploy to win her over, she could not deny that she appreciated it and would likely be dead without him. 
 
    Bridget knew that a friend of the family’s, Kenneth, had old friends who belonged to Clan Campbell. It was rumored but never confirmed, that he had been a member of Clan Campbell before joining Clan Donald. Whatever the case, she would be able to get into the town easily on Kenneth’s recommendation. 
 
    With rehearsed tears and choked sobs, she turned to Kenneth and begged to be sent to Inverness, to anyone at all he knew. She pleaded for a new start, for a better life. And Kenneth, although he was uncertain, showed immense kindness and sent a letter to everyone he knew who might still be in the town. 
 
    Dr. Douglas was the only person he knew who was still there. But the doctor had been kind enough to welcome Bridget back. Donning a stolen dress, she made her way to the town. With a parting embrace, Alec noted that she looked almost like a recently fallen noble lady. And it was already decided that nobody should know how long she had been living in the woods, to avoid arousing suspicion. She had not been able to return to Alec’s side until this day. 
 
    He made no secret of how much he had missed her body as he tripped her into the underbrush and joined her. 
 
    *** 
 
    She tied her cloak about herself again, not feeling as relieved as she usually did. This time she just felt exhausted and confused. It was like every time they had made love, she had been under a spell. And now, after spending some time apart, it was decidedly underwhelming. Especially looking back to her times with Laird Wallace. 
 
    Bridget had wanted her convictions to double as she lay in Alec’s arms. But they just collapsed. She did not think she loved him anymore. She was not even certain that she liked him. And the more she tried to persuade herself that Alec was the better of the two men, the less she believed it, and the less she wanted to carry on with his plan.  
 
    Alec sat up, looking at her as she arranged her hair again carefully. “Here,” he said, stretching out his hand. 
 
    Bridget was confused for a moment, then realized what he was holding. The bottle. It was time already. As the glass glinted in the moonlight, Bridget wondered if it was possible for an object to glow with the evil it represented. That was what it seemed like to her, at least. 
 
    Reluctantly, she took the bottle from him, nodding and forcing herself to smile. But, from the look in his eyes, she could tell that he knew she had doubts. She tried to look more convincing, but it was too late. He stood up, almost snatching the bottle back. “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    Bridget considered telling Alec everything. He was an intimidating man. He was a man she had once loved. But she felt too scared to tell the truth. “It’s nothing,” she said.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN

  
 
      
 
    “No, tell me,” he said, clasping her wrist hard. “Tell me why you stalled just now. I must know I can trust you.” 
 
    “Ye can,” she insisted. 
 
    “Do not try that trickery against me,” he said, glaring into her eyes with piercing malice. “I know these games. I taught you them. Tell me what made you hesitant.” 
 
    It was then she realized that he was beyond intimidating. He was terrifying. He was dreadful. She had lived in fear of him for so very, very long. She averted her gaze. She was scared to tell him the truth. But she was also too scared to lie to him.  
 
    Bridget did not love Alec any more. Now she could admit it to herself. She had fallen in love with Laird Wallace. Being the laird’s mistress had shown her how little Alec cared for her. And these feelings had been welling up inside her for quite some time. They were simply confirmed by Alec’s passionless love and heartless cruelty tonight. Bridget knew that Laird Wallace would never treat her so callously. She did not have to attempt to trick herself into believing Laird Wallace was a decent man. He simply was.  
 
    “I am not sure I can tell you,” she said, trying to pull her wrist free from Alec. 
 
    He gripped her harder and pushed her back into the tree with force. “Ye can and ye will.” 
 
    Looking at Alec, Bridget wondered what she had ever seen in him. Perhaps he had not treated her quite as harshly as this before, but she had seen him treat others this way. She knew what he was like. And yet she had somehow convinced herself he was the best man she had ever met.  
 
    Of course, she knew why. She had been young and foolish. She had needed Alec. And he had done so much for her. He had been the only thing keeping her alive most of this time, so she persuaded herself he was good as a sort of self-defense. But he was not a kind or a loving man. He was not necessarily a bad man. He was how he needed to be. And that was not good or bad.  
 
    Bridget knew she owed him the debt. She looked into his eyes, feeling the rough tree against her back. She owed him her life. She owed him everything she had. And even if he was not a good man or a kind man or a loving man, she had to repay her debt. Only once the debt was repaid would she be able to act against his wishes. 
 
    He still glared at her, waiting for her reply. He knew she would tell him the truth. She did not have it in her to continue to evade his questions. He could not afford to hurt her, but he did not need to. She would tell him. He released her wrist. Somehow, that little act of release was all it took to make Bridget feel utterly powerless again. They both knew who would win. Who always won. 
 
    “I am attracted to the laird,” she confessed, sliding down against the tree until she was sitting on the hard ground again. “I am not sure how, but I have lost myself. I have fallen for him.” 
 
    For a moment, there was silence. It was clear that whatever betrayal or issues Alec had anticipated and prepared for, this was not one of them. For a moment, he had no reply, and Bridget appreciated the minutes of silence which allowed her to regain her composure and brace herself for whatever might come. 
 
    “Damn you, Bridget!” Alec finally exclaimed, punching the tree above her so hard that she felt it shake and a shower of semidry debris floated down around them.  
 
    He had never struck her before. But now she felt as though she were seconds away from experiencing it for the first time. He was enraged. And it was all her fault. Of course it was her fault. She had acted against their entire plan. She was letting her emotions get in the way of her duties. She told herself that she deserved to be hit if that is what he was going to do. Nevertheless, she couldn’t help but shake as she imagined that same impact, which had shaken a great tree, traveling through her bones. 
 
    He did not.  
 
    Alec crouched down beside her. She watched the blood drip from his knuckles into the dry ground, making dark splatters, visible in the moonlight. 
 
    He had not hurt her. He was angry enough to hurt her, but he only hurt himself. 
 
    Although she knew that he was not a good man, not a kind man, somehow that one little act of sacrifice echoed in her mind. She tried to remind herself that he was bad for her, but she could not hold onto the thought. She forgave him.  
 
    “I understand,” Alec said softly, reassuringly. “You respect him. You have spent much time with him. He is probably very desirable. And you are young. You need me to keep you from falling for such dangerous men as him.” 
 
    “He is a powerful man,” she admitted with a nod. “Perhaps I am drawn to that power. I have lain in his bed. I feel bonded to him.” 
 
    “But you are not,” Alec replied, slightly more coldly. “You are bonded to me. You are mine.” 
 
    “By choice,” she said. 
 
    Alec tensed up, then nodded. “Aye. You chose well. Do not throw away that decision and make a new, poorer choice.” 
 
    “I am not truly certain which is the better choice,” Bridget said before she could stop herself.  
 
    She felt a hand grip her shoulder hard enough to hurt. “Then ye have been deceived,” Alec replied. “Do not let them win you over. Ye ken what Clan Campbell are like. No matter what you see, do not trust their trickery. They are wicked.” 
 
    “They did not look wicked to me,” she said, staring pleadingly into his eyes. 
 
    “If I had known how much ye would struggle, I would have never sent you to carry out this task,” Alec said coldly, looking away.  
 
    “But you had only me,” Bridget reminded him.  
 
    She felt his hand tighten on her shoulder again. “I had options. I simply invested too much time into you. I dinnae want to waste my efforts.” 
 
    She sensed that this was wrong. Only she had the connections, the education, the required skills for the infiltration. Only she would not be suspicious to someone like Laird Wallace. But she didn’t dare challenge Alec any further. 
 
    “I can fight it,” she said, this time with more strength. “I am drawn to him, but I love only you.” 
 
    Alec turned her head and looked into her eyes, then sighed. “You say that, but you would say it to him also.” 
 
    “Because I must deceive him,” she replied. 
 
    “Or because you must deceive me,” he said. “What is the difference? How am I to know whose side you are on until it is too late to change aught?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Trust me. I have known you years, him weeks. Who am I more likely to love? Who am I more likely to be loyal to?” 
 
    He was silent a few seconds, as though pondering what she had said. Bridget felt a chill run down her spine as she contemplated that perhaps he might not believe her after all. Laird Wallace was more powerful, more wealthy, younger, and kinder than Alec. Even after a few weeks, she could tell that. And Alec almost certainly knew that of the two of them, the laird was the better option. 
 
    “Can I truly trust you?” he asked. There was something in his voice suggesting a tall, rolling wave about to break across the cliffside. 
 
    She waited for him to add something else, but he did not. The wind and rustling leaves sounded so loud against the sudden silence. 
 
    She sighed. “How can I ask you to trust me when I am already being unfaithful to you?” 
 
    Something about this seemed to strike a chord with him. His grip on her shoulder softened. 
 
    “Ye are not being unfaithful,” he said tenderly. “Ye are carrying out a task I have given you, nothing more.”  
 
    “I cannae afford to hurt you,” she insisted, holding his hand hard, feeling the wetness of his blood against her palm. “You hurt yourself enough.” 
 
    “Then do not hurt me,” Alec said. 
 
    Bridget stroked Alec’s hand gently with her thumb. “I try not to, and yet I feel such desire for a man I am supposed to kill.” 
 
    “Do you want him, or do you want his power?” Alec asked her, gazing deep into her eyes. 
 
    She hesitated. Perhaps Alec had a point. Perhaps all she desired was the laird, be he Wallace or Alec. Then her problems would be solved.  
 
    “I want his power,” she said with a nod. 
 
    “So do I. And I shall have it. Now you love me as a man and him as a laird. When I am laird, you will be attracted to me alone,” Alec said with confidence, stroking her hair slowly.  
 
    She nodded again. “Aye.” 
 
    He leaned in and brushed his lips tenderly against hers. “See, my little sparrow, my angel, what did we have to worry about?”  
 
    “I love you, Alec,” she said, wrapping her arms around him. But she felt her heart was not in it. Her heart was somewhere else.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT

  
 
      
 
    She had felt so much more confident in Alec’s arms, in the woods, than she did after returning. 
 
    As long as she was immersed in Alec’s love, or whatever he called love, it was easy to think of her feelings for Laird Wallace as a simple infatuation. And yet when she was in his presence again, the laird was a thousand times more inviting than she recalled. It was as though a halo surrounded him, drawing her into his world and commanding her to be his. It was so different to how she had described it to Alec. 
 
    She wondered if she was simply turning to whichever man was closest, trying to stay safe above all else. She couldn’t tell for sure. And, as with Alec, she felt herself powerless to resist the way she felt about Laird Wallace. He was a beautiful man, inside and out. A wonderful man. And she wanted nothing more than to stay by his side.  
 
    Unlike with Alec, with Laird Wallace, it felt justified to her. He was a man worth loving. Alec was using her, that much was undeniable. The only question was whether Alec used her and loved her, or simply saw her as a means to an end, a pawn in the plot he had put together over several years. 
 
    Laird Wallace, on the other hand, had no expectations of her. He had no reason to rely on her, no reason for all he did for her except pure love. He gave her whatever he could give. And what he could give was a thousand times more than what Alec could even dream of. The laird gave her jewels and dresses. He showered her with the sort of love that Alec had not been able to develop. He made sure that the whole of Clan Campbell showed her love and respect. All without asking a thing of her. 
 
    And now she was supposed to wed him, secure the lairdship for herself, and murder him. Take everything he has, and then take his life too. She was not sure of this. 
 
    There was no question that he would marry her if she asked. She was a mistress, but a loved and preferred one, not a secret, shameful one. She was becoming well-liked throughout the clan and throughout Inverness. If he were to marry her, she would only rise in their estimations. 
 
    Bridget spent the day at the castle wondering what would happen when she did this when she married the laird and he died shortly after. If he were to die, they would no doubt show her pity and affection until she chose to marry Alec. And then … She was not sure what would become of her then. The clan would no doubt reject a leader as cruel and selfish as Alec was. They would be angry with her for allowing such a man to become laird. They would try to overthrow him. She could only hope that Alec would show her as much care and protection as Laird Wallace had. 
 
    But she knew Alec would not.  
 
    After another sleepless night, fretting over her mission, Bridget was still unsure. How could she spend more months preparing to marry him when after so little time she was already unable to contemplate her task? It was not right. It could not happen. 
 
    Looking down at Laird Wallace’s sleeping form, she felt nothing but love and respect. She sighed. 
 
    He began to stir a little and, quickly, Bridget forced herself to adopt a more relaxed expression, smiling peacefully at him. He smiled back as sleep left him. Sitting up, he kissed her cheek softly. But then his expression changed. He ran his hand over her cheek. 
 
    “Ye look as though ye haven’t slept a wink,” he said, looking at the bags under her eyes with some concern.  
 
    “I have not,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “How come?” he asked, wrapping an arm about her shoulder and drawing her in close. 
 
    She shook her head. “Just my own silly little worries. Nothing as bad as what a laird has to worry about.” 
 
    “All troubles are bad troubles,” he said. “And if it is bothering a strong woman like you, then it must be something serious.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I will be fine,” she insisted. 
 
    He kissed her cheek again. “Whenever you are prepared to tell me, I shall be here to listen to you.” 
 
    He genuinely cared about her. The laird was the first person to love her without hatred or anger or resentment in years. And she wanted that. She had missed it so much. Alec had said that only your own parents would show you that sort of love. He persuaded her that all people had troubles and issues and would take them out on any available adult. But that was not how love had to be. 
 
    She kissed the laird’s lips softly. “Thank you for looking after a troubled little woman like me,” she said. 
 
    He laughed. “I would rather a troubled woman than a spoiled girl who knows nothing of the world and is never satisfied.” 
 
    She laughed back, trying to sound as sincere as possible while wondering if she was not exactly that girl: never satisfied, always confused, clueless as to how the world worked. It sounded so true of her; she was reluctant to acknowledge the praise Laird Wallace had intended.  
 
    Looking out across the room where her dress hung, ready for the day, it was hard not to notice that it sparkled with gems and gold thread, that it was worth more than her entire family’s possessions even back when they had been fairly wealthy. 
 
    And yet, when she wondered if Alec would offer her the same prizes, she suddenly didn’t want them. The dresses and jeweler, the banquets and servants; those were all optional. She would give them all away rather than return to Alec. 
 
    Or she could sacrifice nothing. Laird Wallace had it all. Love and power and wealth and gentility. There was no reason to take the lairdship from Wallace, only to give it to a man without half the mental and emotional wealth.  
 
    Alec could not offer her what she needed even if he was the richest man alive. Alec was a cold man, a mean man. He might have cared for her once, but he used her far more often than not. He was using her now. 
 
    Laird Wallace stepped out of bed and stretched, his back muscles rippling in the early morning light which peered through the window shutters. Bridget sighed a little. Laird Wallace was such a beautiful sight to behold. She spun around and sat on the edge of the bed, watching him as he went to check the jug of water he would use to wash.  
 
    The laird looked over his shoulder, catching Bridget in the act of watching him. He smirked. “Looking for anything?” 
 
    She flushed and looked away. 
 
    He laughed loudly. “No need to act coy, as though ye had not spent the night in my bed.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I am not a lady?” she asked with a slightly bolder smile. 
 
    “Not at all. You are the fairest of all ladies. But do not pretend that you do not look at me the same way I look at you,” he said, walking back over to the bed, sweeping her golden hair from her shoulders. 
 
    “And how might that be?” she asked. 
 
    “With hunger,” he replied. Laird Wallace pushed Bridget back onto the bed before joining her, holding her close, grinning as she began to laugh in earnest this time. 
 
    *** 
 
    As she spent time away from him, Bridget grew to hate Alec for all he had done to her. 
 
    In the face of actual love, every excuse she had made for Alec fell apart into a thousand little pieces. Perhaps she could still justify his bluntness as a product of his upbringing. But he had not even treated her as a human being, much less as a lady. He had kept her alive, but only in the same manner one keeps alive a pet or a work animal. And, although there had been a time when she was immensely grateful for that, that was not enough.  
 
    Why would she place an entire lairdship, an entire clan who loved and trusted her, into the hands of a man who could not love anything? Why would she murder the one person who had showed her true kindness and reward the one person who had pretended to be kind so as to exploit her? 
 
    She could not do it. She had to find another way. A way that did not involve murdering a man who genuinely loved her for who she was. 
 
    But she still felt … something for Alec. Not a lot, but something. She still wanted him to be well. She did not want to punish him for taking care of her, even if his reasons were wholly selfish. She still owed him her life, even if she had lost all respect for him.  
 
    There had to be a better way. A way she could reward Alec for saving her without harming Wallace. There had to be some truce Alec would be willing to make. It was not as though he had a choice. Not without her. 
 
    She made her way out the same way as always, cloaked and gentle-footed, padding her way into the forest to meet with the man who had once been her lover. 
 
    Under his plans, she would have been about to marry Laird Wallace, and he would be planning his attack to happen shortly after, under the guise of jealousy or the clan feud. As far as Alec was concerned, she was arriving to tell him how well the plan was going, to inform him of the military schedule after the wedding, and to reassure him of her love and devotion.  
 
    She was almost too scared to tell him what her actual plans were. 
 
    Waiting in the clearing, Alec seemed content, oblivious, ready to carry out the task he had been planning for so long. He spread his arms to embrace her. She could not bring herself to accept his affection. She shook her head. His face fell. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked. “Are you not engaged to wed the laird?” 
 
    “No,” she began. 
 
    Before she could continue, Alec began to pace, talking over her. “That is not good. I thought he would have asked you by now. Have you been suggesting it to him? No, we cannot rely on that. Ye shall ask him to wed,” Alec said. “Say you are pregnant with his child if he resists. He will want to keep the peace.”  
 
    “No,” she replied. 
 
    Alec stood still suddenly, as though not understanding what he had just heard. He stared at her, waiting for her to repeat herself or explain. 
 
    “I shall not,” she said plainly, already shaking, afraid to continue standing her ground but aware she could not take her words back. She took a step back. 
 
    “You whore,” Alec said, his voice disturbingly calm as he stepped towards her. 
 
    Bridget realized that it was finally about to happen. He was finally going to unleash his anger on her, as he did with everyone else. But she did not want to wait and become a victim. Casting her cloak so that it landed on his head and face, she turned and ran.  
 
    Alec stood in the clearing, shouted something after her, but she could not hear it, and she was not about to stop and find out. She would not be his victim another day, not for another second.  
 
    And she would not betray the man she loved for a man who had used her. 
 
    She knew that Alec would have another plan prepared already. He had very little trust in her in the first place, and after her misguided confession, he had needed an emergency plan. One that did not rely on Bridget. What he didn’t know was that she had overheard it, nights ago, when she was supposedly already on her way back to the castle. 
 
    One night she had been so overwhelmed that she had returned to the clearing, wanting to speak some more with Alec. And there he had been, talking to one of his men, speaking of their last resort should Bridget not be able to help them. She had heard every word before wandering back to the castle. She knew every minor detail of that plan. And, as soon as she arrived at Inverness, Laird Wallace would also know every detail of the plan.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 

  
 
      
 
    For a short while, Alec reconsidered it all. He paused, looking at where Bridget had stood mere seconds ago, holding her cloak to his cheek, and wondered if perhaps all this was for nothing after all. 
 
    It was not about the wealth or power of being a laird. It was simply that Laird Wallace was a better man. How else would he win over not only his own people but also his enemies? It would be one thing to take a castle and a town. But one could not “take” a lairdship. If the people were not willing subjects, then the position would never be Alec’s. 
 
    He had put so much work into this already, and he was not sure he could go back on it. So much had been invested. So much had been built up to. He sat down, leaning against the tree, looking up at the gently rustling leaves. He’d had such hope. He had been excited for the future, to see an end to his suffering at last. 
 
    Life had not been easy. He had been born to a bandit, into an entire village which had been rejected by both Clan Donald and Clan Campbell after their truce. He had grown up not only with very little but also experiencing hostility from those who had the means to help. He wanted that to end. He had suffered enough and felt that now it should be his time to enjoy life. 
 
    Unfortunately, his time would never come. He realized that now. 
 
    All his men were expecting a better life as the new laird’s staff as well. Some were from the former generation and had experienced the fall as well as the hardships of life as bandits. Some were from Alec’s generation and had never had an easy day in their entire lives. Both generations had suffered enough. They were looking forward to their new life with the same eagerness. And he wanted to give that to them. 
 
    Although he was not exactly a loving man, he loved his men, in his own way. He wanted to see them do well. 
 
    He was going to go through with the plan, whether Bridget was still supporting him or not.  
 
    He had loved her as well. Perhaps not as much as the bandits he had grown up with, but how could she expect him to? They were his family. She was just a lost little girl. She had grown to be an attractive lady, but that didn’t change the fact that to him she was nobody. It was not his fault that she believed he could love her. It was his fault that he had believed such a foolish and impulsive child could ever be loyal to just one man.  
 
    At least he had feared something like this would happen and had planned accordingly. 
 
    Standing, Alec began to march out the clearing, determined to complete his mission. There was another way to get what they deserved. Before the girl revealed their hideout and they were ambushed. They could worry about making Bridget pay for her treachery later. First, they had to seize power before the laird could find and slaughter them.  
 
    Alec knew enough about Laird Wallace’s night habits. He knew of the current castle schedules and lay out. He did not need Bridget’s presence to secure the castle and be victorious. She would regret not taking part in this.  
 
    Nearing the camp, he could see his men were already armed, waiting for him. They had known she would betray them. Of course they had known. They had been much wiser than Alec. But they had also been wise enough not to speak out of turn or tell him what a fool he was. They’d simply prepared themselves to raid Inverness. 
 
    Wordlessly, Alec took his sword in hand and guided his men out of the woods. 
 
    Marching to the castle, he felt apprehensive despite his friends’ confidence. He knew it was not an ideal plan. It was not even a good plan. The stealthier option had been much better. That way the people would have time to get used to Alec and learn to love him. As it stood, he was all but begging for them to hate him. 
 
    Laird Wallace was a well-liked man. His family had been liked for a very long time. Even the most serious current disputes were almost nothing. Although the surrounding clans had their own myths of Clan Campbell, Alec knew how nuanced the reality was. Anyone under Laird Wallace’s wing was more than happy to have him as a leader. They would not be happy to see him pass. 
 
    Alec knew that the people would not accept a new leader, much less one who had violently murdered and overthrew the old one who was loved. The only way he could rule over these people would be with fear. He would not have the peaceful leadership he had wanted. He would have to battle for authority every day.  
 
    At least under the former plan, Bridget would have softened the blow. Laird Wallace’s death would have been a tragedy, Bridget would have been the clan’s last ray of hope, and Alec would have been a consequence to reluctantly tolerate. He needed this. Life had dealt him nothing but bad hands. All he wanted now was to lead a quiet life, enjoying all the luxuries he had once had to steal. And he was confident that he would not get that. He would never get it. Perhaps his chance of a peaceful lairdship had been slim at first, but now it did not even exist.  
 
    As the first rays of sunshine broke the horizon, they reached the castle. The village was still mostly asleep as they overwhelmed the soldiers at the gate and stormed into Inverness. The few villagers who were in the street panicked, sounding the alarm and rushing into their houses. But the bandits had no reason to trouble these peasants. Unobstructed, they made their way to the inner wall which surrounded the castle itself, ready to battle their way through the building. The faster they progressed, the easier it would be to reach and kill the laird before the full force of Clan Campbell’s army struck them. 
 
    The siege was … too easy. Other than the two dead men at the gates, the soldiers were not visible. There was nothing to stop the bandits getting into the castle. And that was not right. 
 
    Looking behind him, Alec could see that his men, too, had their doubts. They were putting their trust in him, marching onward towards the inner chambers of the castle, where the laird’s quarters would be. It felt so awful, to know how deeply they were trusting him even now. He had been proven wrong already where Bridget was concerned and he would be proven wrong again. He couldn’t bring himself to even look back at them anymore. They were too good for him. 
 
    Alec began to suspect that their plan had failed before it even began, that Bridget had known more than she had let on, but he didn’t care anymore. He didn’t care what happened to him at this point.  
 
    “Wait for me in the hall. I will call out if I need you,” he said to his men as he opened the great door that no doubt hid the laird’s quarters. There was no need to let them be ambushed as well. 
 
    He marched on into the room. It was a bare chamber. At the far end lay another door. He carried on walking, still unable to look back at where his men waited for him. He did not deserve them.  
 
    Pushing the next great door open, feeling no resistance, he dropped his sword onto the cold stone floor and braced himself to die. 
 
    Sure enough, in the laird’s private chamber stood a small army. Fifty or sixty men were crammed into the great room, all armed to the teeth, all alert, poised, ready to strike. And yet they stopped in their tracks when they saw the vast door swing open to reveal a single unarmed man, staring soullessly at his doom. They knew they would not need to attack. 
 
    It was over. Alec locked eyes with the laird. The laird’s soldiers walked forwards. One seized Alec’s blade from the ground as two more took his arms. The remaining soldiers marched onwards, through to the empty chamber where Alec’s bandits had already surrendered themselves also. It was all over now. Alec wasn’t sure why, but he smiled. 
 
    His plan had failed. He stood, staring into the eyes of the laird, knowing he had lost. Laird Wallace stared into Alec’s eyes with a blend of pity and understanding. Alec didn’t want to look away. He shrugged. He could not be blamed for trying. He could be blamed for being a foolish man, but not for wanting a better life. 
 
    Laird Wallace smiled back and shook his head before turning and nodding to the soldiers who flanked Alec. The men released their grip on Alec’s arms. One turned about and, understanding, Alec followed him. The other soldier brought up the rear. They knew Alec had accepted his defeat, and that they would not need to use force on him. 
 
    Alec’s men were already gone. They had been marched off to God knows where. At least they had not fought back. At least they had followed Alec to the very end. It would have been a terrible time to rebel against their leader, and he was grateful that they had not done anything foolish. He hoped they would be forgiven for the attack, that the blame would rest solely on his own shoulders as the ringleader of this pathetic invasion. 
 
    Following the laird’s guards, Alec did not know what would become of him. He would probably be executed and made an example of. But he was prepared for that. He had come to terms with his own death from the moment Bridget had run away in the woods last night. He’d rather die than return to the woods anyway.  
 
    At least if he died, he would never be hungry again, never be cold again, never be hated and hunted again. At least death would bring peace. He trusted God to forgive him. 
 
    Down in the dungeons, Alec walked past the cells where his men sat, crestfallen and silent. A few smiled at him. One lifted his hand. Even now? Even after all this, they still loved and respected him? He couldn’t bring himself to smile back. 
 
    The soldiers led Alec deeper and deeper into the dungeon, into a solitary cell at the back. It was full of chains and cuffs, but they did not bind him. They simply stripped him of his armor and checked his body for any small weapons. Then, they turned around and left him.  
 
    The sun shone brightly through the cell window. This lonely little cell in the dungeon was warmer than his old home in the woods. He noticed a small bowl and cup in the corner, realizing he had been left some bread, cheese, and wine. It was better stocked than his old home as well. 
 
    Alec laughed to himself and lay down on the floor, staring out the window, watching the white clouds roll by in the blue morning sky.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 

  
 
      
 
    Bridget felt bad for betraying Alec. But it was all his own fault, not hers. He had done this to himself, had he not? 
 
    And yet, she had not been able to forgive herself until she found out about his surrender and imprisonment. Only then did she breathe a sigh of relief. Somehow, despite all she had done wrong, she had no blood on her hands at all. 
 
    Collapsing into Laird Wallace’s arms, she wept for the entire morning. In part, it was from fear and regret. In part, it was for the loss of Alec or at least the loss of her idealized version of Alec. Mostly, it was in relief. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered to Laird Wallace. “Please spare Alec’s life,” she pleaded. 
 
    Laird Wallace nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    She felt her heart lighten considerably. “Thank you.” She buried her face in the crook of his neck. 
 
    Laird Wallace laughed. “It is not as though the man is a threat to anyone but himself.” 
 
    Bridget sighed in relief. Laird Wallace was a kind and understanding man. That was what made them different. “But what shall become of him? Shall he remain in the dungeons forever?” 
 
    Laird Wallace shook his head slowly. “No, that is no life for a man. I shall send him to work on the border with my army. He shall protect me against others as foolish as himself. And life as a soldier will no doubt be easier and more pleasant than life as a bandit.” 
 
    Bridget nodded slowly. 
 
    “He will not return, if that is what you are afraid of,” Laird Wallace carried on. “As a member of my army, he shall be kept under a very watchful eye.” 
 
    “’Tis not that,” she said. She wrapped her arms around Laird Wallace and kissed his cheek softly. He was the most perfect man she had ever met. “I do not deserve you. I deserve to be sent out there like Alec. I am as much of a villain as he was.” 
 
    “You are not,” Laird Wallace replied. “You are entirely different to him. He carried through with his plot until the last minute. You acted in a noble manner, putting yourself at risk for the greater good. You are nothing alike.” 
 
    “Even so, do I not need to be supervised also? Am I not a threat also?” she asked. 
 
    “You shall be under the strictest, closest supervision possible,” Laird Wallace said. 
 
    She pushed back, looking him in the eye, realizing he was smirking. “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “I would like for you to marry me,” he said, holding her hand gently as he gazed into her eyes. “If you would like to as well. And then I shall personally supervise you for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    Bridget froze. She wanted this. She wanted it more than anything. And yet … “I am not sure that I deserve to marry you after what I almost did,” she said, averting her gaze. “I could have killed you.” 
 
    “And you chose not to. Perhaps out of love for me, perhaps because you knew how many people would suffer, perhaps simply out of godliness. But whatever your reason, it proves that your heart is too good for such a vile act,” he replied. 
 
    “But how can you trust me?” she asked, hands shaking, tears welling up in her eyes. “After all this, how can you trust me?” 
 
    “I trusted you when you told me of his plan. And I trusted you when you offered to help me capture him. And I trust you now, completely,” he said. 
 
    “You should not,” she replied, leaning her head on his chest again. “I would not trust myself.” 
 
    “I know you better than you know yourself. I love you. And I trust you because of what you did, because of what you did not do,” he reassured her, holding her close. “So perhaps you ought to put yourself in the hands of someone who loves and knows and trusts and respects you.” 
 
    “As opposed to myself?” Bridget asked with a nervous laugh. 
 
    “Precisely,” Laird Wallace replied. 
 
    She stroked his chest gently. He had a point. She had never been very good at managing her own life. And she trusted him to manage it for her from now on. More importantly, she loved him so very, very much. “Very well, my laird, I shall marry you.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Prologue
  
 
      
 
    The almost-silent swish of the mop in the empty kitchen of Clan Anderson was Agnes’ sole company. It was night, and the weak moonlight streaming in from the window lit her way. Agnes did not dare light a candle now, as she was supposed to have done the chore hours ago, but sweeping the chimneys had taken her longer than she had expected.  
 
    She could not go to bed without fulfilling the last of her chores as the head servant, Delilah, would mete out harsh punishment. 
 
    Squinting hard at the floor to see if the troublesome spot of grease had been wiped out, Agnes wiped her sweaty brow and grimaced at the rough drag of soot on her forehead. All of her body, clothes, and skin, were coated in soot. Balefully, she glanced down at herself and sighed. Her clothing was so streaked in black that she was not sure the stains would ever come out. 
 
    The kitchens of Clan Andersen, the ruling seat of Edinburgh, were separated from the imposing castle that rested at the foot of the majestic, rolling Candacraig mountains. The clan’s land, miles upon miles, was clothed with ancient trees, wildflowers that had the hues of the rainbow, and lochs so deep they could not be fathomed. 
 
    Agnes paused in her mopping to look toward the castle and saw the shimmering light of lamps and candles. Thank God, the castle gave all servants free lodging and food in exchange for their services. Otherwise, she would have ended up being abused and misused in a brothel, or dead. 
 
    She heard the soft hum of cicadas in the air, the bloodthirsty howls of wolves far off in the thick, perilous forest, and a thread of fear ran down her spine. Shaking off the shiver, Agnes took another squinty look at the floor and sighed in relief. It was clean. 
 
    After heaving the dirty water into a cistern that ran wastewater out of the kitchen, Agnes replaced the mop and looked at her handiwork. The tables were wiped clean, all the pots and pans were scrubbed and back to the cupboard, and lastly, the floor was shining clean. Her smile of satisfaction was tempered by her exhaustion.  
 
    Agnes then shuffled, half insensate, to her cot in the back of the pantry. Halfway there, she fell on her knees and started to crawl. Her bed was in a dark corner that was sometimes disturbed by the skitter of rats or the occasional crawling bug, but it was hers.  
 
    At the age of ten-and-eight, Agnes was the youngest servant in the castle grounds, but she was the most hardworking. Not once or twice had Agnes overheard a snide comment from the other servants mocking her as the ‘slave of slaves.’ But it was hard to dispute. She was the first to get up in the morning, the last to eat, and the last to retire.  
 
    Grabbing the thin blanket on the ground, Agnes shook it to make sure no creatures had taken up residence in her cot while she was away. She then replaced it on the cold stone when she was sure there were no creepers inside. Sinking into the makeshift bed, Agnes bit back a soft groan. Everything inside her hurt; her eyes pained, her stomach was in knots, and her feet were stinging.  
 
    Clutching the meager roll of padded rags she called a pillow, Agnes fought back the tears of loneliness and a sob of grief. Unlike the other servants who had someone to look after them, a sister, a father, or even an older servant who had taken a liking to them, she had no one. 
 
    I am all alone in this world … there is no one to love me … no one to care. 
 
    It was nights like this that made her solitude the hardest to swallow. With her pain lodged inside her chest and her aching limbs finally getting some relief, Agnes slipped off into a deep slumber. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One
  
 
      
 
    Unfathomable blue eyes blinked into full consciousness. The newly appointed laird of Clan Anderson, William, stayed still as his mind fully organized itself. Sitting up, the laird remembered the day of his coronation, merely two seachdain, fourteen days, ago. 
 
    “Ach.” William groaned and rotated his shoulder that was paining him with sharp jabs, “I shouldn’t have wrestled with Dugald yesterday.” 
 
    The door of his bedchamber was knocked on, and William barely stopped himself from rolling his eyes. “Come in, Ma.” 
 
    Lady Emilia, his mother, swept inside with her cloak fluttering behind her. Her soft blue dress complemented her slender frame. The lady of the castle was not short by any means, but beside her son, who stood a foot and a half over her, she looked diminutive.  
 
     Her sharp green eyes, however, were benign. “William, I could hear your groan from half the castle away, my son.” 
 
    Sitting on the bedframe, William knew that his mother was exaggerating. There was no way she could have heard him through two feet of solid stone that made up every wall in the castle. “Ma …” 
 
    “You are not going anywhere this morn,” his mother declared. “I saw you and Dugald sparring before you went to wrestling. He nearly broke your arm, son.”  
 
    Despite how he wanted to refute her claim, he knew it was true. Dugald, a tall, stout Scotsman, had trained in the army from before he was ten-and-six, and now at seven-and-twenty, the man was a powerhouse warrior that William respected and slightly feared. 
 
    “I will tell the kitchen servants to send your morning meal up here,” Lady Emilia ordered. “If I see your hide anywhere near the dining hall, I will send you back up with guards.” 
 
    This time, William did roll his eyes. “Aye, Ma.” 
 
    She leaned over and cupped his jaw, and William almost jerked his head away. He knew from that look in her eyes that she was seeing his father.  
 
    His father, Angus, had given his son all of his looks while his mother had given him his personality. Combined, they were a dangerous force. Each time William saw his reflection, he saw a strong chiseled jaw, sculpted cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes with blue orbs resting under thick brows … he saw a mirror reflection of his father. From his mother, he had inherited a chivalrous charm, merciful grace, and mercilessly sharp wit. 
 
     Her searching eyes did not move from his. “He would be proud of you, son.” 
 
    William braved a smile. “I ken, Ma.” 
 
     “I’ll go get a servant with your meal.” She tapped his jaw twice. 
 
    As he heard the door close, his eyes closed, and he sighed. He was the laird, the one man his people looked up to for help and protection. He was to lead them to greatness, prosperity, and strength beyond compare. His father had done it, and he had been in training to do the same since birth … but William still felt something was missing. A bride, a woman he could love, rely on in hard times, and celebrate the good ones with. 
 
    But in all his six years of searching, he had not found her. Women of all colors and creed threw themselves at him with joy, and he had heard all the platitude—"you’re so handsome”; “you have the strength of Samson”; and “your wit is like a double-edged sword.” However, not one of them, not a single woman since his twentieth year, had drawn him in. William was beginning to fear that he would never find her—the one. 
 
    “Ah, wherein the four corners of the earth are you, ma sweet?” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Agnes!” a sharp, shrill voice shouted. “Agnes! Get your hide out here!” 
 
    A muffled yelp and the scurry of feet on the floor announced the arrival of a heavily breathing Agnes who had just finished restocking the pantry. The one who had summoned her was Delilah O’Keefe, the head servant who, though young, eight-and-twenty summers, if Agnes was right, had a tight hand on all the goings-on in the kitchens. The older woman was looking down her nose at Agnes with a sneer of derision. 
 
    “Milord has asked for his morning meal to be taken to him, but I am too busy at the moment to carry it to him.” Delilah glared as if her multiple engagements were Agnes’ fault. “You will be carrying it to him, Agnes, and so help me, if you make one mistake, I will have your head.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Delilah,” Agnes replied in her humblest voice even as her heart started pounding within her.  
 
    She had never interacted with the laird or any one of the ruling family for that matter, as servants like her, the lowest ones on the rung, were not allowed to even enter the castle beyond.  
 
    “Now, go clean yourself up,” Delilah snapped while turning away. “You look like a street urchin.” 
 
    Agnes ran full tilt back to the pantry, shucked off her threaded dress and donned another dress, one of three she owned that had better cloth and was not ragged like the others, as she rarely wore it. Smoothing her dark hair back, Agnes pinched her cheeks, although she expected that they would be crimson by the time she saw the laird. 
 
    Never had she seen the new ruler of the clan and castle face to face as she had only glimpsed his back once. Rumor had it, though, that he was a handsome man, one comely beyond compare and if he was as beautiful as they claimed, she did not want to give him a bad impression of her. 
 
    Her time was slipping by, and Agnes ran back out just in time for Delilah to hand her a loaded tray, filled with fresh juice, warm bread, and sweetmeats of all kinds. She swallowed hard as the aroma was making her hungry. The grub she had eaten that morning paled in comparison to this feast. 
 
    “Hurry up and dinnae drop a thing,” Delilah snapped. “Now go!” 
 
    Turning away, Agnes breathed in deeply and left the low, squat kitchen. The span of land between the kitchen and the castle was not far, but Agnes took care to not hurry in case she tripped. At the doorway, a guard stopped her. “What’s your business?” 
 
    “Milord’s breakfast, sir.” Agnes’ voice had gone so tiny she barely heard herself. The guard had to be one of the castle’s warriors as his sheer bulk and broad shoulders said it all. The Claymore resting at his hip said it even more. 
 
    “Your name, lassie?”  
 
    “Agnes, sir,” she replied, a little stronger this time. “If you know, sir, can you tell me where milord’s chambers are?” 
 
    “Walk across the hallway into the parlor and take the stairs up,” the guard said. “He is the last door on down the landing.” 
 
    The ingrained urge to courtesy had to be stalled as she was holding a tray, but she gave him a heartfelt thanks. Following his instructions, Agnes walked briskly across the hallway into the parlor and took the winding stairs. The landing was crossed, and she went down a hallway to the door the guard had mentioned. 
 
    Nervously, Agnes managed to balance the tray on her hip while she knocked and heard a deep voice say, “Come in.” 
 
    Her heartbeat tripled in the same moment, but Agnes went inside and kept her head down as all smart servants did.  
 
    “Just put it down in my study, and you can leave.”  
 
    His deep voice resonated in her ear, and Agnes quietly crossed the threshold of the huge bedroom, while being careful not to create a noise. She carefully placed the tray on a table and on her way out, curtsied to the laird. 
 
    *** 
 
    Engrossed in a report, William had not been fully concentrating on the servant who had entered his abode, but a strange feeling prodded him to look up. The first thing he saw was a slightly messy fall of multihued cinnamon hair that had streaks of dark russet to light brown in random places. He tried to recall her name but found he could not. 
 
    “Bide you,” he ordered while he stared at her quizzically. “Are you new here?” 
 
    Her gentle, wide brown eyes met his with obvious fear, but her voice was strong enough. “No, milord, I have been here since I was ten.” 
 
    William did away with his report and sat up. “What’s your name, lass?” 
 
    “Agnes, milord,” she replied. “I am a kitchen servant. Miss Delilah was too busy to carry your breakfast herself, so I was made to.” 
 
    And what providence it is. You are beautiful, Agnes. 
 
    William could not stop himself from admiring her. Her body was slender and lithe, but curved in all the right areas. Her skin was pale, but her cheeks had the faintest red to them. It was probably the effect of him staring at her. The flush started to deepen, and William smiled to himself—it was time to let her go. 
 
    “Thank you, Agnes.” His voice unconsciously pitched itself to deep and husky. 
 
    Her head bowed as she curtseyed again. “Good day, milord.” 
 
    “Good day, indeed,” William murmured to himself as the door closed behind her.  
 
    *** 
 
     The reports were right, Agnes thought to her dismay as she went back to the kitchen. He is very handsome.  
 
    On her way back, she tried to control her flush but felt she was failing. It was probably the only time she was going to be in such close contact with the laird, but she did not mind. Once was enough. The memory of him would last a lifetime in her mind, she was sure.  
 
    Entering the kitchen, she meandered through the many cooks and scullery girls to the pantry where she changed her clothes. Disrobing, Agnes remembered how nervous she had been when she had dared to look at the laird, something she knew she shouldn’t have done, but then she had met two gentle blue eyes that stared back and had felt amazed. 
 
     I felt as if he did not see only a servant but me … me, the one who everybody dismisses at a glance.  
 
    A sensation of pleasure settled in her chest as she kept the image of the laird’s beautiful face in her mind. 
 
    “AGNES!”  
 
    Delilah’s shriek cut through her musing and composing herself, Agnes ran out to meet the hard eyes of her superior.  
 
    “Yes, Miss Delilah?” 
 
    A knife was shoved into her hand as she was pushed towards a pile of potatoes. “Peel them all as thinly as you can as we cannae afford any waste. You’d better finish in one hour if you know what’s best for you. You hear me?” 
 
    The scorn in Delilah’s voice did not disturb her as it usually did as Agnes was still feeling the joy of being in the laird’s presence. “Aye, Miss Delilah.” 
 
    Sitting on the rickety wooden stool, Agnes took the first round and started to peel it. Milord is the only one here that doesn’t look at me like I am nothing. My lot is hard in life, but for once, I dinnae think I’m the dung from the pigs’ pen. 
 
    *** 
 
    William was bewildered. How was it that such a beautiful woman had lived in his castle for eight years, and he had not had the slightest inkling of her existence? How had he never seen her before? And in that very vein, he had not seen her since the day in his quarters, but even so, he did not actively seek her out. Instead, he used the time to drop seemingly random questions about her. 
 
    The answers, despite the speculating looks at his inquiry, were varied; “she’s all alone”; “we dinnae ken where she came from”; and “she works late—after everyone has gone to bed.” 
 
    As time progressed, and with no sign of her again, William decided that Agnes must be avoiding him … but why? 
 
    Her flush was so very pleasant. Maybe she is too embarrassed to see me. 
 
    However, after an absentminded mention to an elder, he received an answer he had not expected.  
 
    “She’s a kitchen servant, milord,” the elder, Fionnlagh, replied. “By order of the castle, she’s not allowed inside these walls.” 
 
    The Laird frowned. “I dinnae ken about such a rule.” 
 
    “It was made after you went to university, milord,” the elder replied while heaving himself up from his chair. “Your father had a concern about security and made it to stem the chances of an attack.” 
 
    William’s brow arched. “Attack from servants?” 
 
    “We cannae ken, milord,” Fionnlagh sighed. “Stanger things have happened.” 
 
    Seeing his elder go, William reasoned, Well, if you cannae come to me, I must go to you. 
 
    The day seemed to dawdle while William went through all his duties as the laird. He watched the day as it slipped to dusk and then finally, to night. When he was fairly sure that most of the servants had gone to bed, he left the castle and traipsed to the kitchen. 
 
    The grass, under the dark night, was beaded with night dew, and the silver orb above was in its glorious full-moon stage. Its rays magically turned every twig of the trees and blades of grass into luminous forms. William entered the room and looked, with an appreciative eye, at the stoves, cupboard, and tables.  
 
    A soft scrubbing sound drew his attention, and William rounded a table to see Agnes on all fours on the floor, using a brush to scrub out some unseen spot. He stood still, appreciating the slender arch of her body and how she reached up to brush a lock of her hair behind her ear with her shoulder.  
 
    She sat back on her haunches and dropped the brush into a bucket. William went closer. “So, I have finally found you, lassie.” 
 
    Agnes jumped and fell on her rump in fright. Her hand went to her heaving breast while William crouched before her and held out his hand. “Let me help you, Agnes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
      
 
    Agnes’ heart was beating so furiously, she didn’t know how her chest hadn’t been splintered in two. The laird, the most handsome man she had ever seen in her life, was kneeling on a wet floor with his hand stretched out to help her. 
 
    She blinked, once, twice and two more times—this had to be a dream. But when his hand touched her shoulder, she was forced to realize it wasn’t.  
 
    “M-milord,” she stuttered in a harsh whisper. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    A corner of his mouth curled. “I came to see you, Agnes.” 
 
    Her heart pounded even more. “Me … see me? But milord, I am not that much worthy of your attention or even notice.” 
 
    The words had spilled out before she could censure them, and the frown that deepened his brows confused her. Without asking again, William took her hand and pulled her up from the floor. Agnes’ head automatically bowed, and her eyes were pinned on the ragged skirts of her dirt brown dress.  
 
    “Look at me, lass.” William’s deep, sonorous tone resounded in her ear.  
 
    Even though she trembled, Agnes did not move; she did not dare look upon her laird. He sighed and then his hand was under her chin, lifting her face up to meet his dark, somber eyes.  
 
    “You are worth both, lass, attention and notice,” the laird said softly. “Do you not believe me?”  
 
    The bashful look on Agnes’ face eked a smile out of William. “I came because I thought you were avoiding me. I was only just told that there is a law prohibiting servants from venturing into the castle.” 
 
    Agnes nodded. “Aye, a few years ago, your father, bless him, received a few death threats and had to be careful. He did not know where the attack would come from so he took caution, as any wise man should.” 
 
    William’s lips pressed together briefly as he released her hand. “It seems that there is much I don’t know about my home anymore. I came back knowing I had to be the laird, but not much information was given to me.” 
 
    “The elders can tell you all you need to know, milord,” Agnes replied. 
 
    “I am sure they can,” William replied, “But they have a tendency to blur the truth sometimes and pretend that everything is good when it isn’t.” Looking around, the laird spotted some stools and took two. “I’d prefer to hear what happened in the last few years from you.” 
 
    His words visibly alarmed the young woman, and William feared that she was going to refuse, but then she spoke, “I … I am not all that qualified, milord, but I can tell you what I know.” 
 
    Sitting, Agnes clutched her tattered skirts and felt her chest flutter. “What do you want to know, milord?” 
 
    I’d like for you to stop calling me milord, William thought but refrained from saying it. I would scare you away, Agnes, if I told you to call me by my name, and you’re already flightier than a baby deer. 
 
    “Who threatened my father?” 
 
    “The Duke of Perth, milord,” Agnes informed him. “From what I know, your father and he had a squabble about a stretch of fertile land between our kingdoms. Your father was threatened over it but took control of the land anyway.” 
 
    Why has my ma not told me about this? William wondered. 
 
    “One day a messenger came from Perth and told his lairdship that the duke would use any underhanded tactic he could to wreak revenge and then it was that the outside servants were banned from the castle for fear of spies,” Agnes finished.  
 
    William took a look through the high window in the room and noted that the moon had nearly met its apex. The stars, pinpoints of brilliant light, glittered brilliantly around the silver orb. The laird then cast his gaze back to Agnes and smiled. “Thank you for telling me, Agnes. It is late, and I know that I have usurped your time to rest. I do apologize.” 
 
    She shook her head. “There is nothing to apologize for, milord.” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” William pressed. “I have been told that you go to bed the latest and wake up the earliest. Dawn is less than five hours from now, so far in the highlands that we are. Please, get some sleep.” 
 
    Standing, William took her hand and gently lifted her to her feet. “Good night, Agnes.” 
 
    Walking away, William brushed his tingling hand over his kilt. Agnes, what are you doing to me? 
 
    *** 
 
    That night was a wonderful sleepless night for Agnes. She kept replaying in her mind the soft smile the laird had given her and the warmth of his touch. It still baffled Agnes why the laird would remove himself from the comfort he was in to come to see her in a place that, relative to his contentment, was squalor.  
 
    She shifted on her cot and came face to face with the beady eyes of a mouse. Its whiskers twitched and then it went skittering away. Agnes didn’t feel bothered as vermin sometimes crept into the pantry, but her presence always scared them away. 
 
    Was it too much to wonder if he … she didn’t dare even think of the word. Flipping over on her stomach, Agnes sighed. It is unthinkable; he can never see me in that way. No one ever does. 
 
    But somehow, the idea never left her mind. In fact, even while she was not actively thinking about it, the notion grew. Hope also grew that the laird might have taken a liking to her, and she blushed.  
 
    The next morning, just as the laird had said, Agnes rose from her half-slumber and prepared herself for the day. Her face was washed, her hair combed out, and her dress on. A vain hope that Delilah would give her the inside chores ran through her mind as she left the pantry—to meet pandemonium.  
 
    Cooks were running all about, pageboys were shoving coal into the fire pits, while scullery girls were hauling out buckets of water to put in a big pot. Agnes did not know how she had not heard this ruckus as she was so nearby. 
 
    “There you are, you lazy girl!” Delilah’s angry snap cut through the air like knives. Agnes had barely turned when a basket of freshly unearthed carrots was shoved into her hands. “Wash these and cut them. The laird is having a feast tonight with another clan, and we must be ready.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Delilah,” Agnes said as she ran with the basket, heading outside to where the well was. There, she quickly hauled up a bucket of water and doused the carrots with it. After a second and third wash, she went back to the kitchen, seeking a stool, but none were available. Gritting her teeth, Agnes went to the nearest table, secured a knife, and started chopping.  
 
    The rhythmic slice of the knife through the vegetables pulled Agnes into a trance. It was as if nothing outside of the knife and the board mattered. Absently, a fantasy of her cooking for her husband sprung to her mind. 
 
    The children were finally off to the midday sleep, and she now had time to go make the family’s supper. The roast was in the fire, her hands were still speckled with flour from making the dough for the rolls, and now, she was cutting up the carrots, potatoes, and turnips to go with the meat. 
 
    She was humming, and her back was turned to the door when strong arms wrapped around her from behind. She jumped in surprise while he chuckled behind her, his deep voice vibrating behind her back. 
 
    The pain from the knife slicing through her finger had Agnes leaping back. “Oh!” 
 
    Instantly, Delilah appeared by her side and accosted her. “You foolish girl, what is wrong with you? Do you know how little time we have to get all this cooking done?” 
 
    Agnes cowered. “I … I can wrap my finger up; it will stop bleeding soon. I …” 
 
    “You will do no such thing!” Delilah’s voice had gotten so loud that the other servants were drawn to the shout. “We cannae have you tainting the food with your disgusting blood! Go away! You will clean up this place when we are done! I dinnae want to see your face!” 
 
    Agnes turned and ran out of the kitchen with tears in her eyes. She ran to the farthest edge of the inner courtyard and darted behind a gardening shed. There, she slumped against the wall and slowly slid to the ground. She cried bitter tears of frustrated anger, loneliness, and self-hatred.  
 
    It had not escaped the young woman when she saw the sneers, scowls, and sporadic pitying looks thrown at her as she ran. They all hated her, she knew it and had known it for years. There was nothing she could do about it, so she didn’t even try. Fate had played her hand in life, and it was her lot to be despised by all around her. The best she could do was to bear it. 
 
    “They all follow Miss Delilah and hate me … all of them,” Agnes sobbed quietly. But then, a voice deep within her confronted the idea. That’s not true … the laird does not hate me. 
 
    “He will,” Agnes said in staunch denial. “He will when he knows how much of a miserable creature I am.” 
 
    Agnes stayed there, behind the shed, as time passed by. Midday and evening found her there. Though her stomach was protesting loudly, she did not dare move until she was sure that her hand had healed. 
 
    The sounds of merrymaking were in the air and only then did Agnes stand. Her legs were both cramped and numb from being in one place for so long, and she had to grab hold of the shed to steady herself.  
 
    After massaging life back into her feet, Agnes slowly and timidly went back to the kitchen. Her finger had long healed, and she was hungry. The kitchen looked as if a massacre had been done inside, except there was no blood and no broken bodies, just stained pans, pots, and tables. From the dull sounds she heard coming through the stone walls, the feast was still in full swing.  
 
    Pressing her hand to her rumbling stomach, Agnes found a piece of stale bread and a hunk of cheese harder than stone but still ate both. A pail of milk was on a corner of a table, and Agnes gladly helped herself to a cup—only one as she didn’t dare take two. 
 
    Looking around, Agnes pulled all the strength she had inside her and went to get the cleaning materials. Although she knew that the cleaning was going to be done twice, Agnes needed to begin. She couldn’t allow Delilah to come and berate her more.  
 
    She was scrubbing down a table when maids came and dumped dishes on it to be washed. Agnes did not say a word but took them to the washing tubs. Half an hour later, some more dishes came by with spoons and knives, and Agnes stopped piling up the mound of peeled vegetable skins to attend to them. When that was done, she discarded the waste and came back to the last pile of dishes. Agnes did not even get upset that no other person was helping her; it was her lot in life after all. 
 
    Night fell and just as Agnes was about to fill a pail to mop out the swept kitchen, her knees gave out from under her. Her weakness projected from her stomach to her limbs, and her head was spinning. The noise from the supper was lessening, and Agnes feared that Delilah would come to see her like this. Marshaling the dregs of strength she had left, Agnes grabbed a table’s edge and stood on wobbly knees. 
 
    I have to get to a chair. 
 
    She grasped the hard line of the table and maneuvered herself forward but even with the chair in sight, she couldn’t move another inch. Tears were budding behind her eyes, and she nearly gave up when someone grabbed her. 
 
    “Whoa there, lass,” a warm, familiar voice said in her ear. “You look like you’re going to tumble down.” 
 
    Agnes could not believe that the laird was, once again, back in the kitchen where he did not belong. Did he not have guests? 
 
    “Milord,” Agnes croaked, “What are you doing here … again?” 
 
    The man did not answer but helped her over to a chair. Agnes sat down heavily and framed her head with her hands. She was surprised when a small plate of food was placed on her lap. The plate was loaded with warm meats, bread, and a slice of warm pie. 
 
    “I thought I’d find you here,” the laird spoke softly. “And as all the servants were at their meal, and you weren’t there, I made you a plate and carried it off, looking for you. Please, Agnes, eat.” 
 
    Agnes’ head was now spinning for another reason. She dared to look up to the laird and swallowed heavily. It was incomprehensible, a man of his stature, minding a lowly servant like her. For a moment, Agnes wondered if she was in a dream. 
 
    “Please, Agnes,” the laird said. “I know you have not eaten a morsel for a long time. Eat.” 
 
    With shaking hands, Agnes broke the bread and nibbled on it. The warmth filled her mouth and then, she was eating in earnest. This was food from the laird’s table, food filled with flavor and wonderful taste. The meat’s essence burst into her mouth, and Agnes could not hold back a soft moan of delight. Thankfully, she did not see William’s eyes darken when she let out that delectable sound.  
 
    The pie was sweet, delighting Agnes until she felt the laird’s eyes tracing over her and red raced up her cheeks. She swallowed around the lump of food in her mouth and did not dare take another bite. 
 
    To her further shame, the laird laughed. “Agnes, please finish eating. You need the strength.” 
 
    She dared to meet his eyes with hers. “But milord, I cannae, in good conscience, go on. I feel like a glutton.” 
 
    Agnes was not prepared when the lord of the castle leaned in so close that she could smell the fragrant soap he used on his body. It’s lavender. 
 
    “Agnes, if you want to see real gluttons, come to my dining chamber the next time I host a dinner. The meat is off the bones of the animal in seconds,” the laird said before pulling back and smiling at her. “I must go, but I order you to eat it all, and then you must go to bed.” 
 
    “Aye, milord,” Agnes whispered loud enough so that he could hear her. 
 
    Watching him go, the broadness of his shoulders under the linen shirt and vest, the fluid stride of his legs, and the tousle of his hair around his neck felt to Agnes as if she was parting with something precious. She felt a strange desire in the middle of her chest that deepened when he was fully gone. 
 
    Pressing a hand to her chest, Agnes wondered, is this yearning? 
 
    Her eyes barely glimpsed a shadow near the doorway, but in the next moment, it was gone. Shaking her head, Agnes wondered if she had seen anything at all. Happily, she went back to her meal and gladly ate the rest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
      
 
    For the first time, Agnes knew what it meant to go to her bed with a stomach full of food and to wake up without the pangs of hunger in her belly. She could not believe what had happened last night without wondering if she was trapped in a dream.  
 
    Even though she had gone to bed just shy of midnight, her body was trained to wake up before dawn. Five hours of sleep paled in comparison to the fullness she felt in her stomach. Absently, she licked her lips while remembering how sweet the pie had tasted. 
 
    She sat up and pressed her fingertips to her lips. “Why did milord come to see me, even when he had more important people at his table?” 
 
    Agnes sat there for a long moment, trying to understand why the laird, the most handsome and powerful man she had met, had come to see her - a lowly servant who was scorned by almost everyone. Soon enough, Agnes realized that she would never understand why and decided to let it be. 
 
    Her face was washed, her single unsoiled dress was put on, and she was out from the pantry. The moment she entered the kitchen, faces snapped away from hers so quickly she pressed a hand to her face in wonder. Was there something strange on her face? 
 
    “Ah, you’re awake,” Delilah said grudgingly. “At least you won’t be able to foist your chores on others.” 
 
    Agnes frowned. “I dinnae understand.” 
 
    The head servant just huffed and walked away with Agnes standing in mired confusion. She shook her head and went to start on her chores. It was not until midday when one brave soul had the courage to tell her why Miss Delilah was so disgruntled.  
 
    “The laird told us to let you rest, Agnes,” a slightly older woman named Mary spoke in hushed, reverent tones. “He said that he saw you cleaning last night, and you were weak. He said to let you sleep until you woke. We weren’t allowed to wake you.” 
 
    Agnes marveled—first, the laird had gone to see her after she had avoided him, second, he had gone to see her just in her time of need, and even more, he had ordered the servants to not disturb her. Turning away, Agnes grabbed her broom and started to sweep with a growing tumultuous sensation in her stomach.  
 
    *** 
 
    William had a bone to pick with his mother and the elders after the diplomatic dinner with Clan MacLachlan. Why had they not given him all the information he would need if he was to take control of the clan? Had they coronated him just to use him as a figurehead? All the elders knew that he was young and still learning. 
 
    The new laird knew he was no strict Old Testament traditionalist. He did not believe in an eye-for-an-eye like those who had gone before him. So why had they not told him about his father and the Duke of Perth? Moreover, if they had not told him about that, what else were they keeping from him? 
 
    “Honored elders, Ma,” William said as he entered a meeting room where he had requested all the elders and his mother gather. He stood at the head of the table and allowed his eyes to run over the seven elders, the heads of all seven branches of the Anderson Clan, and then returned his eyes to his mother. “I have called you all here to address a concern of mine. Why did none of you tell me about the threat from the Duke of Perth?” 
 
    Silence rang through the room before an elder, Cinead, spoke. “We dinnae think it was of much consequence, milord.” 
 
    William’s eyes narrowed. “It is to me.” 
 
    His mother cleared her throat. “It was in the past, William. Nothing came from it, so we left it in the past where it belonged. How did you hear about it?” 
 
    “That is none of your concern,” William said strongly. “What is of concern, is me knowing what I have missed in the past four years. Or would you have me carrying along as if there was nothing of consequence to pay mind to?” 
 
    Another stint of quiet rang through the room, and William’s eyes narrowed further. “What more is there?” 
 
    No one answered, and William was getting cross. “I cannae lead you as a blind man. Tell me what I need to know, or were you expecting a puppet to dance about by your leading strings?” 
 
    “No!” Lady Emilia cried. “No, William, it is not that at all. We … no, not we, it was I. I was the one who stopped them from saying a word, son. To me, there was no point in raking up old memories of old enemies. You would have worried for no reason.”  
 
    William turned to his mother and, seeing the clearness in her eyes, knew that she was speaking the truth. The fire in his heart lessened as he sat in his chair. 
 
    “Be that as it may,” William ordered, “I will know all that has happened since I went away, and I mean all of it. The smallest happening of cattle reivers to any trade wars, famine, or disagreement with our neighboring clans. I want it all.”  
 
    The laird then settled in his seat with the clear indication that he was not moving a Scottish inch until he was told all he wanted to know. 
 
    “Well,” he ordered, “begin.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The day had drawn to a wonderful evening and the sunset that accompanied it was a riveting one that could only be found in the highlands. Vivid hues of orange bled into red and shimmering gold while the encroaching indigo of the night sky was slowly eating away at the mélange of colors. 
 
    Agnes had stopped her wiping of the windows to watch the sky and smiled at the sudden flight of blackbirds screeching across the sky. Oh, how Agnes wished she could paint as the vision before her was one to be immortalized. It is glorious. 
 
    The kitchen was emptying, with only her and a scullery girl that was finishing scrubbing a pan. Soon enough, the kitchen was empty and Agnes felt a fluttering sensation in her stomach. She did not know if the laird would come and see her this night, but she was looking forward to it. Why? She was not sure, but she knew that hearing his voice made the emptiness in her chest grow warm.  
 
    She turned away from the sunset and began sweeping again while humming under her breath. The darkness fell, and Agnes replaced the broom and went to sit by a window. The soft night breeze was fluttering against her face as the sky went luminous. The moon began to rise from the east and was so bright, Agnes wondered if it was made of precious silver. 
 
    “The ancients call her the Goddess Ri,” the laird’s voice said from behind her. Agnes breathed in deeply before facing him. The laird was dressed in a loose white shirt and a plaid kilt. Latched around his waist was a thick belt and strapped on it was a dagger. His hair looked shaggier and fell around his eyes—his deep golden eyes.  
 
    She swallowed once more. “Milord, I cannae tell you how grateful I am for telling the other servants to let me rest this morning, just like I am grateful how you gave me food last night but …” the bravery she had suddenly disappeared, and she found herself lost for words.  
 
    The laird had turned towards her and that made not only the words dry up in her throat but also made them disappear from her mind as well. His patient look was not helping her courage, either, but was making her stomach erupt in flutters. Her eyes closed. 
 
    “Agnes?” 
 
    She forced her eyelids to lift and found her voice again, “I thank you for your kindness, milord but … you cannae keep doing this. I dinnae think it’s proper. The kitchen is not a place for you, milord, and you should not be … slumming with servants like me.” 
 
    The laird did not reply to her for a long while. “Agnes, you are so honest and truthful that I cannae tell you how refreshing it is to me. Many of whom I deal with are pretenders, Agnes, and they tell me one thing and do another. Do you know that if you had not told me about the rift between my father and the Duke of Perth, I would have been kept in the dark much longer by the elders of my own clan? If you had not told me, I would have been a puppet for my elders, despite what they say. I am now in a stronger position and it was only because of you, Agnes.” 
 
    The way he said her name sent shivers up and down her spine, causing a nervous fluttering of her stomach. “I—I dinnae think they would have kept you unknowing for much longer, milord.”  
 
    How precious is she? William smiled and came closer to her, and by instinct, Agnes stepped back. However, William was not to be deterred. He reached up to hold both of her shoulders. She shivered under his touch, and William had to remind himself to not frighten her. 
 
    “Agnes, please,” William said softly. “Allow me to care for you. You are a wonderful soul, and I know you are looked down upon in here. Please, accept my help.” 
 
    Her big brown eyes were wide and trembling as she slumped into his arms, leaning against the strength of his chest. William could feel her chest heaving with labored breaths as he held her. Pressing his nose to her hair, William did not bother fighting the feeling that had sprung up inside him the moment he had laid eyes on Agnes. Having her in his arms just felt right, but he did not know if she felt it, too. 
 
    The laird knew it was preposterous to have such emotion for a person he had met thrice, but that was how he felt. He felt that Agnes needed love, compassion, and attention. He knew that Agnes needed to feel wanted, appreciated, and respected.  
 
    He knew it because he had seen it that very morning, and the memory was still fresh in his mind. William had been in a part of the castle that overlooked the kitchens when he had seen Agnes, whom he had not expected to see until later in the day, run out with tears in her eyes. The sadness on her face had stopped him in his tracks. He had then seen the head servant, Delilah, step out with a sneer and yell, “Run, you piece of filth.” 
 
    Anger had burned so strongly inside the laird that he had put his fist right into the wall. How dare any of them treat my Agnes like that? The moment the thought had run through his head, William had reeled back. When had Agnes become his? 
 
    All day. He had struggled with the emotion all day but had decided to let it be. He could not order his destiny, so why try to war with his feelings?  
 
    “Let it out, my sweet,” William murmured in her ear.  
 
    Her chest heaved, once, twice, and then a third time. Her breath was heavy but not once did any tears fall. Her fingers clutched his shirt tightly. “You should not be here, milord, someone might catch you.” 
 
    “It does not matter to me,” William whispered. “This is my castle; no one has more power than me here.” 
 
    “But milord, I am still a servant.” Her voice was small and tight. 
 
    “Agnes,” William struggled but could barely stop himself. He lowered his head at the very same moment she looked up and softly pressed his lips to hers. He knew she was untried and naïve in many adult ways, so he kept his kiss tender and soft. Just feeling her in his arms and doing something so intimate made the war in his stomach ease a bit.  
 
    He pressed her face back into the crook of his neck and rocked her softly. “I dinnae care.” 
 
    She stayed there, in the circle of his arms, until she calmed fully. William knew that it was going to take her time to adjust to what had just happened between them and, reluctantly, let her go.  
 
    “Good night, Agnes.” 
 
    Her cheeks went softly red. “Good night, milord.” 
 
    Suddenly, William felt irritated at the courtesy. He knew what he was about to do would be breaking precedence and spinning centuries of tradition upon its head, but nevertheless, he told her, “William, Agnes. Please call me William.” 
 
    The order was a surprise, surely, but the laird was not appeased with her calling him by his title, especially since he was now clearer on where he stood with her. He smoothed her hair and kissed her forehead. “I am William to you from now on.” 
 
    Her silent nod gave him leeway to leave; only at the doorway did he stop to look over his shoulder and see Agnes touching her lips. He smiled and moved on. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four
  
 
      
 
    He kissed me. 
 
    The words would stun her every time they popped into her mind. It still did not feel real what had happened between her and the laird but simply casting her eye to the spot where it had happened enforced the memory. 
 
    That singular spot in time was entrenched in her mind as everything was enhanced. She could still breathe in the faint perfume scent on William’s skin, feel the soft cloth of his shirt, taste the potent wine on his lips, and be enveloped in his warmth all over again, anytime she went to the spot. 
 
    It was three days from the night of the kiss, and Agnes faintly recognized that her chores had started to get harder and much more strenuous the very day after the kiss. She had not seen it at first but by the third day when she was made to wash every kitchen towel, sweep, mop, wipe down the tables, and lug coal for the fires, she knew it.  
 
    Despite the hardship, she soldiered through the hard days to get to the bliss that came at night. The laird—or William as she was now ordered to address him by—came to visit her in the kitchen every night without fail. Last night had been a memorable one; he had taken with him a thick blanket that he had spread on the floor so they could sit and talk. 
 
    The laird was a bit out of sorts that night because the leaders of a nearby clan were refusing to accept some parts of a trade agreement, and William had vented his frustration about it. Agnes, who was clueless about situations like those, could only sit and listen to him speak.  
 
    She had picked up on a few terms but didn’t know what to say in the end, so she could only go with the truth. “I am sorry, William. I cannae tell you what to do here, but your people come first; do what is best for them.” 
 
    William had held her close and rested his chin on top of her head before whispering a thank you in her ear. 
 
    Tonight, Agnes did not know what to expect but faintly hoped he would brush past her nervousness and kiss her again. While finishing up the last of her chores, placing the just-milled flour into the vast stone caskets, Agnes looked at the waning moon in the dark sky and prayed a simple prayer. Let me feel what love is. 
 
    “Agnes,” the deep voice that she replayed in her head at nights, sounded behind her. Agnes turned to see William, once again armed with the thick blanket. A fluttering worry that he would get caught once again assaulted her mind but Agnes took comfort in knowing that he did not have to answer to anyone and could override any accusation. 
 
    “Mi—William,” she said softly while wiping her hands of the last speckles of flour. “Good evening.” 
 
    The laird’s hair looked damp as if it was freshly washed, and the ends were curling on the collar of his shirt. Agnes realized she loved the length of his hair; it was a middling length for many Scotsmen who wore their hair long and their beards longer, but to Agnes, the laird had the right length.  
 
    “Come,” William coaxed. “Let’s sit.” 
 
    Obeying him, Agnes folded her dress under her and sat near him, with her back pressed on the wall behind them. Thankfully, the wall was near the furnace that, though out, had still heated the walls enough for them to retain some heat. She was not prepared when William gently folded her in his arms, and she tensed slightly. 
 
    “Agnes,” he began. “I recognize that I was a wee bit selfish last night. I spoke all night but did not give you much of a chance to talk. I am sorry.” 
 
    Smiling into his shoulder, Agnes replied. “I understand, William—your frustration, I mean. I cannae pretend to know the slightest thing about clan politics or trade agreements, but I understand frustration very well.” 
 
    Unknown to her, she did not realize that her words had caused a shift in William’s countenance, and it wasn’t until he shifted his head to look into her eyes that she saw the concern.  
 
    “Agnes, this has been a concern of mine for many days, and I cannae let it grow much longer. I know you are in pain … but I want to know why. Please, tell me why you are in such agony.” 
 
    His words spurred on a rush of memories that Agnes had not expected but looking into his gentle blue eyes, she could not resist. Her bottom lip was captured between her teeth in a moment of apprehension, but then she relaxed. Laying her head on his chest, Agnes closed her eyes. 
 
    “I remember cold, William, very cold. I cannae tell you how old I was; I just know I was bitterly cold. I don’t remember where I was or if anyone had been with me. I know that I had on rags for clothes, and I was so hungry. It had gotten so bad that I didn’t feel it anymore, the cold that is. The man who found me carried me to the nearest village where I was given milk and a weak porridge to nurse me back to health. No one told me where I had come from as the man who found me was a traveling merchant, and he had moved on. The old women called me Agnes and raised me until I was nine summers. When I was ten summers, I knew that I had to fend for myself as the village was getting poorer and poorer, so I came to the castle to beg for work as a scullery girl. I was taken in, but no one wanted to befriend me. I grew used to it over time and just felt like this was my lot in life. I …” 
 
    Agnes hesitated, knowing that her next words would bare her soul. “I cried in my bed every night and sobbed until morning. I passed days, months, and years by myself as everyone around me scorned or looked down on me for what I cannae tell you. I was given the hardest tasks, worked the longest days, and ate the worst meals, which continues to this day. The only comfort I had was when I was given a bed in the pantry away from the others. They might have thought it was a banishment, but I saw it as solace. I did not think that anyone would—could …” she hesitated once more. “Notice me—or see me as a person—until you came along.” 
 
    Agnes did not dare look up for fear of judgment or possible revulsion but felt comforted when William’s arms tightened around her.  
 
    “I am heartbroken to hear that, Agnes. I know you have had it hard, but not even knowing who you are or where you came from is unthinkable to me; I cannae imagine what that feels like.”  
 
    His words opened the floodgate, and Agnes’ words tumbled from her. “I … I feel numb most of the days. I feel as if I am here, walking, speaking, and working but … I cannae feel anything. There are days when I feel so cold inside that I wonder how I am still alive. The others look at me with such hatred and disgust that I wonder if I have been rolling in the pigs’ pen and do not know it. Miss Delilah hates me, I know that, but I cannae know why. I feel as if my very presence is offensive to them in ways I don’t even know.”  
 
    Tears pricked at her eyes, but they did not fall, and her eyes were fixed on the farthest wall. She was enveloped in a warm hold while comforting kisses were rained down on her cheeks, forehead, and neck.  
 
    William had never heard such a heartbreaking tale in his six-and-twenty years. He did not know how Agnes had held up, survived, and kept going even with the hatred and derision thrown at her. Many would have folded and splintered into a shadow of themselves, but Agnes had not. 
 
    A feeling William was starting to believe was love was growing in his mind and heart whenever he thought about Agnes. The feeling was a dominant mix of the sense to care for her and give her compassion along with an indomitable urge to protect her. Righteous anger was brimming in William’s gut as he realized that he needed to protect Agnes from this Delilah, but even so, he knew he had to go about it carefully. A prolonged interested in Agnes would provoke even more hatred as William knew that most lairds did not give much attention to their servants.  
 
    “Agnes, sweetling, please let me handle this for you,” William whispered. 
 
    This wicked injustice has to stop, so help me God. 
 
    She was crying internally in his hold, and William wished she would just let her wall fall and cry openly. Still, there was no sign of tears, and a part of William, the warrior part of him, admitted her internal strength while he knew that she had to let her tears flow eventually.  
 
    “Agnes,” William said even as he privately began to term her as Angel, “Will you allow me to fight for you, to be your champion on this?” 
 
    Her silent shaky nod was his answer, and William’s thin smile was tinged with sorrow. How could anyone abuse such a pure soul? He would never know the answer, but thankfully, she did not have to go through it much longer. He knew he had to protect Agnes at all costs. 
 
    “Rest, Agnes,” he promised. “It will all be over soon. You will not have to fear anyone anymore. As long as I am with you, you will be safe.” 
 
    The laird hoped that his words would be true as even he knew that many would resist what he was going to do. His clan was a family of traditionalists, and many did not understand or did not want to understand what it meant to be a progressive. Many still held onto the ideals that there was a hierarchy given to mankind and those at the top must stay at the top. The ones that followed, the soldier, the ordinary working man, the servants, and the slaves had their rank and had to stay there in order for society to keep going. 
 
    However, William had come to realize that the old way was wrong on many levels and that all men needed to be treated like that—men. They were strong, weak, wise, simple, virtuous, immoral, dominant, submissive, and everything in between. Men, in the widest sense that also meant women, could not be placed in one category for the rest of their lives, and William had to prove it to those who abused Agnes and by doing so, his clan. 
 
    The sobbing had stopped and, curiously, the laird looked down to see Agnes fully asleep on his chest. Gently, William tucked an unruly curl of her hair behind an ear and smiled when she snuggled into him. Knowing where she slept, William carefully eased her off him in order to stand. Then, he cautiously slipped his hands under her knees and behind her head and lifted her. Her weight was like a feather, and William’s jaw stiffened. Agnes should be heavier than this; she felt like a small child even as buxom as she was. 
 
    Carrying her to the pantry, William spotted the mound of sheets at the corner of the room and gently deposited her onto them. After making sure she was covered with another sheet, the laird looked around and felt his heart sink to his feet. This was no place for Agnes. It was dark and dreary and though he was inside for less than five minutes, the laird felt as if his energy was being sucked out of him. 
 
    Agnes, William wondered in amazement. How have you survived this for ten years? 
 
    Something ran over his foot, and William lurched back in surprise. He saw a good-sized rat staring boldly at him.  
 
    The decision was cemented in his mind. I have to get her out of this place for fear of the plague these vermin carry. 
 
    Kneeling, William brushed his knuckles softly over her cheek and watched her sleep for a moment. “I will protect you, Agnes, I swear on my life.” 
 
    He was so immersed in taking care of the one William knew he loved, that he did not see, nor was he even aware of, the body that had just shrunk back from the doorway. A body whose heart hardened and face twisted into a frown at what it had just witnessed.  
 
    Nor did he hear the malicious whisper, “If I am not yours, she will never be yours either. Your precious Agnes will soon be gone.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
      
 
    “Do it again!” Delilah snapped into Agnes’ face while shoving the wet rag in her hand. “The windows are still smeared; do you even have eyes in your head, girl?” 
 
    Agnes did not dare break her gaze from her angry superior even as she saw the pitying looks from the other servants through the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “Do it again,” the woman’s ice-blue eyes bore holes into Agnes’ skin. “If you want to eat tonight, that is.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Delilah,” Agnes said while bowing her head. 
 
    The laird had been absent for the past five days on a diplomatic trip to Clan Fraser. The trip was many miles away, and Agnes did not expect to see William for another week. Every day that he was gone carved a small pit out of her stomach. She missed his nightly visits, kind words, and soft touches. She missed how he looked at her and the feeling that she was not unnoticeable to him.  
 
    But now, the anger she was gaining from the people around her—or rather Miss Delilah—made her wonder if she had lured herself into a fantasy world where the laird actually felt something for her. And at the farthest stretch of the spectrum, if she wanted to torture herself thinking that he loved her. 
 
    Dipping the rag back into a bucket of clean water, Agnes tried to picture the softness in William’s eyes when he looked at her. While she wiped off the windows, a calmness took over her mind. And though she felt the hateful looks drilling into the back of her skull, Agnes did not mind. She just had to wait for William to come home and then everything would be well. 
 
    She kept the image of his eyes in her mind as she worked and when it was all done, she squinted to make sure the pane was clean. Sighing softly, Agnes took the bucket out into the yard to do away with the water when she heard someone come up behind her and then … then, her arm was touched.  
 
    Out of ingrained reaction, Agnes jumped away and spun with wide eyes to see another servant, a kitchen boy named Roran, a few years older than her, look at her. 
 
    His face, smeared with coal, was a bit disconcerting but his sympathetic smile eased her anxiety a bit. His bare foot scuffed the ground.  
 
    “Agnes, just so you know, it is not all of us who agree with Miss Delilah. Some of us actually do hate how she treats you.” 
 
    The young girl was stupefied. How had she never heard—or imagined—this before? She thought that she was the vilest person to ever breathe the air in the Clan Anderson stronghold, from what she was being subjected to.  
 
    “Thank you, Roran,” Agnes said with the bare hint of a smile. “I have never heard anyone tell me that before.” 
 
    Roran snorted, the freckles across the bridge of his nose scrunching with the move. “With all the work you do, you deserve it.” 
 
    His hand lifted once more and rested on her shoulder before slipping to her arm. The air between them shifted drastically, and Agnes was not sure she liked the look in Roran’s eyes.  
 
    Shifting away, she cleared her throat and brought up the pail as a physical barrier between them. “I have to get back now, Roran.” 
 
    Without waiting for him to answer, Agnes ducked around him and hastened back to the kitchens. There was only one person she wanted looking at her that way and it was William—the man she was coming to love. 
 
    *** 
 
     “Blast, hell, and damnation,” Laird William cursed as a sudden torrent erupted over his head. He and his party of four were almost home from their week-long sojourn at Clan Fraser. He could see the tip of Clan Anderson’s castle in the distance, but they had to stop. The rumbling thunder was growing worse and the lightning, edged with blue, was making the trek even more daunting.  
 
    “Milord,” Dugald said while shielding his eyes from the white rain, “There’s a tavern near here, let’s take shelter there.” 
 
    Squinting, William saw the blinking lights of a lamp flickering through the heavily slatted windows in a low building not so far from them. The storm was not getting any calmer, and William knew that for the sake of himself and the people with him, he needed to find shelter. 
 
    “Aye,” William muttered. “And get some spiced wine, too.” 
 
    Clipping his reins, William directed his warhorse towards the bare glimmer of light and grimaced at the cold water that seeped under his armor and drenched his clothes. The tavern’s door was knocked on and then pushed in without a wait; the rain was getting harder, and the sky was getting more wrathful. 
 
    To the laird’s solace, there were only three people inside—a barmaid, an old man sitting at a lone table, and a man, dressed in stained rags, sleeping by the fireside. 
 
    The barmaid darted up from her place and ran to them, curtseyed, and gushed, Milord, welcome, please take any place you’d desire.” 
 
    Running a hand through his sodden locks, William replied, “Thank you, miss, the fire would be preferable, and some spiced wine for me and my company.” 
 
    After stripping off his light armor and taking his seat, William gladly accepted his tankard of wine as the heat slowly dried his clothes.  
 
    “I got to say, milord,” Dugald noted while palming his mug, “The trade agreement went fine. Their warriors can teach ours a thing or two, I believe.” 
 
    “Yes,” William replied a bit absently. “Their mastery of the culverin cannons and the halberd would do our men well.” 
 
    Looking down into the deep red of his wine, William pondered how Agnes was faring. Not one night in the long week of negotiations had passed without his mind not falling upon her. Was she doing well? Was that horrid Delilah abusing her again?  
 
    It was not until the third, “milord,” that William snapped back to the present. He could feel the curious eyes of Dugald, Nathan, Diarmid, and Ewan on his person and drank a hefty gulp of wine. “I can see the question in your eyes, men, and the answer is that my mind is on a certain lass.” 
 
    “The Catriona strumpet I spoke about?” Nathan asked in a baritone. 
 
    “Nay,” William shook his head. “You, none of you would know her because she’s not the type of person you traditionalists would see … she’s a servant.” 
 
    The laird pretended to not see the salacious looks his men shared while he was finishing his wine. “And to answer your other question, no, she is not my mistress.” 
 
    Diarmid, a master tactician, cleared his throat. “To be fair, milord, you would have to be married first to have a mistress.” 
 
    An evil eye was slanted to the dusky blond-haired Scot, who shrugged and murmured, “It’s just natural logic.” 
 
    Sagging into his seat, William ran a rough palm over his face. “It is just, I cannae understand how Agnes hasn’t known who she is for over, well, her whole life, and …” 
 
    A splintering shatter of a pewter mug startled the five and Dugald, hothead that he was, automatically reached for his sword.  
 
    “Easy, man,” William said while flagging down his second. His golden eyes were trained on the old timer who he had not given a second thought to after they had passed by.  
 
    Shifting on his seat, William looked at the old man, gray-bearded with rheumy blue eyes. He was actively trembling where he sat. “My good man, are you well?” 
 
    “Y-you know Agnes?” the man blurted. “Agnes, pretty lass with gray eyes?” 
 
    William was on his feet before he knew it and grasped the old man’s slim shoulders. “Yes, what of her?” 
 
    “And … you say she’s a servant?” The word was hissed like it was repugnant. “How could she be a servant? She’s the daughter of a thane!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The howls of the wind, under the raging bluster, sounded as empty as the place in her chest. William was absent for nine nights as the storm, one the worst the highlands had seen for decades, still blew. 
 
    Her heart ached for him, to see him, to touch him, and to have him near. Agnes had never in her life expected to feel anything like this. Her soul felt torn in half. Listening to the raging wind forced Agnes to face a blaring and devastating truth—she was in love with the laird.  
 
    The laird of Clan Anderson - a man so far above her stature that Agnes felt like an ant staring at a mountain. She was in love with a man who was destined to be married off to a highborn lady with grace, poise, and incomparable beauty. What chance did she—a servant—have when faced with these insurmountable odds? 
 
    I love him … but for my sake and his, I will have to let him go. Even thinking the words made Agnes’ heart ache. Not ache exactly; it rather felt as if someone had struck her chest with a claymore, parted her ribs, and ripped her heart out. That was the level of her agony. 
 
    Flipping on her stomach, Agnes’ fingers curled so hard on the ragged sheets that they nearly tore new holes in the frayed threads. Her pain was crawling up her throat, but she swallowed it down. She had to stay away from William. 
 
    “It’s for the best …” She tried to convince herself. “It is for the best.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Riding through the gates of the Anderson stronghold was like a wind whistling over an empty plain. William barely noticed where he was until his mother came out to greet him.  
 
    Nine days had passed, seven with Clan Fraser and two held up in the meager tavern as he and his men had withstood the freak storm. Lady Emilia, dressed in a thick coat, frowned slightly at the pensive look on her son’s face. After accepting the greeting from the other warriors, she asked for privacy to speak with her son. 
 
    “William,” she said in concern. “Did the talks not go well?” 
 
    “They went well, Mother,” William replied with a forced smile. “I know you’re thinking I am acting strangely. I am just wearied, Mother, it is nothing to be alarmed about.” 
 
    William was not going to tell her of the horrid case of mistaken identity as he hadn’t digested all of it himself. All he knew was that after a good rest, he was going to speak with Agnes and tell her all he had learned a day ago. 
 
    The lady still did not look comforted but nodded. “Go rest then. I will send up a maid with bathing water.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ma.” William sighed then turned to his cohorts. “Men.” 
 
    “Milord!” they acknowledged.  
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly to remind them to be mum on what they had all heard the day before. Climbing to his quarters, William entered his room and unlaced his sword. Resting on the hooks beside the doors, William slowly took off his light armor, dumped it in a basket, and then removed his shirt, thinking back to the episode in the tavern. 
 
    “Y-you know Agnes?” the man had blurted. “Agnes, pretty lass with gray eyes?” 
 
     “Yes, what of her?” 
 
    “And … you say she’s a servant?” The word was hissed like it was repugnant. “How could she be a servant? She’s the daughter of a thane!” 
 
    The laird had felt like someone had shot him between his eyes. “A thane? From where?” 
 
    The old man’s face had looked tortured. “How could she be a servant? I told them; I told the old ladies in the village to find her relatives, but they clearly did not.”  
 
    His rheumy eyes had looked up. “That child has had a hard life from birth, milord. Fate had not had mercy on her. I was traveling through the woods, milord, and it was a child’s cry that came to me—to that … bloodbath. The carriage was overturned, and the driver was dead to the side with his blade through a boar. I saw the arm of a woman protruding through the window and did my best to lift the thing up. The woman was dead but in her arms was a child with a head of russet hair and terrified gray eyes. I tried to take her, but she shrank from me.” 
 
    William had gestured to the barmaid to carry over some more wine while keeping one eye on the old man that was hunched over. 
 
    “The marking on the carriage was known to me, the Thane of Calder, Lord McCright, as I had traveled through the region. It is a horrid tale, milord; the thane died by assassination. His steward ran a sword through him, leaving his wife, who was with child at the time and then took his own life. I cannae conjecture why the lady was coming through these parts, but I think the boar ran them off the road.”  
 
    The man, Balgair, sighed and took the cup of wine William had handed to him. After a hefty gulp, he shook his head. “I took the little lass to the old ladies in the nearby village and told them who the child was, but … they did not know who she was and named her Agnes. I told them to return her to her country, but they did not and, by not doing so, damned her to a life of misery. I have never forgotten about that child. She never cried once, not even when her chest heaved.” 
 
    “She still doesn’t,” William said to himself, coming back briefly to the present.  
 
    “I came back to search for her after a few years, but she was gone,” the man sighed while looking into the bottom of his mug. “No one knew where she went.” 
 
    “Milord?” a voice said from the door, and William turned to see some maids holding buckets of warm water. “May we enter?” 
 
    Waving at them, William went back to his thoughts. But I know … she came here to safety—like the wise girl she is. 
 
    On one hand, he was torn that Agnes had had such a woeful turn in her life, but then, if she hadn’t been who she was, he would have never met her. The laird knew that he couldn’t give her back the ten years of her life where she could have comfort and pleasure but … could he make her next ten years even better? 
 
    “Your bath is ready, milord,” a maid curtseyed. 
 
    William did not have to look to see that the eyes on his chest were not the ones he wanted looking at him, so with a curt dismissal and a feeling of aversion, William went to take his bath. 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, Agnes, knowing that the laird had come home and was probably going to come and see her, hid in her pantry, hoping he wouldn’t. The night was falling quickly and while peeking out the door, her breath was held in fast. Could she bear seeing William and not break her vow to go to him? 
 
    It is best for him to not be near me.  
 
    The mantra was running through Agnes’ head repeatedly until it solidified in her mind. She loved William, but she would love it more if he could be with someone worthy of him.  
 
    Footsteps came from the door and her breath hitched as a shadow passed by the door. Looking out, Agnes sighed in relief—it was only a pageboy putting down a tray with an empty bottle. When he passed by again, Agnes took up her vigil once more, praying that William would not come but hoping he would. 
 
    Eventually, sometime after midnight, Agnes drifted off to sleep, not seeing or hearing the footsteps of the laird who had not slept at all. She did not see his shoulder sag or hear the sigh in his voice. She did not see William run his hand over his face and turn away to look at the crack in the door with a wondering look in his eye before he went back the way he had come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
      
 
    William felt the strain in his face as his polite smile was on the verge of collapsing. It was five days after his arrival from Clan Fraser and on the second day, he had been politely told that, as the head of the clan, he would be meeting a lady from Clan MacDougall who, though not outwardly said, was to be his wife. 
 
    Lady Fenella MacDougall lived up to the meaning of her name, “white shoulders.” She was so pale, William wondered if she knew what sunlight felt like. Other than that, she was certainly beautiful, demure, and lovely to look at, which was what William was afraid of. He did not need a wife only for him to look at. He needed someone he could speak to. 
 
    She was educated for a girl of eight-and-ten, William had to give her that, but there was something about her that he felt was pretentious. They were sitting at the large dining table, waiting to be served the midday meal. 
 
    “And the Sassenach women use this poisonous powder to make their skin white,” Lady Fenella said pompously. “They are killing themselves for something that should come naturally.” 
 
    Ah, there it is, William shook his head. Pompous and spoiled little brat, aren’t you? 
 
    Their meals came, warm platters of roasted beef, succulent gravy, milled rolls, apple tarts, and spiced wine. He was not hungry but was amusing his mother in her fancy, so he ate. In truth, his mind was pinned on Agnes. The very day after he had come home, he had sent out scouts to find out about the missing baby girl of Thane McCright. 
 
    He hated how cowardly he was being by not telling her the revelation of who she was and knowing that by not doing so he was damning her to a life of suffering. William felt like the worst heel, as he knew if someone had kept something like that from him, he would be furious.  
 
    “William?” 
 
    His mother’s voice drew him out of his musing, and he faced her tight smile and hardened eyes. What did I miss? 
 
    “Sorry, Mother,” William cleared his throat. “I was just thinking about my unanswered missive to Clan Fraser, please forgive me.” 
 
    Her smile was not all that lenient. “Lady Fenella was asking about a tour of the garden, dear. Would you oblige her? It is beautiful at dusk.”  
 
    William stifled a groan of frustration—he did not want to be with anyone who was not Agnes. His burden of guilt grew by the day, and he did not know how the unseen bricks on his shoulders had not crushed him yet. 
 
    “I would be delighted,” William said, only out of courtesy, when he really wanted the woman to just leave.  
 
    Agnes’ eyes haunted him day and night; the large gray eyes filled with sorrow and pain. William knew what he should have done days ago—he should have sent word to the Cawdor fife to let whoever was in charge know that their heiress had been found after ten years. 
 
    Wiping his hands on a cloth, William stood and deliberately ignored his mother’s pointed stare. “Lady Fenella, will you accompany me to our gardens?” 
 
    She stood and smoothed her dark blue gown. “With pleasure, milord.” 
 
    Taking her arm, William nodded to his mother and guided the lady down a hallway and out of the citadel. His mother was right; the gardens at dusk were magical. He would have loved to be there every night to bask in the mysticism, but not by himself or even with this titled woman on his arm, prattling about nonsense. 
 
    He dearly wanted Agnes there, to pull her close and tuck a rosebud behind her ear. To tell her the old tales of magical beings that flickered at dusk, the ether between day and night. He wanted to dance with her under the stars and see her hair shimmer under the silvery rays of the moon. He wanted Agnes. 
 
    “Who is she?” 
 
    Fenella’s words washed over him softly, and William stopped in his tracks to turn to her. “Pardon?” 
 
    The lady quickly unlaced her hand from his arm and reached out to pick a dark blue flower from a bush. She then started to pick the petals off one by one. 
 
    “The lady that you are dreaming about,” Lady MacDougall said. “The one that has had your attention all day long.” 
 
    William found himself at a crossroad—should he lie and act like he had no clue what she was speaking about or should he just admit it? The laird knew he hated liars, so why be one himself? 
 
    “She is … a unique human being,” William spoke with measured tones. “There are not many like her.” 
 
    Fenella flipped the bare stem of the flower away. “And how much different is she?” 
 
    Looking at her, her erect, poised statue, flawless features, the arrogant tilt of her head and eyes holding an inbred look of superiority, William knew that even if he began to explain, Lady Fenella would never understand—even to Judgment Day. 
 
    His smile was wry. “Much, much different.” 
 
    The sly look in the woman’s face was not sitting well with William. “She is beautiful, isn’t she … but young and inexperienced.” 
 
    William’s eyebrows arched as he noted the underlying meaning but did not dare comment on it. “No, and I would rather let it stay that way.” 
 
    Then, a stumbling sound caught their attention and both turned to see Agnes struggling with a pile of firewood in her arms. William was instantly confused, as carrying firewood was a pageboy or a squire’s job, so why was she laboring under this strain? Then he realized—Delilah. She was terrorizing Agnes again. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was not much he could do about it even as he wanted to rush over to her and relieve her of her burden; he had to cater to Fenella. Her head was turned to Agnes, too, and a condescending pitying look was on her face—one which angered William. 
 
    “I am so disheartened to see girls like those,” Fenella mocked, sighing. “Only fit for a whorehouse.” 
 
    William had to stop his reaction to snarl at her. She was ignorant that she was mocking the woman he loved. Swiftly schooling his features into a stoic look, William vowed to see Agnes that night.  
 
    “Shall we finish our walk, milady?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Agnes’ feet hurt—at least that was the only part of her with enough sensation to register pain. If her body was not so numb, she knew she would be rolling in agony on her meager excuse for a bed. 
 
    She had seen William that evening but had pretended not to. He was with a lady, dressed in the richest blue cloth she had ever seen. The lady’s dark brown hair had the sheen of rich oils and the thickness of good nutrition—Agnes had no idea where that came from. All she ate was gruel and the rare fruits she picked up on the grounds. 
 
    Curling up into herself, Agnes knew her decision to avoid William was the best one she had ever made. The man was now courting another, a lady who was best suited to his statue. But it hurt. The only chance she might have had at love was gone, and she hated that.  
 
    “It is for the best that he has someone else,” Agnes whispered in the darkness of the pantry. 
 
    The door opened and, Agnes sat up, startled. Who was coming inside? A frame she readily recognized stood there, and her heart beat even faster—it was William. 
 
    “Mi—milord,” she said faintly. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    William closed the door behind him, came closer and sank to his knees. The inside of the room was dim, nearly pitch black, but Agnes swore she saw remorse in his eyes. Her hand was taken and his lips pressed to the back of it, then her palm was pressed to his cheek. 
 
    “Agnes.” His voice was hoarse and ragged. “I have to tell you something that I hope you won’t hate me for. Promise me, Agnes, you won’t hate me, for if you do, my heart will break.” 
 
    She trembled. “I would never hate you, William, what is it?” 
 
    His head bowed, “I know who you really are Agnes, your name is Sorcha … Sorcha McCright; you are the daughter of a thane.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
      
 
    Hard eyes looked at the disgusting scene—a man of honor and prestige, kneeling and kowtowing to a person that did not even deserve to breathe the air around her.  
 
    “Agnes,” the laird spoke. “I have hated myself for keeping this truth away from you for the five days I have known it. I hated that, for a while, I did not want it to be true. I worried, thinking that if it was true and that if you knew who you are, you would leave me, and I cannot bear to be apart from you.” 
 
    The listener stifled a gasp of disgust. How can he be near her at all? 
 
    “Do you forgive me, sweetling?” 
 
    A scuffle was heard and a soft, pain-filled voice spoke. “William …” 
 
    The nerve of her—calling the lord by his Christian name! Has she no manners or sense of propriety? 
 
    “ I do not think there is anything to forgive you for,” Agnes replied.  
 
    “Do you believe me then?” the laird spoke once more. 
 
    “I cannae dare to believe you,” Agnes spoke. “It seems all too fantastic to me that I am a thane’s child when all I know is hardship and pain.” 
 
    “Oh.” William’s smile was a grimace. “I am so sorry for all this, all that you have gone through. I will make it right, as soon as I can.” 
 
    Then, the listener heard, “You cannot move me from here, William,” Agnes said. “Until you are sure of it, you must leave me here to continue as I was.” 
 
    “Because of the backlash,” the laird murmured. “I know. They would not understand why I am taking you out of here and putting you in my guest quarters.” 
 
    “No, they would not,” Agnes said. “No one here likes me, William. Some profess to not hate me, but that doesn’t mean they like me, either. I only have you. There is no one here that I trust, except you.” 
 
    “And I will do all I can to prove your faith,” the laird spoke softly. “I do love you, Agnes. Call it what you will, but I do love you, and I will do all I can to get you back to where you were supposed to be.” 
 
    “I … I love you, too,” Agnes’ whisper was so quiet that the eavesdropper barely heard it.  
 
    Then, the soft sound of kissing was heard, and the listener turned away in anger and disgust.  
 
    I am so sorry for all this, all that you have gone through. I will make it right, as soon as I can. The listener remembered, and then added sadistically, Well, until that time, Agnes, your life will be a living hell. You must be removed!  
 
    *** 
 
    William felt like the world was righting itself again as he pulled away from Agnes. His thumb ran over her chin and he smiled. “I know you saw me with Lady MacDougall, Agnes. I saw your face. Why did you look like you were in pain?” 
 
    “Because I was,” Agnes admitted while sitting up and bracing her back on the wall behind her. “After you kissed me first and I realized I was falling in love with you, I told myself that you cannae be happy with me. I am a servant, the lowest of the servants, and you are a laird. No matter how I love you, it would not be right. The world would not see it that way. I thought your clan would disown you if you acted out a travesty in their eyes, so I stayed away.” 
 
    Pain lanced through William’s chest at her words and even though it aggrieved him, he knew that Agnes was justified in doing so.  
 
    “Then I saw that lady,” Agnes continued with her eyes closed. “She looked so dignified … royal, like a princess, that I just knew I could not compete with her. The two of you looked like a match.” 
 
    “She is a princess,” William replied. “With all the superiority and selfishness that comes with the title. We might have looked good, but I would never marry her; she does not know what it is to see the worst of mankind.” 
 
    “But, if I am the lady that you claim me to be,” Agnes replied, “I will not know the best of mankind, either.” 
 
    “It is easier going up than going down, my love,” William said without thinking. “No one at the top thinks of debasing themselves, but those at the bottom can only rise.” 
 
    When he did not hear anything else from Agnes, William looked over with curiosity laced in his face. Agnes’ eyes were wide and brimming. Reaching across the arm’s length that separated them, William touched her cheek in time to feel one solitary teardrop on the side of his thumb.  
 
    Saying not a word, William leaned over and pressed his cheek to hers. “I know, Agnes. I know.” 
 
    The ear that was listening by the doorway was in denial about what it had just heard. There was no way that disgusting piece of filth was a thane’s child. The laird had to be wrong. That had to be it somewhere along the line someone had told him lies.  
 
    *** 
 
    The evening sky above was calm, and the breeze rustling through the trees was balmy. Agnes found herself picking up the discarded wooden swords the pageboys and squires used to train.  
 
    While bending to pick up a mock Claymore, her mind went back to two nights ago. 
 
    The frame was one she readily recognized, and he had stood there, and her heart beat even more—it was William. The laird was dressed in his standard heavy boots and plaid kilt, but instead of a loose shirt, he had on only a vest. The leather material clung to his chest like a prayer and outlined his solid abdomen.  
 
    I could barely sit up as the pain was lancing through me. 
 
    “Mi—milord,” Agnes had said faintly in disbelief. “What are you doing?” 
 
    William had closed the door behind him, come closer, and sunk to his knees beside her. The inside of the room was dim, nearly pitch black, and the look in his eyes had made her feel horrible. He had looked as if he was in pain instead of her. 
 
    William had taken Agnes’ hand, and his lips pressed to the back of it. An errant shiver ran through her hand to the middle of her stomach, and then he pressed her rough, callused palm to his cheek. 
 
    “Agnes.” His voice was hoarse and ragged. “I have to tell you something that I hope you won’t hate me for. Promise me, Agnes, you won’t hate me, for if you do, my heart will break.” 
 
    His voice nearly made me break.  
 
    “I would never hate you, William. What is it?” 
 
    His head bowed. “I know who you really are, Agnes. Your name is Sorcha … Sorcha McCright. You are the daughter of a thane.” 
 
    Her thoughts shifted back to the present. 
 
    “Sorcha McCright … the daughter of a thane,” Agnes whispered to herself. “How can that be?” 
 
    Her arms were filled with the swords, and she turned to carry them to the wicker baskets that lined the inner courtyard. She expertly maneuvered around the clucking chickens who paid her no mind and the lazy dogs. Releasing her burden in the nearest basket, Agnes went back for her last set. 
 
    “What would it have been like if I had grown up in a castle instead of a kitchen?” Agnes wondered while bending over to grasp a twine-wrapped sword handle. “I’d sleep in featherbeds with warm sheets and thick blankets. My quarters would have a fireplace, a wash-closet, a bathtub, and a mirror. My clothes would be made of the finest cotton, muslin, and silk. My shoes would be made of fine leather and satin. I would have women to look about my bathwater, my hair, my clothes, and my meals. Mayhap I would have a line of suitors, or I could be married off already.” 
 
    She stood with the last of the wooden weapons in her hand and allowed the wind to cool her face. “Perhaps I would have had a child already … or probably two.” 
 
    The concept of giving birth to a baby stalled her for a long time, and she stood there dreaming until Delilah’s slap to her face jerked her to reality. Her cheek pained something fierce, and Agnes had no hand to reach up and coddle the stinging flesh. 
 
    “Lazy girl!” Delilah snapped, “Do you think our master keeps us to stargaze? You are a worthless, hideous, ungrateful piece of filth that has no use and should have never been born. I cannae …” Suddenly, Delilah’s face lost its fierceness and went softer, as her hands grasped Agnes’ shoulders. “I believe you were in so much pain last night, you should have told me, Agnes.” 
 
    The youngest servant was confused, and her face showed it. Why was Delilah acting as if she suddenly cared? And why had she projected her voice so loudly? 
 
    Then Agnes shifted to see the laird and Lady Emilia walking by. They looked deep in conversation, so it was a probability that they had not heard Delilah’s rant. The head servant saw her shift, too, and leaned in while her hands tightened like vises. “If you make one sound, you will die.” 
 
    Agnes felt torn; she could shout out for help; by doing so, she would gain a momentary reprieve but would forfeit any chance she would have to live in peace before William moved her. So, like a coward, she stood in place, silently like a mouse as the laird and his mother passed by. 
 
    “No daughter of a thane would be this weak.” Agnes shook her head. “I am too feeble to have come from the gentry. It is all a lie.” 
 
    The moment the two disappeared around the corner, Delilah’s eyes went cold and her nails sank into Agnes’ skin. “Good girl. Now put those in the baskets and go help the cooks prepare for the laird and his mother’s supper.” 
 
    Meekly, Agnes went and dropped the swords in the baskets and hurried off to the kitchens. Tears were building in her eyes, and she stopped momentarily to wipe the salty drops that escaped away. She felt like a weakling. Agnes hated how she had stood and allowed Delilah to abuse her, right in the presence of the man who she knew would have come to save her.  
 
    With her emotions barely under control, Agnes made it to the kitchens to see the men and women hustling and bustling with the supper preparation.  
 
    “There you are!” a woman said. “Wash your hands and go start dicing the leeks.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Agnes obeyed, found a bucket of water in the corner near the cistern, and washed her hands. Then, she went to the table she was directed to, grasped a knife, and started to dice the leafy green vegetables. Though her stomach growled, Agnes did not dare steal a square of the food to eat, raw as it was. She knew the punishment that came from eating food that was the laird’s and his family’s.  
 
    Hungry, she chopped all the leeks, moved on to the cabbages, and lastly, the carrots. By the time she was done, her stomach was in knots. After putting away the knife and cleaning her hands, Agnes was despairing about what to eat when a servant emerged with a bowl of warm broth. 
 
    “Here,” she said kindly. “We know you haven’t eaten all day, so this is yours.” 
 
    Agnes blinked at the sudden kindness before taking the bowl. “Thank you.” 
 
    Finding a corner, Agnes sat and sipped the broth; it was mostly plain but flavorful with a hunk of carrot or a square of potato inside. When she was done, she felt satiated and went to wash out the pewter bowl. The kitchen was empty as it was nearing night, and the stars were coming out early,  
 
    While drying her hands, Agnes wondered again what it would have been like if, truly, she was the daughter of a thane. Over the years, she had heard merry music coming from the ballroom and knew there was dancing inside. Agnes had never danced a day in her life and wondered what it would be like. 
 
    From the snippets she had seen of the couples dancing, sometimes apart and sometimes scandalously close, Agnes wondered what it would feel like do it with William. Mimicking the stance of the waltz that Agnes faintly remembered, she straightened her spine and tried to mimic holding a male partner.  
 
    Giggling at how strange her hands looked looped around thin air, Agnes smiled to herself and moved.  
 
    “Seems to me that you would do better with a partner, Agnes,” a humored voice said from behind her. 
 
    She spun on her feet and nearly tripped, only to be grabbed by William who was clearly amused. A blush reddened her face, and she tried to pull away, but William tugged her closer.  
 
     “Have you ever danced before?” William murmured. 
 
    “No,” Agnes replied as the heat from his body seeped into her chest from her thin clothes. “I have not.” 
 
    “Would you like to?” the laird pressed. 
 
    Agnes was mesmerized by the deep tone of his voice and the glimmering gem of his golden eyes and mutely nodded.  
 
    “Come with me then,” William said as he took her hand and walked them to the back door that led outside.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
      
 
    The night was steadily growing; the stars were out in their numbers; and the moon was a bright orb in the sky. A soft breeze was flitting through the air, and it felt a bit on the chilly side. William tugged Agnes back into his arms and formed the proper stance for a waltz.  
 
    “The waltz is one we Scottish got from the English,” William said. “This dance is a bit scandalous for some, as the distance between the man and the woman is so close.”  
 
    He took her hands and placed them in the proper places for her to hold him. 
 
    “Follow my lead, sweetling.” William’s voice had fallen to a husky, warm tone that sent shivers through her. “When I move my left foot back, follow with your right foot forward.” 
 
    His large hand, resting just under her shoulder, was a point of contact that Agnes concentrated on. His shoulder was another, and his warm hand grasping hers was the third. Her heart was beating as he took the first move and tentatively, she followed. Halfway, Agnes’ eyes dropped to her feet only to have William prod her head up. 
 
    “Look at me, Agnes,” William coached. “Look into my eyes and don’t move yours from mine.” 
 
    “I … I …” Agnes stuttered. “I am afraid I’ll step on your feet.” 
 
    His smile was crooked. “Doesn’t matter, Agnes. Now, I am going to step to the right with my right foot; follow with your left.” 
 
    Under the dark sky, she looked up and forced herself to look into his eyes as he had ordered. She successfully stepped with her left foot and smiled when her foot stepped on grass and not his foot. 
 
    “Wonderful,” William said. “Now I am going to close my left foot to my right. Follow with yours, then I am going to step back with my right foot, and you step forward with your left.” 
 
    Breathing her nervousness out, Agnes did what he ordered successfully and smiled afterwards.  
 
    “You’re almost there,” William said. “Now I am going to repeat all the steps; just follow with me.” 
 
    His steps were slow, so Agnes caught on quickly, but when William stepped up the pace and the square formation grew quicker, Agnes found herself stumbling. When she stepped on his foot for the fifth time, Agnes twisted her head away in shame only to have William laugh in her ear. 
 
     “Let me help you, love …”  
 
    Warm, broad hands went to her waist and lifted her up to rest her feet on his boots. This close, she was pressed right on his chest, and she could feel the hardness of his muscles there. A deep blush painted her face.  
 
    “Much better?” 
 
    “No.” Agnes shook her head in fright and tried to remove herself from his arms. “Someone might see us! This is too dangerous, milord.” 
 
    “Agnes,” William said softly. “We are alone; allow yourself some pleasure, for once. I love holding you like this. Please, dance with me.” 
 
    The servant girl was mired in doubt, but she felt the laird was right; they were alone for the moment. “But … what will happen when they come and search for you? I know someone will come.” 
 
    “Let’s worry about that after,” William said as he pressed his cheek to hers. “Dance with me.”  
 
    Truthfully, she was not dancing as the laird was doing all the work. His hands were holding her and his feet were moving, but Agnes still felt it mesmerizing. 
 
    His eyes … so close they are spellbinding.  
 
    The moon’s silvery rays lit the grass around them, and Agnes wondered if this was what romance meant. With his arms around her, with his body so close to hers and his eyes never leaving hers, Agnes felt as if she was in another world, one where she really was the daughter of a thane. 
 
    This was magical, divine, and for the moments when William twirled them around, Agnes took on the name Sorcha, the heiress that had been pampered all her life and now had this wonderful suitor courting her. She forced herself to live in the moment. 
 
    Sadly though, the moment had to end as they heard voices calling and feet coming their way. William stopped, kissed her on her cheek, and said, “Run back to the kitchens.” 
 
    Nodding, Agnes stepped off his feet and ran back to the cover of the kitchens with her head down in case anyone spotted her. Safely inside, she covertly opened a window and looked out to see the laird’s mother, Lady Emilia, coming towards William with a few guards trailing her. 
 
    “William!” Lady Emilia said sharply. “What are you doing out here so late at night?” 
 
    “I just needed from fresh air, Ma,” William said. “There is nothing to be concerned about.” 
 
    “Yes, there is,” the lady replied. “The MacDougall’s are inside, waiting on you to formally propose marriage to their daughter, and you are out here, sky gazing. Do you not understand that if we lose this tie with the MacDougall’s, we will be forfeiting a major trade partner?” 
 
    What? Agnes frowned. What marriage?  
 
    “I know that, Mother,” the laird’s voice was heavy with irritation. “But I dinnae know why I have to sacrifice my happiness to do it. I do not love her, Mother; I don’t even feel any affection for her. The most I can muster for her is civil regard.” 
 
    “William,” Lady Emilia said in a tired tone. “You are six-and-twenty now; it dinnae matter if you don’t feel love or affection towards her. You need a wife by your side, or the people will not take you as seriously as they would.” 
 
    “Mother,” the man spoke. “I know the perils of looking unfit to rule my people without a woman by my side, but it will not be her. I am all for making a good and solid trade deal with the MacDougall’s, but I will not marry Lady Fenella. That is my word and it is final … I love someone else, Ma, and I will not sacrifice my happiness for diplomatic ties.” 
 
    Agnes knew she should be feeling happy about his declaration, but instead of feeling joyful, she shrank back. It could not be that William was defaulting on a profitable union for … her? Could that be? Was she worth the sacrifice of hundreds of people?   
 
    “I … see,” Lady Emilia said after a moment of silence. “William, carefully consider the cost of what you are doing. Consider if this love of yours will cause many to go hungry at winter or be penniless at spring. Consider if your love will put many men out of work or force poor widows to give away their valuables for food. Consider it all, William.” 
 
    Agnes actively shrank away from the window with her heart beating rapidly. She was right; William was giving away such a glorious opportunity for her. She could not bear such weight on her shoulders.  
 
    Stumbling away, Agnes went to the pantry and sank, heavily, onto the tattered sheets there. Her chest was heaving strongly, and she felt a scorching burning behind her eyes, but the tears would not come. Her pain was witnessed by someone with a smile of delight. At least there was now a chance to get rid of Agnes for good; she just needed to bide her time. 
 
    *** 
 
    William entered the dining hall with determination in his mind. The last conversation he had had with Lady Fenella after she had ascertained that he was in love with another, had clearly not translated to her father. 
 
    Baron MacDougall was sitting nearly at the head of the feast table with a cup of wine to his lips. Sitting beside him like a pretty figure in a painting was Lady Fenella, the woman he was supposed to pledge his hand to. 
 
    William knew that Lady MacDougall had told her father that there would be no match between her and him, but the man had gone over her head and went directly to his mother. Looking at the sour expression on her face, William knew that she was just as displeased as he was, but then again, she, by the nature of her sex, had no say in this arrangement. She was like a piece of property, ready to be traded at the whim of the owner. 
 
    Taking his seat, William reached for a goblet of wine and downed it to stabilize his courage. He would wait until he was sure enough of himself to make his statement. He knew he would be disrupting many years of tradition and be the enemy to many of the elders, but William was not going to make a partnership with a woman he did not care for and who did not care for him. 
 
    Baron MacDougall lifted his cup to him just before turning to a man sitting beside him, Albert, William’s steward. He cast an eye at the sky as it was darkening. Soon, he would have to declare his hand and let the fallout come as it may. 
 
    A lady cleared her throat, and William looked up to see his mother standing, dressed in her formal clan tartan and arisaid robe.  
 
    “Greetings, clan members,” the lady said with a dignified tilt of her head. “I am honored to welcome Baron MacDougall and his beautiful daughter, Lady Fenella, into our home. As you might know, our clan and the MacDougall’s have a history of partnerships of all kind. Some of our men are their warriors and some of their woman are wives to our sons. We have had a wonderful collaboration and companionship with the members of this clan, and I am happy to report that there will be a deeper tie with them that my son will now announce. William?” 
 
    Steeling himself, William stood and lifted his chalice. A smile was on his face, but it was a little brittle to anyone who looked closely.  
 
    “Warm regards to you, Mother, and to you, Baron MacDougall, and my fair Lady Fenella. We are gathered here tonight under the coverage of friendship, years of collaboration, and many other ties of partnership that we cannae name. I assume that many of you have heard that we and Clan MacDougall are about to form a deeper connection, one that will tie both clans together for a long time. Earlier this day, Baron MacDougall and I shook hands over a trade deal that will profit us both and by doing so, we can now count on the MacDougall Clan to reap with us in our fields, hunt with us in our forests, and bear arms with us in war, just as we will do for them!” 
 
    A roar of agreement nearly shook the hall’s walls into visible vibration, and William waited for it to die. “There is another tie that I know has been whispered around, so I will make clear about it now. Lady Fenella, will you please stand?” 
 
    The noise in the hall dimmed to whispers as the poised lady stood. William reached over and took her hand. At that point, the room went as silent as a graveyard. 
 
    “Lady Fenella and I were considering a deeper tie, that of a marriage …” William purposely met his mother’s gaze, “We felt it would be good to have not only a diplomatic tie but also a blood tie to strengthen the clan’s bonds.” 
 
    The faces around them were blooming with expectations and some were already lifting their cups before Lady Fenella said clearly, “But then we decided … there will not be a marriage between us.” 
 
    William spoke in the silence before anyone could protest. “We have both realized it is not smart to make a marriage only for diplomatic ties. There will be a strong bond between us, but it will not be through matrimony.” 
 
    Lifting her hand to his mouth, William kissed her hand and then sat back, blithely meeting the shocked, appalled, and even mortified looks directed at him. Taking back his cup, William bided the time to go see Agnes while the voices started to filter back into the room. 
 
    Agnes, my sweetling, I will come for you tonight. This pretense ends now. 
 
    *** 
 
    The solemn quiet in the bowels of the pantry was blasted apart by Delilah flinging the doors open and flooding the dark with the harsh rays of a fiery lamp. Agnes sat up in fright, shielding her sensitive eyes from the harsh rays that were blinding her. 
 
    “Here!” said the head servant as she threw Agnes a drawstring bag that contained a lump of bread and some cheese. “Take that. You need a full stomach wherever you are going. By order of the laird, he says you should go. He does not want to see you anymore.” 
 
    Agnes sat up and trembled. “What?” 
 
    Delilah snapped, “Did you not hear what I said? Get up and go. The laird does not want you here anymore!” 
 
    The young woman stood on quivering legs. “I don’t believe you; he would have never said that.” 
 
    “Of course he did!” Delilah lied. “I heard it with my own ears. He is going to marry Lady MacDougall, and you are not needed. What did you think, you piece of filth? That the laird would care for you … or even love you?” Her laugh was scornful. “How dare you, you leech! What were you thinking? You should be ashamed of yourself you rat. Now I will not repeat myself, get up!” 
 
    Grabbing her bundle of sheets, Agnes cowered under Delilah’s gaze and bunched them up into a ball. She managed to grab her worn-out shoes but did not have time to put them on. Barefoot, she ran out of the kitchen and stopped, wondering where she could go.  
 
    A stone struck her back, and Agnes lurched forward. She was being stoned like a mangy dog. With pain in her back and fear in her chest, Agnes ran towards the forest line and darted inside the entrance of the trees. It was only when her left foot was nearly pierced by a sharp stone that she stopped and managed to put on her shoes. 
 
    Turning around, Agnes could see the top of the castle and felt tears drop down her cheeks. Pain ripped through her stomach and chest like a sharp knife that was heated in a furnace.  
 
    “William,” she cried in the darkness. “I am sorry. I am so sorry. Please forgive me if I have done something to offend you. Why do you want me sent away?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
      
 
    It was nearly midnight when a storm blew in. The festivities were still going on in the dining hall, but William knew he was going to face a harsh backlash from the elders the next morning. But, like he had told Agnes countless times, he did not care. 
 
    William was feeling antsy, and his eye kept flitting to the door. Why was he feeling as if something was wrong, seriously wrong? He could not put a finger on it, but he felt it had to do with Agnes. Had she seen the confrontation he had had with his mother? Had she overheard Lady Emilia speaking of marriage to Lady MacDougall when the only woman he wanted to marry was she? 
 
    The time trickled by, and William felt the feeling grow. When he could not take it anymore, he excused himself.  
 
    “William?” Lady Emilia gasped. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand, Mother,” the laird said as he passed by her. “I cannae suffer this feeling anymore.” 
 
    It was pelting rain but William ran out of the castle and dashed down the stretch of land to the kitchens. Wet and dripping, he entered the room and went directly to look for Agnes who just might be mopping, wiping, or scrubbing plates. The vast stretch of the kitchens was empty. 
 
    Perhaps she had gone to bed? Spinning on his heel, William went to the pantry and entered; it, too, was bare. Where was Agnes? A fear he had not ever felt in his life possessed him and without care, he dashed out and marched to the servant quarters.  
 
    There, in the low, flat building, he entered and banged on the door. “Wake up! All of you!” 
 
    Soon enough, men and women were scrambling up to stand in a line before him. Many were in thin, raggedy shifts, and some only had on plain trousers, but William did not care. 
 
    “Where is Agnes?” he demanded. “Tell me right now, where is she?” 
 
    No one spoke, and William felt his fury rise, “One of you must know where she is. She is not in the pantry, so where is she?”  
 
    By the time he had finished speaking, his voice had grown to a shout, and he saw some women cower. Then, an idea sprang to his mind. It felt despicable, but he had to follow where his senses led him. 
 
    “Where is the head servant—Delilah?” William asked. “Bring her to me.” 
 
    There was a shuffle and the sea of servants parted to reveal a white-faced woman with ice-blue eyes standing before him.  
 
    “Have you done anything to Agnes?” 
 
    She flinched but did not answer him. Knowing that her silence was an indication of her guilt, William turned to the others. “Maybe they will tell of your crimes. Any of you, step forward and tell me how this woman treats Agnes.” 
 
    “Horrible, milord.” 
 
    “Cruel, sire.” 
 
    “Outrageously hard, milord.” 
 
    “Nasty, brutal, and very unkind, milord.” 
 
    And the last, “Hateful, malicious, and deeply spiteful, sire.” 
 
    Turning back to Delilah, William said, “You have heard your crimes; tell me where she is, and I might spare you the gallows.” 
 
    The threat of hanging sent Delilah into a frantic rush. “I sent her away into the forest, milord, before the storm came. I sent her away for fear of you choosing her over a proper lady.” 
 
    Fury engulfed William. “No, you did not do it because of that. You were jealous, weren’t you? You saw the connection between Agnes and I but could not believe that I had fallen in love with her.”  
 
    Spinning around to face the shocked gathering, William said, “And Agnes is not the Agnes you think you know … she is rightly Sorcha McCright, the daughter of a thane that has been missing over fifteen years, and my bride to be. Delilah, you have certainly proved your namesake as a treacherous, vile woman. Men, bind her and keep her under watch. I will deal with her when I come back.” 
 
    Striding out, William went directly into the castle to grab his sword, two daggers, and a spear. The wolves were out this night; he could hear the howling of the beasts and needed to be prepared.  
 
    Returning to the banquet hall, he called out loudly, “Dugald, Nathan, Diarmid, and Ewan come with me; we have a soul to save.”  
 
    He ignored the baffled looks from Nathan and Ewan while Dugald and Diarmid readily leaped up.  
 
    “What do you need, milord?” Dugald said as they hurried down a corridor. 
 
    “Someone precious to me has been sent away in this tempest,” William replied. “We need to find her.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ewan said. “This mysterious lass of yours.” 
 
    “Get armed,” William said and without preamble, the men relieved the arms of the warriors stationed at the ends of the hallways to add to theirs. As they hit the green between the castle and the forest, a wild cackle of wolf cries assaulted their ears. 
 
    William broke into a full-fledged run. Darting into a thick, dangerous forest at midnight was the epitome of carelessness, but he had no other choice. He could not leave Agnes to the mercy of these savages. The laird knew that he was running blind, but a sense told him to follow the wolves. If Agnes was in there, alone and unguarded, she was fresh meat to the starving animals, and they would run to her. He only needed to follow them and hope that he wouldn’t get there too late. 
 
    “The wolves,” Diarmid, the tactician, pointed out in a mirror of his thoughts, “They’re our key.” 
 
    The rain was heavy, but the wall of tree limbs gave them some reprieve as they darted along. The howls of the ravenous beasts were getting closer, and William even spotted the mangy gray of their coats as they darted in and out of sight. 
 
    “Dammit, Agnes,” William swore. “Where are you?” 
 
    He knew she could not have gotten too far inside the forest, but this was unimaginable. He feared coming upon her ripped and torn body.  
 
    “Agnes!” he called out in fear. “Where are you!” 
 
    A terrified scream was his answer, and the five men darted to the sound to see the poor girl with her back to a tree as a snarling wolf neared her. William instantly lobbed his spear, but it only nicked the animal that turned to him. He drew his sword to face off with this one as his four were battling the rest of the pack. 
 
    Hackles were raised, and a snarl erupted from the animal’s throat as it lunged. William quickly sidestepped the beast before turning and slashing at it. His blade sliced though the muzzle and blood spewed up. Even more angered, the wolf darted forward and leaped high. William braced the hilt of his sword with his left palm and drove the blade right through the belly of the beast.  
 
    Hateful black eyes bored into William’s as he watched the body slide down to the hilt where warm blood rushed out and coated his gloved hands. William watched the light go out of the evil amber eyes with satisfaction. Yanking the sword out of the wolf’s belly, William felt the rush of a fight go out of him and saw his companions wiping their weapons of wolf blood. 
 
    Rushing over to Agnes, he dropped the sword to his feet, knelt down, stripped his gloves off, and took her shivering, shaking body into his arms. She was drenched and weeping. William felt his heart break in two just by holding her. Pressing his face to her hair, he whispered, 
 
    “Never again, Agnes … you are never going to leave me again.” 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The loch looked more mysterious than ever as it shimmered under the weak winter sun. The castle that had stood over the water for as long as anyone could remember was as dark and ominous as it was in any type of weather. The heavy, dark stone walls gave it a sense of isolation and foreboding that was hard for visitors to shake off. 
 
    The crowds below the castle were wrapped up against the chilly wind that always blew in from the sea at this time of year and brought sickness with it. Isobel, the Chattan clan’s wise old healer, had already used her ancient potions to save an elderly clansman and a young baby from almost certain death this winter. She was sure that she would have plenty more work to do soon. 
 
    Up on the castle’s ornate balcony, Alastair Chattan was the envy of every man in town. Tall and handsome, the successor to the Lairdship of Aberdeen was smiling down at the cheering crowds below. Dressed in his finest clothing, he cut a dashing figure as he waved. 
 
    Beside him, Fiona, from Clan Anderson, was radiant. The couple had just announced their engagement and Fiona knew that every woman in the land was jealous of her. Her long red hair was flowing freely over her shoulders and her pretty face shone with happiness. This was the day that she had finally gotten what she had spent so long planning for. 
 
    The couple kissed, and the crowd below roared its approval once more. This was a memorable day for everyone present. In the years to come, the people down below would tell their children and their grandchildren about this day, while huddled around the fires in their modest blackhouses. 
 
    “She’s a fine lassie, Alastair!” 
 
    “Give her another wee kiss!” 
 
    Holding the beautiful young woman in his arms, Alastair should have been the happiest man in all of Scotland. Yet a vague, unidentifiable sensation had settled in the pit of his stomach. He longed to get back to the solitude of his chambers so that he could work out what it all meant in peace and quiet. 
 
    “Ye should smile more, dear,” Fiona reproached him through gritted teeth while still smiling at the adoring crowds that were rejoicing below them. 
 
    “I am smiling, my love. If I smile any more, my mouth might never go back to its auld shape.” 
 
    “I thought ye were going to be happier than this, Alastair. Isn’t taking my hand in marriage what ye always wanted?” 
 
    She looked ready to cry, yet her flashing blue eyes also had more than a hint of steeliness about them. Alastair was aware of her tendency to send out mixed messages, always keeping him alert as he never fully knew what she was thinking at any given time.  
 
    Fiona had to get up on her tiptoes to look her future husband in the eye, but that didn’t stop her from complaining to him with increasing frequency and in a tone of voice that was growing more bitter with each passing day. Her slight frame hid a powerful, overbearing personality that was more than capable of overwhelming Alastair at times. 
 
    Alastair looked over to the loch and tried to recall the first time that he had ever met Fiona. He was almost certain that it had been one warm summer day down by the grassy banks of the loch. He closed his eyes and pictured the oats swaying gently in the fields and the thistles adding their bright colors to the landscape while the sun did its best to warm the castle’s sturdy, bleak walls. 
 
    They had both been young and foolish children in those days. One time, they had swum out into the middle of the loch to try and find the giant humped beast that was said to live there. They had had to be saved by Alastair’s cousin in his boat that day, but it hadn’t stopped them from getting into far more dangerous situations over the next few years.  
 
    They had lived through a lot together, and Alastair had considered Fiona to be among his oldest friends until she had grown up and stopped playing innocently with him. Yet he was only too aware that people changed over time. Was she still the same girl he had gotten lost with while hunting for fairies in the forest? Would she still enjoy simple pleasures like eating brambles in the mysterious cave that they had found on the hill? 
 
    Fiona looped her arm in his and smiled up at him. His dark eyes were as impenetrable as ever. She had known him for so long but was still unable to identify the emotions that drifted over his face from time to time.  
 
    There was nothing she wanted more in the world than to be Alastair’s wife, but she couldn’t genuinely say that she loved him. This was simply an opportunity that she couldn’t let slip through her fingers. Deep down, doubts were gnawing at her heart. Did being friends for so long mean that their marriage would be easy? Could she take charge and run this castle in the way that she had dreamed of doing? 
 
    “Och, it’s great to see the happy couple out here together at last. We all feared that this day might never come to pass.” 
 
    Lord Douglas, Laird of Aberdeen, and head of Clan Chattan, had arrived in all his finery. Alastair’s father had the same brooding intensity and shock of dark hair as his son. The passing of the years and the easy life had given him a plump, soft look, but there were still more than enough hints of the tough, resilient character who had built up the clan’s fortune tirelessly over many years.  
 
    “We are both so happy, Lord Douglas. I cannae wait to be yer daughter.” 
 
    “Aye, we are all pleased to have ye in the family, Fiona. Yer clan has always been our friend and ally, both in the good times and in the bad. As for ye, son, ye are now ready to start up yer own little family. Ye ken how important that is for getting ready to take over the lairdship.” 
 
    “That’s true. It is important to have a good family.” 
 
    Some of the doubts that had been swirling around in Alastair’s head began to take shape at last. It was just that it had all happened so fast. A few days ago, his father had spoken to him about his own seriously ill health and how it was time to take a wife, to get ready for taking control when the time came. He had suggested Fiona as his son’s possible bride, saying that he had already spoken to the girl’s father about the wedding. 
 
    Alastair was a sensitive soul who had the unfortunate habit of bottling up his emotions in front of others. He had nodded stiffly at his father and promised to make a decision in the following days. Alone in his sumptuous room in the castle, he had cried bitterly for the cruel illness that was going to cut his father’s life short.   
 
    The thought of getting married had never even crossed his mind before. In all honesty, he wasn’t ready for such a step. He had tried to tell this to his father, but Lord Douglas had never been a man to listen to other people’s opinions. 
 
    “Nonsense, son. A laddie is ready when he is ready. I’ve already spoken to Hamish Anderson. His lovely daughter, Fiona, will be yer wife before the year is out, and that is all there is to say on this matter.” 
 
    The thought of arguing with his father had never crossed Alastair’s mind. He had nodded his acceptance and waited for his father to arrange everything. It was only now, with the entire clan looking up at him, that the reality of the situation fully hit home.  
 
    He had just agreed to spend the rest of his life with Fiona, without having decided whether it was what he really wanted. 
 
    Now he was standing out here in his finest clothes, with the clan’s tartan proudly displayed. He was taller than the rest of the people out on the balcony. A love of running, swimming in the loch, and tossing the caber had given him broad shoulders and strong arms as well as a broad chest.  
 
    His dark hair had the gift of always ending up in tousled, messy curls no matter what he did with. Lately, he had simply decided to leave it to its own devices, with no discernable difference to be seen. 
 
    “It’s time for the lovebirds to head down to the banquet together. Ye must both be famished with all that standing about in the cold.” 
 
    Alastair was largely silent throughout the meal. Dish after dish of exquisite food passed over his table without him tasting most of them.  
 
    “You look like a laddie with a lot on his mind.”  
 
    Alastair’s cousin and trusted friend, Malcolm, had sidled silently up to his table. Taking advantage of Fiona’s temporary absence, he had decided to find out why Alastair looked so glum on what should have been the happiest day of his life. 
 
    “Ye haven’t even tasted the grouse. Ye should eat some. It’s fantastic.” 
 
    “I’ve nae appetite today, Malcolm.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are ye regretting yer decision already?” 
 
    Alastair shook his head, but the expression on his face told a different story. 
 
    “It was my father’s decision.” 
 
    “Just like everything else. Ye need to tell him that it’s yer life to run, not his.” 
 
    “I can’t, Malcolm. He’s my father, and he’s the laird as well. I have to respect his decisions at all times or all hell will break loose round here. How can we expect the clan to respect him if I don’t do so?” 
 
    “Fiona’s a lovely-looking lassie anyway.” 
 
    “Aye, there’s no doubt that she looks bonnie. I’m just a bit worried about spending the rest of my life with her. Sometimes I feel as though I barely know her.” 
 
    “Ye’ll be fine. It’s time ye got married and Fiona is a good choice for ye.” 
 
    Fiona was walking back to the table, so Malcolm slapped his cousin on the shoulder and went back to his own table, where yet more food was waiting for him. 
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
    For some reason, Fiona had taken a dislike to Malcolm and most of Alastair’s other friends recently. 
 
    “Och, he was just telling me how tasty the grouse is.” 
 
    “Be careful that he doesn’t fill yer head with any more of his childish nonsense. I’d really rather that ye don’t spend too much time with him once we get married.” 
 
    The bride-to-be was far more comfortable in this sort of social occasion than her future husband was. She appeared to be a sophisticated woman and had grown up in a rich family. It was fair to say that she had lived a pampered lifestyle to date. 
 
    One look at her soft, smooth skin was enough to show that she hadn’t had a tough life. Until now, her days had been about mixing with the other well-bred families in the area and building the clan’s reputation slowly but surely. 
 
    The only signs of rebelliousness she had ever shown were in those younger days, when she would play with Alastair while their father talked about clan business and their mothers cooked together. However, while he looked back on those times fondly, she was embarrassed by the carefree attitude that she had once shown.  
 
    “Let’s go and speak to some of the guests, dear. Ye’ve been sitting there without saying a word for too long and have barely touched yer food. People will start thinking that there is something wrong with ye.” 
 
    She linked her arm in his and they strolled around the room, looking for all the world like the most perfect couple in the world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Alone in his chambers, Alastair felt relieved to be away from the crowds of well-wishers at last. The two days of celebrating the announcement of his upcoming wedding had left him exhausted, so he had sought refuge in his private sanctuary in the old castle and hadn’t stepped outside into the village since then. 
 
    Almost a week had passed since their engagement festivities and he hadn’t seen Fiona in all that time. He had just sent her a few brief messages telling her how the wedding plans were coming along. 
 
    She had replied that they needed to bring the date of the wedding forward. Her father had to travel to England on urgent business and might not be back for several months. They had to get married before the month was out, or they might have to wait another year or more for a suitable occasion. 
 
    If he was honest with himself, he would have admitted that waiting a year would have been his decision. He had known and respected Fiona for a long time, but he had never truly loved her. The idea of rushing into the wedding in the next week left a nasty feeling in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    The time that they had spent together lately had let him see more of her true nature than he had seen before. While she presented the image of a sophisticated woman to the world, the truth was that, at twenty-seven years old, Fiona was still very immature. 
 
    They had both grown up in a privileged world in which every little whim had been catered to. Yet this upbringing had turned them into very different people. Alastair was kind and considerate, as well as being fully aware of how lucky he was. He never took his position in the clan for granted or abused it.  
 
    Liked by everyone in the village, he was the man that many clansmen turned to when they had any sort of dispute or worry to clear up. He was a better, more patient listener than his father and had earned a reputation for making fair, sensible decisions. 
 
    Fiona, on the other hand, appeared to believe that she was the center of the universe. Alastair had looked on with horror at how she had treated staff in the castle badly and had flown into a rage when anything wasn’t exactly as she had asked for it to be. 
 
    Members of her own clan preferred to steer clear of Fiona where possible. As Alastair didn’t have much contact with the Anderson clan, he had no idea that she was held in such poor regard by those who knew her best. If his father knew the truth, then he had decided not to share it with Alastair. 
 
    He still recalled the friendly, adventurous girl that she had once been and that he hoped she still was deep down. His naturally positive and kind nature meant that he always wanted to see the best in everyone. It was only now that he was starting to realize that the Fiona he had once known had completely changed during the years when they had lost contact with one another. 
 
    A knock on the door roused him from his dark thoughts. Who could it be at this time of day? He got up and was startled when he opened the door and Fiona immediately flounced in. 
 
    “Dear, I just had to come and see ye. It’s all going wrong. I dinnae think that I can cope with all of these problems any more. It’s all just too much for me.” 
 
    “What? Wait a second, Fiona. What is it that is going wrong?” 
 
    “The menu, my love.” 
 
    “What menu?” 
 
    “For our wedding. Och, do try and keep up. I told the servants exactly what I wanted, but they say that they can’t get hold of fresh salmon at this time of year and that venison is scarce this year too.” 
 
    “Well, to be fair, that is all true—” 
 
    She cut him off with an impatient wave of her beautifully manicured hand. 
 
    “I dinnae care. I want them to give us the banquet that we deserve. Is that too much to ask? It’s my wedding day, and it needs to be perfect.” 
 
    Fiona’s voice went up an octave or two as she vented her frustration. 
 
    “Of course not, dear. Let me see what I can do.” 
 
    Fiona’s face had been contorted in anger and shock when she first arrived, but it started to relax a little now that she felt she was getting somewhere. These little tricks and feigned mood swings were going to come in very useful during her marriage. 
 
    “I’m also not happy about the ride back here from the chapel. I wanted pretty flowers and candles to hang all over the castle walls, but I got told that it was too much work and there was no one to do it. Can you believe it?” 
 
    Her innocent look suggested that she was only asking for something reasonable and that it was unthinkable that anyone could be bad enough to deny her it. 
 
    Alastair took a deep breath and looked out over the loch from his window high up in the castle. The sight of the snowcapped mountains in the distance usually calmed him down, but he still felt very agitated when he turned back round to look at the woman who would soon be his wife. 
 
    “It’s an awful lot of flowers that would be needed for that.” 
 
    “Do ye think our wedding isn’t important enough to make an effort to try and find a few wee flowers?” 
 
    “Of course it is worth it. I’ll see what I can do. Try not to get too stressed about these wee things, dear.” 
 
    He put a hand on Fiona’s shoulder and tried to cheer her up by smiling. It didn’t work. 
 
    “It’s just too much work and stress for me, Alastair. Ye know that I don’t mind a wee bit of hard work, but this is all just too much for one woman to organize. Honest, I feel as though I am trying to do every single thing on my own with no help from anyone at all, not even from yer family.” 
 
    She sat down heavily in a chair and looked out the window. Alastair felt a deep pain at seeing her sitting there, looking vacantly out the window. Was it really such hard work to organize a wedding when you had dozens of servants and clansmen to help you out? 
 
    She was pouting in a way that she probably thought was attractive or cute, but Alastair was just getting more and more annoyed by her little habits like this, rather than finding them endearing. 
 
    “Listen, I think I have the answer. We can bring in a maid to organize everything. She will work just on this and nothing else the whole time until the wedding is over. What do ye think?” 
 
    “It might work, I suppose. Actually, it better, or I might lose my mind with all this stress.” 
 
    Over their evening meal, Alastair’s mother, Lady Fenella, agreed with the idea wholeheartedly. 
 
    “The last thing that we want is for my poor little girl to work herself into a state doing all of this herself.” 
 
    Her father, Hamish, just grunted. A tough, uncompromising man like Alastair’s father, he was getting tired of his daughter’s constant complaining. The truth was that having her marry into the Chattan was going to make his life a lot easier for him from now on. 
 
    Fenella put down her food and looked at Alastair very seriously. 
 
    “I know just the girl for the job. Aileen is the baker’s daughter and she is very good at cooking and decorating.” 
 
    A look of disgust crossed Fiona’s pretty face. 
 
    “The baker’s daughter? I hope she won’t serve us nothing but bread on the wedding day.” 
 
    “No, she is a clever girl and she will make sure ye have a feast to be proud of.” 
 
    “Hmm, I’m not at all sure that this girl is what we need, really.” 
 
    “Oh no, Fiona, she seems like exactly the sort of hardworking, mature girl that ye need. She’s a bit shy, and she has an abrupt way of speaking, but I can promise ye that she won’t give ye any problems at all.” 
 
    “Well, I hope so. For her sake more than for mine. If there’s one thing I cannae stand, it is a helper who doesn’t know what they are doing or is lazy.” 
 
    “Och, she’ll be fine. I’ll send her over to see ye tomorrow to get started.” 
 
    “Alastair can give her instructions, Mother. I’m too busy to explain what I want to a daft wee girl.” 
 
    “I’ll tell her to come her to the castle then.” 
 
    When the conversation between mother and daughter was over, Alastair felt a wave of relief wash over him. He didn’t feel that a helper was really what they needed, but she could turn out to be a useful barrier that stopped Fiona from complaining to him so much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The next day, Alastair walked into the great hall of the castle alone and with his thoughts a million miles away. He had lived all of his life in this castle, but he still felt a shiver run down his spine every time that he walked in to this giant room. The beautiful pillars, the huge main table, and the imposing staircase made him feel lucky to live here every single time that he saw them. 
 
    He strolled out into the garden, which was his favorite part of the whole castle. This was where he came to breathe some fresh air and clear his head after a difficult day. He had been coming here far more often in the last few weeks, which he realized was a sign of some sort.  
 
    The sweet perfume of the flowers filled his nostrils. He was ashamed to tell anyone how much he loved spending time with his flowers, as he was sure that they would laugh at him. He bent down and took a deep breath that let him smell the wonderful aromas all around him.  
 
    His ideas were becoming less jumbled, but he needed some more time alone to get his thoughts together. Why had he been feeling so depressed and disappointed since his wedding had been formally announced? It was unlike him to wallow in his own misery as he was normally an extremely positive person. 
 
    Thankfully, the expansive garden was as empty as he hoped it would be. Or at least it appeared to be empty. As he strolled alongside the carefully selected medicinal plants, he noticed that someone else was in there with him. A woman. 
 
    The last thing that the young heir to the lairdship needed now was company. He turned on his heels to seek solitude elsewhere. Yet something made him stop and look at her more carefully. 
 
    She was bent over, looking at the flower beds that sat alongside the mighty oak tree and breathing in their fragrance just as he had done a moment ago. The clansmen said that this oak tree was older than the clan itself and that if it ever died, the clan would disappear from the face of the Earth. It was one of their many legends that he had grown up with but never fully believed in. 
 
    The girl was so absorbed in sniffing and stroking the flowers that she never even noticed that the future laird was now standing directly behind her. She was wearing a plain tunic that hung loosely over her slender frame. 
 
    Alastair coughed lightly and the girl immediately stood up straight, as though caught in the act of doing something wrong. Her face flushed bright red and she swept back some of the light brown hair that had fallen over her eyes. 
 
    He was sure that he had never seen her before. Surely he would have recognized such a lovely girl if she had been a servant in the castle all of this time. She stood to attention in front of him but avoided eye contact, nervously shifting her gaze from one side to the other. 
 
    “And who are you, may I ask?” 
 
    It was Alastair who broke the awkward silence that had suddenly developed between them.  
 
    “Aileen, my laird. I am Lady Fiona’s new maid-in-waiting.”  
 
    Her voice was soft and nervous. She had her hands clasped in front of her as though waiting for orders. The truth was that she had thought that Alastair would be as fearsome as his father and was taken aback by his pleasant voice and the kind expression on his face 
 
    She knew very well who he was, but she had only ever seen him from a distance. Like the rest of the girls in the village, she had swooned with delight when he had won the caber tossing competition last year and when he had stepped out onto the balcony to announce his engagement to Fiona. However, despite spending her whole life living quite close to the Chattan castle, this was the first time that she had ever been so close to the future laird. 
 
    Up close for the first time, she marveled at the deep, dark eyes that seemed to contain a whole universe in them. She had to tear her gaze away from those hypnotic eyes that threatened to make her forget everything else. 
 
    “The flowers will be in full bloom just in time for yer wedding, my laird.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “Do ye want to see the food menu I have been preparing, my laird?” 
 
    “Ye have been busy, haven’t ye? And ye don’t need to call me ‘my laird’ after everything ye say.” 
 
    “Of course, my … umm. What should I call ye then?”  
 
    Alastair didn’t respond instantly. He was taken aback by the natural grace and beauty of the girl. He realized that his heart was beating slightly faster than before. It had been a long time since a girl had captivated him at first sight like this.  
 
    Her way of speaking seemed unique and charming to him too. Her voice was soft and gentle but with a humorous edge to it, as though she was either mocking him or sharing a private joke that he hadn’t yet fully understood. 
 
    “Call me Alastair if ye like. What did ye say yer name was?” 
 
    “Aileen. My father is the baker in the Anderson clan’s village.” 
 
    Alastair looked at her blankly so she carried on talking, a little too fast and nervous. 
 
    “The village over on the other side of the loch from here. It’s not far from here. Ye must surely know it.” 
 
    “Oh aye, I know it, but I’ve never met ye before.” 
 
    “Och no, I spend all my day baking bread. I dinnae have time to meet people. Well, especially not the future laird. I get up early and work until it is dark.” 
 
    What she didn’t mention was how she had silently cheered him on in the region’s games last summer. She was supposed to cheer on the men from her own clan, but the sight of the tall, strong man from the Chattan clan had caused her to change allegiances. 
 
    “Ah, so ye are used to working hard then.” 
 
    “Aye, we get up every day before the sun rises to start making the bread for the day. The village is beautiful when the first rays of sun hit the loch and turn it a magical golden color. I could sit and watch it for hours if I dinnae have so much work to do.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen that.” 
 
    “Ye should look out for it tomorrow morning. It’s a wonderful sight to behold.” 
 
    “I might well do that. What were ye asking me about?” 
 
    “Are ye always so absentminded?” 
 
    He loved the friendly, natural way that she spoke to him. No woman had spoken to him like that in years. Not even Fiona, who was always worried about keeping up appearances and was usually overly formal as a result. 
 
    “I guess I am. Ye were asking about the food menu, weren’t ye?” 
 
    Aileen laughed softly and covered her hand with her mouth. 
 
    “Aye. Do ye want to test the food so that ye can give me your honest opinion? I can change anything ye don’t like as I’ve never prepared a menu for a … umm … a rich person like ye.” 
 
    “Of course. Will it be ready for the first tasting session tomorrow, or is that too soon? I’ve never had to arrange anything like this before either.” 
 
    “Aye. It’ll even be ready tonight if that suits ye better.” 
 
    “Och, I’m too full to taste anything just now. Let me do it tomorrow morning when I’m hungry enough to do it justice.” 
 
    “Ye might want to avoid yer breakfast tomorrow then. There’s all sorts of stuff for ye to taste. I might have got a bit carried away when planning it all.” 
 
    Alastair felt as though he was living in a dream. He was feeling things that he had never felt before. He couldn’t possibly be falling in love with the girl who was planning his wedding, could he? It seemed like a bad joke. 
 
    She laughed at a few of his comments about his own cooking skills as they looked at the flowers together. Without either of them realizing it, they had closed the respectful distance that had existed between them at the start of their conversation. Anyone looking at them at this moment would have imagined that they were a pair of carefree young lovers rather than the future laird and a humble girl from the village. 
 
    Then it all happened so quickly that neither of them had any time to think about it. They accidentally brushed together as Aileen stood up with a vivid red flower in her hand. 
 
    Alastair reached out to steady her by holding her elbow but misjudged how much strength was needed, so he pulled her against him instead of just steadying her. Still off balance, the girl put a hand on his chest to steady herself. Their faces were so close together that he could feel the girl’s hot breath on him. 
 
    Alastair breathed in her sweet scent, which was a dizzying mixture of yeast, flowers, and sunshine. It was a mixture that he could never have imagined would be so sweet and enticing. 
 
    He knew right then that it was a smell that he could never forget. This was a smell that he would sense whenever he thought of her or heard her name being spoken.  
 
    As though in a trance, he took her hand in his. It was soft and warm, just like he knew it would be. He looked in her eyes. They were the same shade of blue as Fiona’s but infinitely warmer and more attractive. 
 
    The girl looked around, confused and embarrassed, as she steadied herself and drew her other hand away from his chest.  
 
    “What if someone were to see us like this, my laird?” 
 
    She couldn’t deny that it felt good to have her hand in Alastair’s, but she had no idea what he was up to. 
 
    “Let them see us then.” 
 
    “Ye are about to get married …” 
 
    The young man closed his eyes, lifted her hand up to his mouth, and kissed it lightly, savoring the taste of soft, sweet skin on his lips. Aileen instinctively pulled her hand away and then looked down at her feet awkwardly. This was the last thing that she had expected to happen when meeting the son of the laird.  
 
    Alastair felt an avalanche of emotions come tumbling out. He felt guilty, he felt amazed at his own audacity, and he felt nervous. What had he been thinking of when he kissed a girl from the village that he barely even knew? It was the craziest thing he had ever done in his life. 
 
    Above all, though, Alastair felt truly alive and in love for the very first time in his life. He finally understood what it felt like to be in love. And it scared him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Alastair looked out of his window, fascinated by how the morning’s first rays of sun were transforming the loch before his very eyes. The dark, deep waters that held so many secrets were slowly turning a golden tone, just as Aileen had told him would happen. He hoped that he would be able to invite her up here one day to watch this natural wonder together without any interruptions or worries about other people seeing them together. 
 
    The thought of inviting the beautiful, charming baker’s daughter up to his private chambers made him tremble with anticipation. Since that first meeting in the castle’s garden, he had been consumed by images and thoughts of Aileen. He couldn’t even sleep at night any more. As soon as he closed his eyes, all he could see in front of him were her warm eyes and perfect smile. 
 
    With the excuse of planning his wedding, he had spent every possible moment with her since their first meeting in the gardens of the castle. The way that his heart reacted to being close to her was very different to the way it felt when he was with Fiona. He felt his breath comes in gasps when he spoke to her and his hand trembled ever so slightly. 
 
    At the food tasting the day after their meeting, he had hung his head in shame. 
 
    “I’m sorry for kissing yer hand the other day without asking permission. It was very rude of me and I shouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    Aileen had laughed softly while her cheeks flushed bright red. She had pulled her hair back and looked at the ground for a few seconds before replying.  
 
    “Aye, ye need to give me a bit of warning the next time.” 
 
    “Does that mean that ye would be happy for there to be a next time, provided that it comes with a wee warning?” 
 
    “Och, we really shouldn’t be talking like this, my laird. It’s not right.” 
 
    Alastair quickly learned to back off when she called him “my laird.” It was her way of putting some distance between them and making their relationship appear more formal again. Still, she was calling him by his title less and less often now. 
 
    Yet the fates appeared to be conspiring against them. Whenever they started relaxing together, something would happen break the spell. Someone would come over to talk to them, or else Aileen would have to rush off to the bakery.  
 
    Their conversations sometimes only lasted long enough to break the ice before they had to part. Frustrated, Alastair would start counting the minutes and seconds until their next meeting could take place.  
 
    The worst moment of was been when Aileen was laughing at Alastair’s hair for being even more spectacularly tousled than usual due to the wind. She had called him a “half man, half thistle”. They were both laughing at the image this created when Fiona had appeared out of nowhere, with her face like thunder. 
 
    She had virtually pushed poor Aileen out of the room before turning angrily to her future husband. 
 
    “What were ye laughing at with that peasant girl?” 
 
    “Och, it was just a wee joke to lighten the stress of all the hard work.” 
 
    “I don’t want ye laughing with her ever again.” 
 
    “Ye can’t expect me not to laugh with other people, Fiona. We’re getting married; it’s not as though it’s the end of the world.” 
 
    “People will talk if they see ye flirting with her.” 
 
    “Let them talk. I wasn’t flirting anyway. We were planning the decorations for the castle walls. She thinks that ye can get them covered in flowers just like ye wanted.” 
 
    “Och, that’s so kind of her, the pretty wee thing that she is.” 
 
    Seeing the anger on her face, Alastair wanted to reach out and reassure Fiona, but something was holding him back. He got the strange sensation that he would be letting Aileen down if he got too close to Fiona.  
 
    He made his excuses and left, feeling as though he was leading some sort of double life that wasn’t of his own making. He had no idea how he had gotten into this crazy situation, and he certainly had no idea how to get out of it. Getting married to Fiona hadn’t even been his idea, but now he was stuck with her while Aileen was out of reach forever. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alastair was now rushing off to meet Aileen in the great hall. They had planned to meet up so early on the pretext of choosing the best flowers before the midday sun wilted them. As though the weak winter sun in Aberdeenshire could do such a thing! They both knew it was a feeble excuse, but they were both delighted with the idea anyway. 
 
    “Aileen. I’m over here.” 
 
    “Och, Alastair, ye nearly made me jump out of my skin, ye big daftie.” 
 
    The couple had got using to speak together softly, so that no one could overhear their private conversations. They already had some private words and phrases that they used as a type of code whenever anyone else was near enough to overhear them.  
 
    “Aye, I can see that ye weren’t expecting me to get here yet.” 
 
    “It’s not often ye can see the son of a great laird sneaking about his own castle like a timid wee mouse.” 
 
    “I’m not used to going about my business at this time of day. It’s not as though I’m a baker who gets up before the sun rises every morning.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t explain why ye were creeping around like a man who doesn’t want anyone to see him.” 
 
    “That’s true, but I dinnae want to disturb anyone at this time of day.” 
 
    “And why would that be exactly?” 
 
    Aileen tilted up her chin and looked her employer squarely in the eye. It was the moment of truth, and she was ready to demand some answers. If he thought that she would be happy to be his mistress while he got married to another woman, then he had completely misjudged her. She was more than willing to walk away right now if he said the wrong thing. 
 
    “As though ye dinnae understand what is going on. The feelings that are growing between us, I mean.” 
 
    “Ye’ve got me all confused, Alastair Chattan. We are planning yer wedding to the most beautiful lassie in all of Scotland yet all ye want to do is hold my hand and give it a wee kiss. Then ye laugh and joke with me as though we were … I just dinnae understand any of this.” 
 
    “I’m confused as well, Aileen. This isn’t exactly easy for me.”  
 
    “I think I need to get away. Maybe it’d be better if ye found another lassie to plan yer wedding for ye.” Aileen strode away in a calm but determined manner.  
 
    Alastair was torn in two. Should be run after her or let her go? His head and his heart were telling him different things and he didn’t know which one to trust. 
 
    Aileen had reached the main door and turned around briefly to look at him before leaving. He tried to interpret the fleeting look in her eyes but failed to do so. Was she saying a final goodbye or silently pleading with him to go after her? 
 
    The door swung back into place and the sound of it slamming shut spurred him into action. He ran after Aileen and caught up with her just as she was reaching the field of heather outside the castle. He put a hand on her shoulder and gently stopped her before turning her around to face him. 
 
    “All I ken for certain is that I feel happier when I’m with ye than when I am with Fiona.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound like yer marriage is going to be a very happy union then, does it?” 
 
    “I dinnae want to get married. Not to Fiona at least.” 
 
    She looked out over the purple flowers that were all around them. Heather was her favorite plant, but she couldn’t even see it all around here for the tears that were starting to well up in her eyes. 
 
    “Next, ye’ll be telling me that the wedding is off and that ye want to marry the poor wee baker’s daughter instead of the daughter of a powerful clan chief.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Aye, what?” 
 
    Aileen folded her arms across her chest and glared at Alastair. There was no denying that she had fallen for the handsome, gentle man in front of her. Looking into his dark eyes always made her forget about everything else going on, so she tore her gaze away and looked down at the floor. 
 
    Was this rich and powerful young man only looking to take advantage of a poor, naïve girl? Her mother had always warned her to stand up for herself and not to let men take advantage of her, advice that she always heeded when her heart threatened to rule her head, like it was starting to do now. 
 
    In truth, it was only Aileen’s naturally feisty nature and her suspicions of men’s motives that had stopped her from being courted already. Just about every single man in the village had had his eye on her at some point, but they’d all eventually given up and reluctantly looked for an easier choice of wife once they discovered that Aileen was “difficult.” 
 
    “Aye, yer right. I dinnae want to marry Fiona, and I want to call the wedding off. I’d rather marry ye than marry her.” 
 
    The girl looked up at him again. Was this the moment when the feelings between them could finally come out into the open? 
 
    “I cannae believe that.” 
 
    “It’s true, I’m afraid. But before we speak any more on the subject, I also need to give ye a warning.” 
 
    “A warning. What do ye mean by that?” 
 
    “It’s just a warning that I’m just about to kiss yer hand. Ye did ask me to warn ye the next time.” 
 
    “Oh, Alastair. This whole thing is going to get awfully messy if ye start kissing me again.” 
 
    “5, 4, 3, 2 … 1” 
 
    Once he finished the countdown, the young man took her hand in his and tenderly kissed it. Aileen closed her eyes and sighed, but was then surprised to feel his warm lips on her cheek and then her mouth. 
 
    “Hey, ye never warned me that ye were going to do that.” 
 
    “Och, I just thought I would surprise ye.” 
 
    The couple giggled together and wandered back off to the garden, completely forgetting about the wedding plans that they were supposedly absorbed in. 
 
    Unknown to the couple, they hadn’t been alone after all. Behind a broad stone column, a woman had been spying on them the whole time and she had managed to follow them outside without being seen by either of them. She couldn’t hear what was being said in the heather field, but she knew that their body language contained a thousand unspoken words. This was a couple that was in love, and she had seen how they had taken the next step in their relationship. 
 
    Stepping away carefully, the woman slipped out of the hall and out of the castle. She crossed the field of thistles and climbed over the ancient stone wall that divided Chattan land from Anderson territory. A couple of hours later, she had passed the Celtic cross and was standing outside the door of the clan chief. 
 
    Delivering bad news was never easy, but she had carried out her mission and would tell Fiona exactly what was going on while her wedding was being planned. Lying about what she saw would only bring her bigger problems later on. 
 
    “Did ye see them kiss at all?” 
 
    The spy nodded her head slowly after a short pause. 
 
    “Aye. Today they kissed.” 
 
    “On the lips?” 
 
    The spy paused again before answering. 
 
    “On her hand, her cheek, and her lips.” 
 
    “Yesterday too? Spit it all out, woman, or ye’ll be the one who is in trouble.” 
 
    “He tried to kiss her hand the other day, but she pulled it away.” 
 
    “Did she try to pull her hand away today?” 
 
    The spy shook her head. 
 
    “He is the one who is making the moves? And she didn’t let him kiss her the first time?” 
 
    She nodded briefly twice. The thunder in Fiona’s face was all too evident. The unwilling spy simply wanted to get out of there before it was too late. Fiona had been known to fly into a rage when given bad news, throwing objects at clansmen and punishing them for no good reason. 
 
    This time though, she pursed her lips together and waved the woman away. Relieved, she had scuttled out the door before being called back. 
 
    “So, the wee peasant lassie wants to play hard to get, does she? I’ll make her regret the day she tried to steal my man. Go to the castle tonight. Spend all night there if ye have to. Report back to me tomorrow morning with everything ye see and hear. No detail is too small for ye to tell me about it.” 
 
    The daughter of the Anderson clan chief looked at the dying embers in the fire. She had long had her doubts about Alastair’s commitment to her but now it was confirmed. Her plans had been going so well until that girl had come along to ruin everything. 
 
    Fiona grabbed a plate from the table and angrily smashed it against a wall. That little rat of a baker’s daughter was going to pay heavily for trying to ruin her dream wedding.  
 
    It was just a question of choosing the perfect moment. She was sure that it would arrive though. Then it was just a matter of being ready to strike. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Hello, my dear, are you pleased to see me?” 
 
    Fiona had entered the castle unexpectedly and sat down next to Alastair as his family dined on their evening meal. It was a meaty stew made with mutton that was perfect for a bitterly cold evening like this. 
 
    Everyone had thick tunics on, while Fiona had draped a blanket across her slender shoulders. She had spent a long time getting ready, making herself as irresistible as possible. Yet Alastair had barely glanced at her so far.  
 
    He tried his best to not let his irritation show. It was almost unthinkable that she would turn up unannounced like this while his family was dining. No one else said anything, but he knew that they were all surprised to see her turn up unannounced like this. 
 
    “Of course I’m pleased to see ye.” 
 
    “How was yer day? Did ye get any more planning done for our wedding with that wee lassie ye hired? What was her name again?” 
 
    She scrutinized her future husband’s face while he pretended for a few seconds to search for the answer in some far-flung corner of his brain. 
 
    “Aileen or Alison, I think. Do ye want some stew?” 
 
    “Aye, that’ll be it.” 
 
    She smiled maliciously as a plate of mutton stew was placed in front of her. 
 
    “Did ye have a good day, Fiona?” 
 
    “Och, it was fine. I was thinking of how we will soon be spending all of our time together. After the wedding.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “And then your father will want me to get pregnant. A wee bairn would be great, wouldn’t it be, Douglas?” 
 
    “Oh aye. The happy couple needs to make sure that the future of our clans is safe. The sooner ye get it done, the better for all of us. Then we can truly say that the Chattan and Anderson clans are as one.” 
 
    Fiona tilted her head and smiled at Alastair, who was starting to feel distinctly uneasy. He silently shoveled more food into his mouth and chewed while looking into the distance. 
 
    He tried to imagine what life would be like for all of them if he told the truth. Would his father fly into a rage and disown him? Would it start a bloody war between the clans? Would Aileen be sent far away to one of the mysterious islands that lay far beyond the mountains and where women were said to disguise themselves as seals to trap unsuspecting sailors? 
 
    He couldn’t afford to make a decision that might have disastrous results for other people, especially not for the girl whom he had fallen hopelessly in love with. Perhaps his only option was to run away with her somewhere no one could ever find them. 
 
    They could live a simple life somewhere. He could become a humble fisherman or a farmer scratching out a living in the dry, cold land to the north where the snow never melted and the sun disappeared from the sky for months at a time. No one knew them there and they could invent a new life together. 
 
    It seemed almost too good to be true. A plan was already coming together in Alastair’s head, but he had to put it to the back of his mind once he saw Fiona looking at him intently.  
 
    “Ye were a million miles away again, dear. Were ye thinking about planning our wedding again?” 
 
    “Oh aye. What did ye say?” 
 
    “I said that ye look worried or nervous these days. Doesn’t he look a wee bit worried to ye as well, Douglas?” 
 
    “He does that. He’s hardly said a word since we sat down to eat. It was the same yesterday as well.” 
 
    “Could it be the thought of marrying me that has got him worried? Or is it something else that he has on his mind just now? Hmm?” 
 
    Something in her voice and in the way she looked at him told Alastair that she knew the truth. He had no idea how she had done it, but Fiona had discovered that he was in love with another woman. Did she also know who it was and what they had been talking about? Had she found out about how he had kissed the baker’s daughter? 
 
    He had to bring forward his plans to stop things getting out of his control. With his head spinning, Alastair started to stand up. 
 
    Fiona put a firm hand on his shoulder and pushed him down. Despite being much bigger and stronger than her, the surprise move caught him off balance and he fell back into his chair. She left her hand resting heavily on his shoulder. 
 
    “We haven’t had the shortbread or the whisky yet, have we?” 
 
    He looked at the twisted smile on her face but felt nothing but pity for her. He didn’t want to hurt Fiona with his actions, but he was certain now that there would be no wedding. One way or another, this was going to come to a head soon. Things could start to get ugly if he handled the situation badly. 
 
    “I thank ye for reminding me, but I really need to go to my chambers to write some important correspondence.” 
 
    The smile slowly faded from Fiona’s fate as he gently but forcefully took her hand from his shoulder and put it on the table in front of her. 
 
    “This is very rude of ye, my love.” 
 
    “If ye had let me know ye were coming over, I would have changed my plans to accommodate ye. Since ye didn’t, I’m going to have to make my excuses and leave ye with my father.” 
 
    “Anyone would think ye were running off to meet another woman or something.” 
 
    “I can assure ye that I will be leaving here to spend some time alone in my chambers, writing important letters.” 
 
    In his chambers, Alastair spent a long time staring out of his window. He thought that he could just about make out the Anderson clan’s village in the distance beyond the loch, and his heart ached in its desire to take him there. Why hadn’t he met Aileen a few weeks earlier, before his father had pressured him into agreeing to get married to Fiona? 
 
    At the time, he had simply never considered the idea that he could truly fall in love with another woman. The arranged marriage between their clans had seemed like a sensible decision that was simply down to business rather than love. 
 
    He had truly never been in love before and was surprised at how melancholy it was making him feel at times. Right now, he felt like the worst man on the face of the Earth for getting both Fiona and Aileen involved in his mess. Neither of them deserved this, and it was all his fault. 
 
    Alastair made a vow to himself to sort everything out in the next day so that no one suffered more than was necessary. Even if he had to suffer the consequences, he was willing to do so in order to stop anyone else from being hurt due to him. 
 
    As darkness began to fall, he saw Fiona leave the castle with her maids. She turned and looked directly at his window. He instinctively shied away from being seen but could see that she carried on staring for an uncomfortably long period of time. 
 
    When she finally left, Alastair tried writing Fiona a letter to formally call off the wedding, but the words wouldn’t come to him. Sighing, he decided that it was something that he was going to have to do face to face before leaving the village with Aileen, no matter how awkward it turned out to be. Fiona had a terrible temper, and she wasn’t going to take this rejection kindly, but it had to be done in the right way.  
 
    A bang on the door caused him to jump up sharply. Before opening it, he knew that it was his father and that he was in a foul mood. 
 
    “What was all that about, son? Fiona left here in tears because of yer cold attitude toward her tonight.” 
 
    Alastair felt the blood rushing in his veins. He could barely hear the words his father spoke over the sound of his own heart beating. It was now or never. He had to seize the moment and tell his father about the mess that he had gotten himself into over his feelings for Aileen. 
 
    “I am going to call off the wedding, Father.” 
 
    “What? Over my dead body. Ye will be getting married to Fiona Anderson, and no amount of cold feet will change that fact. Do ye hear me, son?” 
 
    “It’s not about cold feet, Father. I love another lassie, so I can’t marry Fiona.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but ye still need to get married to Fiona.” 
 
    “I won’t marry her. I can’t marry a lassie that I don’t love. And I’m sorry, but I just don’t love Fiona.” 
 
    “Dinnae dare defy me, laddie. This is the future of our whole clan that is at stake. Ye will be at the altar on your wedding day, and ye will be smiling as though it was the happiest day of your life.” 
 
    “How can ye tell me to marry a woman that I dinnae love, Father?” 
 
    “Love has got very little to do with it when we talk about strategic clan alliances. Do ye think that I loved yer mother when we get married all those years ago? This is about doing what is right for our clan.” 
 
    “Marrying the wrong lassie isn’t the right thing to do for our clan or for anyone else, as far as I can see.” 
 
    “Ye will be married to Fiona before the month is out, and that’s the end of it.” 
 
    Taking the conversation as finished, the laird stormed out of his son’s room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Alastair sat and stewed for a long time, watching the silvery light from the moon slide across the loch. This castle had seen many bloody events and historic moments in its long history. 
 
    From the ill-fated English invasion to the infamous siege by the MacKintosh family, who had risen up against the rest of the clan, these stone walls had seen just about every type of tragedy and battle imaginable. Something told the heir to the lairdship that he was in danger of putting the clan at great risk again if he made a wrong move now.  
 
    Finally, he made a decision. It was time to put an end to this farce in a way that wouldn’t hurt anyone. 
 
    He slipped out of the castle under the cover of the darkness, without being noticed. Striding quickly and using the trees as cover, he was soon in the heart of the Anderson village.  
 
    What he didn’t know was that Fiona’s spy was close behind him. The woman from the Anderson clan had been almost asleep when she had finally heard the castle door close. So, he was finally going to see the girl after all, was he? Why did he leave it so late, though? 
 
    Alastair had then almost fallen over the spy as he sped past the tree she was under without spotting her. It was a dark, bitterly cold night, but he didn’t even feel the cold wind on his face or notice that the village as it was in almost total darkness. 
 
    Alastair barely noticed the ancient Celtic cross as he walked into the village. He didn’t know this place very well, as he very rarely had any reason to come here. Fortunately, the baker’s daughter had given him very good directions on how to get to her house without passing Fiona’s home or making his presence visible to any other of her neighbors. 
 
    It anyone saw him here alone at this time of night, then he would have an awful lot of explaining to do. 
 
    The Anderson spy stopped and hid behind a large bush when they reached the village. She knew which house he was heading to, and she could see it perfectly from this hiding spot. 
 
    Alastair tapped the window that Aileen had told him was next to her bed. He guessed that she must be fast asleep at this time, considering her early start the next morning. Yet her head almost immediately appeared in the window, the big blue eyes reflecting the moon back at him. 
 
    A few seconds later, the baker’s daughter was outside, wrapped in a blanket and with her brown, tousled hair blowing gently in the breeze. 
 
    “I need to leave.” 
 
    She looked around the darkened village, trying to understand his words. 
 
    “Leave? But ye just got here.” 
 
    “Leave the village. The castle. The clan. My father. I need to get away from all of it once and for all.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She pulled her hair behind her ears and looked up at him, now wide awake and fully alert. 
 
    “My father won’t let me stop the wedding to Fiona. He called it a strategic clan alliance or something like that.” 
 
    “But he has to let ye call it off. If you dinnae love her, then the marriage will be a terrible mistake for everyone.” 
 
    “I ken. He knows that I love another lassie, but he won’t listen to me. The only way to stop something bad from happening is for me to disappear for good.” 
 
    “Ye mean run away.” 
 
    Alastair shrugged helplessly. 
 
    “Ye could put it like that.” 
 
    “Aye, I did put it like that. Ye shouldn’t ever run away from yer troubles, Alastair Chattan. Your problems will follow ye to the ends of the Earth if ye don’t face up to them at some point.” 
 
    “If I stay, the clans could go to war because I’ve disrespected the daughter of the Anderson chief.” 
 
    “And if ye leave? What do ye think will happen then?” 
 
    “My father will make up some sort of a story to stop any problems from occurring. In fact, I’ll leave him a note telling him to say I was kidnapped or something. Without me around, people will soon forget about the whole thing.” 
 
    “Well, I wish ye luck then. But I cannae say that I agree with what ye are doing.” 
 
    The couple stood and stared at each other awkwardly, each wondering who would break the deep silence that was hanging over them. The moon had been hidden behind the clouds but now it peeked out, casting its ghostly light over the two of them. Alastair almost gasped in shock at how supernaturally pretty the girl look under the moonlight. 
 
    “I didn’t come here just to tell ye I was leaving.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No. I also wanted to ask ye to come with me. We could start a new life on an island or on a farm on the other side of the mountains. We could fish in the sea for a living or make bread or do whatever we want to do, but above all, we’ll be free from having other people come between us.” 
 
    “Ye want me to run away with ye and leave my father all alone?” 
 
    “I know it’ll be hard, but it’s the only way I can see that we can be together.” 
 
    The laird’s son looked up at the sky a moment and then took a deep breath. 
 
    “I love ye, Aileen, and I want us to be together. I’ll do whatever it takes to be with ye forever.” 
 
    The girl looked shocked. She hadn’t allowed herself to believe that this moment could really arrive. She knew that there was a spark between, but she’d had no idea that he was willing to give up everything to be with her. Was she willing to do the same? 
 
    “It’s all happening too fast. I need time to think about it all before I can give ye a proper answer.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. 
 
    “We dinnae have much time. I’ll come back here for yer answer tomorrow night at the same time.” 
 
    “No. It’s too dangerous. Meet me down by the loch. There’s a wee cave next to the big field of thistles where no one ever goes at night.” 
 
    “Aye. I know it well. No one will see us down there and we can talk in peace for as long as it takes for me to convince ye that yer future is with me.” 
 
    Alastair grabbed Aileen and kissed her passionately. The girl wrapped her arms around him and allowed herself to melt into his body for a few brief seconds before pulling away. 
 
    “That’s not my final answer, by the way. I still need to think about it.” 
 
    “Think about it then. I’ll be in the cave tomorrow at this time.” 
 
    As he hurried back to the castle, the spy from the Anderson clan was already on her way home too. She hadn’t heard the whole conversation but she had inched forward during the final part, just in time to catch their plans for the following night.  
 
    In a matter of minutes, Fiona knew all about their planned meeting and was already working out what to do about it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Aileen was out of breath from walking so rapidly, but she didn’t dare slow down. Not yet. Someone might still be able to see her from the village if she wasn’t careful. 
 
    The day had dragged on horribly and it had felt like the night would never arrive. She had stayed home all day to avoid bumping into anyone. Her father seemed to believe her story about being under the weather and wanting to stay indoors, where the oven kept the house nice and warm all day long. 
 
    Thinking about the whole situation, the worst thing of all would be to bump into Fiona, as she felt sure that she wouldn’t be able to hide her secret from Alastair’s bride-to-be. After all, a woman could tell when she looked in another woman’s eyes whether she was in love. Aileen was sure that Fiona wasn’t in love with Alastair after seeing them together only briefly. 
 
    After night finally fell and her father went to sleep, she lay in her bed, looking up at the dark roof that was speckled with patches of dampness. She was just a poor girl from a humble family. What could the rich and handsome son of the laird possibly see in her to make him give up his privileged life and run away with her to a distant part of the land? 
 
    Racked by doubts and weighed down by her own insecurities, Aileen decided not to go to the loch after all. It was a terrible idea that could only end in problems for both of them. It would be far more sensible to let him sort out his issues in his own way and then see where they stood. Only once he was a free man would she know how true his feelings for her were.  
 
    However, as the night grew darker, she realized that she simply couldn’t lie in bed all night. Her mind was racing with images of the two of them escaping over the mountains on the way to a new life somewhere far away. It was such an exciting thought that she felt more wide awake and emotional than she had ever felt before. There no was clearly no use in trying to convince herself that she wasn’t in love with the laird’s son.  
 
    Now, she could see the outline of the loch in front of her as she ran through the field of oats. The giant castle loomed over the Chattan village behind the water. 
 
    She had never before come down here alone at night, and she could now see why so many of the clan feared this immense body of water so much. It looked so big and dark that it appeared to have multiplied in size and depth since she last saw it in the daylight. 
 
    The sound of waves splashing on the rocky shore reached her ears as she spotted the cave in the distance. Legend had it that no one who fell in the water at night ever got out of the loch again. Aileen remembered stories from her childhood of how the fearsome monster had claimed numerous victims over the years.  
 
    Entering the cave, she felt her heart sink to her feet when it became clear that Alastair hadn’t turned up. She had been played for a fool after all. 
 
    She picked up a stone and angrily threw it into the water. It was the very first time in her life that she had been tempted to open her heart to a man, and it would certainly be the last. The stone sank into the dark waters, leaving behind a set of concentric rings that spread out in all directions.  
 
    “Hey, ye nearly took my head off with that stone. I would like to see ye tossing a caber with that strength. Ye’ve got in those arms.” 
 
    She couldn’t resist smiling as she spun around and saw Alastair standing on a rock next to the cave. 
 
    “Ye big daftie. Come into the cave or someone will see ye up there.” 
 
    Standing together in the small cave, the couple were almost touching while looking out at the night sky. Alastair’s cape was slightly wet, so Aileen helped him to take it off. 
 
    “Ye are all wet. It must have started raining when ye were on yer way here.” 
 
    “I never noticed. I only had my mind on one thing when I was on the way here.” 
 
    “And what would that thing be?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “So now I’m a thing, am I?”  
 
    “Ye ken what I mean. I was thinking about how we could run away together so that no one ever bothers us or tries to come between us. We could live like just two normal people who love each other and want to be together every day.” 
 
    “My father couldn’t cope with life alone if I left him. How could he be expected to run the bakery all on his own?” 
 
    “We’ll find a way to get him to join us once things have settled down. I’ll send a messenger with money and instructions so that he can come to live with us.” 
 
    “Are ye really serious about this plan? Oh, Alastair, it’ll never work.” 
 
    “Just tell me one thing before I go any further. Do ye love me or not?” 
 
    “And what if I dinnae?” 
 
    “Then I’ll say a sad farewell to ye and leave alone, but I’ll always carry yer image in my heart wherever I go.” 
 
    “And if I say aye, I love ye?” 
 
    “Then I’ll be sorely tempted to take ye in my arms and kiss ye right here and now.” 
 
    Aileen looked out to the water as though she was thinking deeply. Alastair was standing behind her and he was shivering, although the girl knew that it wasn’t just because of the cold air on his wet skin. She started laughing. 
 
    “Of course I love ye. Don’t be a big daftie.” 
 
    True to his word, Alastair swept her up in his arms and they kissed warmly. 
 
    “When shall we leave, Alastair?” 
 
    “Tomorrow at this time would be best.” 
 
    “So soon?” 
 
    “It’s tomorrow or never, I fear.” 
 
    “Why? Can’t we wait a few more days, to make sure we make the right decision?” 
 
    “There’s no time to lose. People will start asking about the wedding soon if we don’t carry on planning it.” 
 
    “And what exactly is happening with our wedding, my love?” 
 
    The couple froze to the spot at the sound of the unmistakable voice behind them. Fiona laughed bitterly into the cold night. 
 
    “Now I have all the evidence that I needed. The happy wee couple have been sneaking about behind my back and making a fool of me. You’ll pay for this, Alastair Chattan. And the wee rat ye were kissing will pay for it too.” 
 
    Alastair struggled to hold back Aileen, who was determined to defend her honor.  
 
    “Fiona, I dinnae want to cause any problems between our clans just because of our personal problems.” 
 
    “Och, it’s too late for that, Alastair. Just watch yer back, because ye aren’t going to wriggle yer way out of this one easily.” 
 
    Aileen spotted a huge rock in Fiona’s hand and tried to warn Alastair but it was too late. She had stepped forward and swung her arm towards him in a huge arc. 
 
    Alastair saw the blow coming at the last second and stepped aside, so he only received a slight blow to the side of his head. Even so, a trickle of blood was soon running freely from the wound. 
 
    Fiona steadied herself to strike again. 
 
    “Run home, Aileen. I can look after myself,” Alastair ordered. 
 
    The baker’s daughter was undecided for a moment. She wasn’t sure whether to go to Alastair’s aid or try to get the rock off Fiona. 
 
    “I said to go home, Aileen. Let me sort this out and then we’ll talk again.” 
 
    The baker’s daughter finally ran off.  
 
    “Go home as well, Fiona. We’ll sort this out in a civilized way tomorrow.” 
 
    “Civilized? Ye call running about with a wee lassie behind my back ‘civilized.’ I’ll kill ye right now if I can. And if I can’t, then I’m happy to die trying.” 
 
    She swung the rock again, but without the element of surprise, she was easily overpowered by her bigger, stronger opponent. 
 
    “We both ken that we weren’t in love, Fiona. It was our fathers who pressured us into agreeing to the wedding. We made a mistake. Now let’s get on with our lives.” 
 
    Her eyes were glowing furiously, but he had a tight grip on both of her wrists so all she could do was drop the rock and then run off into the night. 
 
    Alastair sat down on a large rock and waited for his breathing to slow down to its normal rate. He looked across the loch to the Anderson clan’s village. What would Fiona do once she got back there? He had no idea, but it was surely going to be bad news. 
 
    The sun started to appear from behind the mountains as he finally walked home to the castle, alone and terribly depressed. The only consolation from the whole horrible thing was that Fiona didn’t appear to have heard any of their plans for escaping the next night. 
 
    Or at least he hoped so.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Alastair worried about Aileen all day long. Would she have gotten home safely after she ran home from the cave? Did she still feel the same way about their plans or had the fight with Fiona deeply affected her? He needed to know what was going through her mind. 
 
    He couldn’t risk going to her house in daylight, so he casually asked a servant to go and buy some bread from the baker in the Anderson clan. As she was leaving, he called out to her to ask the baker when his daughter would be coming over to continue with the wedding arrangements. 
 
    His worries deepened when the servant returned with the bread. 
 
    “The baker’s daughter has been in bed all day long with a burning fever.” 
 
    “Did he say anything else to ye?” 
 
    “No. He looked very worried about her though.” 
 
    He needed time and space to think clearly, so he headed out to the corner of the heather field that was hidden by the stream. No one ever came by here, so it was perfect for whenever he needed some thinking time alone. 
 
    Alastair splashed some ice-cold water from the stream onto his face to help him think. These crystal-clear waters came directly from the snowcaps on top of the mountains in the distance. The stream then flowed gently through the beautiful field of purple heather before joining the water in the loch.  
 
    He tried to imagine how he could get past the giant mountains with Aileen. He had traveled south with his father a few times, but he had never gone north. It would be a treacherous journey for both of them. As far as he knew, it was at least three days of walking to reach the nearest village on the other side. 
 
    Alastair tried hard to weigh his feelings for the baker’s daughter. Why had he fallen for her so completely upon first sight? He had met lots of pretty girls over the years, but none of them had made his heart race like she did. The truth was that he had always valued his privacy and time alone too much to court just any old girl. 
 
    Trying to put his thoughts into a logical order was a hopeless task. He loved Aileen and it was as simple as that. Jumping to his feet, he decided to head to the bakery before he had any time to change to mind. 
 
    It was clear that someone was spying on him. Almost certainly someone from Fiona’s clan. Therefore, he was very careful to look over his shoulder and occasionally turn around sharply. Yet he never saw anyone at all. Maybe his mind was playing tricks on him and no one was really spying on him. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I came here to see yer daughter Aileen, if I may.” 
 
    The baker was shocked to see the laird’s son and heir visiting him and asking after his daughter. He knew that she was helping with the wedding and was proud of the fact. But he had never expected Alastair to visit his humble home. 
 
    “She’s not feeling very well today, my laird.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but I just need to take up a moment of her time, please. It’s very important that I speak to her today if at all possible.” 
 
    Aileen’s father didn’t know what to do. The healer had specifically told him not to let any visitors in, but how could he turn a distinguished visitor like this away from his humble house? 
 
    “Of course, I’ll just check if she is okay first of all.” 
 
    “Dinnae bother, Father. I’m fine.” 
 
    Aileen stood in the doorway, looking pale and fragile. Yet the steely determination in her eyes told Alastair that she had made a decision. He couldn’t wait to hear what it was, so he quickly ushered her outside. 
 
    “Are ye fit enough to leave with me?” 
 
    “I’m fit enough, but I cannae leave with ye.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “Ye saw how that mad woman Fiona Anderson reacted when she saw us together. If I run away with ye, my father will suffer. Och, the whole clan will suffer.” 
 
    “What are ye suggesting that I do? Leave ye here alone?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Aileen tried hard not to show the pain that she was feeling. It had taken a long, sleepless night of looking up at the stars to come to this decision. Her resolve was fading like snow on a warm day now, but she had to stay strong. 
 
    “Get married.” 
 
    “What? Who to?” 
 
    “To Fiona from the Clan Anderson, of course, ye big daftie. Ye aren’t going to marry me, are ye?” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Is everything ye say today going to be a question?” 
 
    “Why can’t I marry ye?” 
 
    “Och, Alastair, we are from completely different worlds. I’m just a baker’s daughter and you’ll be the laird soon.” 
 
    “So what?” 
 
    “Yer father will never let you marry me. He wants ye to marry the daughter of a clan chief so that we all benefit from it. Ye will be helping your whole village and ours too by marrying into the Anderson clan. Marrying me would help no one.” 
 
    “No one but us.” 
 
    “Aye, maybe just us.” 
 
    “My father will never need to know if we get married at the top of the mountain or in a wee church somewhere far away. I heard that there are lochs up north with so many fish in them that ye just need to put a hand in the water to pull out yer dinner. It could be a good life for us up there.” 
 
    “No, Alastair. I’ve decided that our relationship is only going to bring trouble for everyone, like ye said a while ago. I’m … I’m sorry.” 
 
    She went inside and slammed the door behind her. Her father looked at her as she rushed into her bedroom but resisted the powerful urge to go to her. 
 
    Alone and distraught, Aileen cried bitter tears all night long. The first man that she had fallen in love with had truly loved her too. There was no mistaking the fire and desire that she had seen burning in his dark eyes. 
 
    Why did life have to be so cruel to her? She made a vow to avoid going outside at all costs from now on. The idea of seeing Alastair and Fiona together made her feel as though she had lost the will to live. Yet, soon, they would be married and she would do nothing to stop it from happening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    The night had been long and painful for Alastair too. Far too upset to go back to the castle, he had gone back to the stream to get his thoughts in order. 
 
    He had no idea how long he sat there, silently watching the clouds drift the moon. At some point, it rained, but he barely noticed his tunic getting gradually wetter and heavier. By the time he realized that he was shivering, it was closer to morning than night. He was soaked through, but things were gradually becoming clearer in his mind. 
 
    Aileen wasn’t the kind of girl who would just leave with him on a whim. Her strong, intelligent side was a big part of what he loved about her. So, he would need to convince her to go with him. He was willing to do whatever it took to show her that their future was together. 
 
    The sun must have been just below the horizon by the time he reached the bakery again. Knowing that Aileen was sure to be awake, he quickly rapped her bedroom window in the same way he had done on his first visit there. It felt like half a lifetime since the joyful innocence of that first night. 
 
    “Och, what are ye doing here again, Alastair?” Aileen demanded, pushing open the window. 
 
    “I came to convince ye. And if ye won’t let me show me something, then I will pick ye up and carry ye there anyway.” 
 
    Aileen stood firmly rooted the spot with her hands on her hips, so Alastair hoisted her over his shoulder and carried her over to the stream. It was a long walk, and he was tired by the end, but it felt good to take control of his own destiny again. 
 
    Aileen was silent. She had planned to scream or shout when he picked her up against her will. But she just couldn’t make any noise when the moment came. The sensation of being picked up and carried away was far more enjoyable than she had expected. 
 
    Alastair finally put her down. She carefully rearranged her clothing and looked up defiantly at him. 
 
    “Why did ye do that, ye big brute?” 
 
    “I wanted to show ye something. We got here just in time.” 
 
    The sun rose over the loch and spread its golden beams over the water. The view here wasn’t as good as from high up in the castle, but it was still a glorious sight to behold. 
 
    “Ever since ye told me about how the sun rises over the loch, I have got up early every single morning to see it. Every single morning, I see how the sun brings up a bright new day, full of promise and joy. And every time, I see yer face in front of me.” 
 
    “Alastair—” 
 
    “Let me carry on. I stand there by my window and promise myself every morning that this is going to be the day that I take control of my life. I’m not going to let my father or Fiona or anyone else turn me into a bitter, loveless man who has nothing to live for. I need ye by my side to help me live the life I want to have, Aileen.” 
 
    “But how …” 
 
    The words trailed off between them. 
 
    “My father is a sick man, Aileen, and he doesn’t have long left in this world. If I run away with ye, he will be only too pleased to leave the lairdship to one of my cousins instead of to me. They are more like him than I will ever be. I will leave him a note saying that I won’t be back but that I wish the clan well. I will send another note to the Clan Anderson, saying that I made a mistake when agreeing to marry Fiona. I will leave them some money as compensation and tell them that Fiona is free to marry a man that truly loves her.” 
 
    “And my father?” 
 
    “He has nothing to fear. I will ask my dearest friend, Malcolm, to have a man look after him until we can invite him to join us in our new home.” 
 
    “Ye’ve thought of everything, then.” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “And what if I say no?” 
 
    “Ye won’t.” 
 
    “Ah, how can ye be so sure?” 
 
    “Because of the kiss.” 
 
    “What kiss?” 
 
    “This one.” 
 
    Alastair kissed Aileen, and she let herself respond in the way that her body urged her to do. The couple hugged by the stream as the icy water splashed past them on its relentless journey to join the water in the loch. 
 
    When they separated from the kiss, they both knew that their fate was sealed. They were going to be together for the rest of their lies or else something terrible was going to keep them apart. There could no longer be any other way out of this intense, ill-fated relationship. 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Aye. Act naturally during the day and we will meet here after dark. Bring a change of clothes for the cold weather and I will bring some food. It’ll be a long walk, but don’t be afraid as I will be there to look after ye every step of the way.” 
 
    “No, I’m not afraid at all now.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Acting naturally during the day turned out to be almost impossible for Aileen. Her father had been watching her closely ever since the visit of Alastair and he knew that something was definitely wrong with her. 
 
    A reserved and quiet man, he waited patiently until they had finally closed the bakery at the end of the day before speaking to her. 
 
    “Ye look like ye’ve got the weight of the world on yer wee shoulders today, Aileen.” 
 
    “Aye? I’m just a bit tired with baking all that bread today.” 
 
    “How is the wedding coming along? For the laird’s son?” 
 
    “Och, it’s fine.” 
 
    “Ye dinnae seem to have been going to castle lately. I heard some rumors about the wedding today as well.” 
 
    “Rumors?” 
 
    “Aye. Rumors that the wedding will be called off. They say that the laird’s son has a secret lover in the village.” 
 
    “Aye? It’s not that much of a secret then, is it?” 
 
    Aileen was fighting to control the trembling that was threatening to take over her body. 
 
    “Aye. It seems that Fiona Anderson is furious with the both of them and has been sulking in her house for days without coming out.” 
 
    “That’s a wee shame.” 
 
    “Aileen, ye ken that I’m not the type of father to meddle in his daughter’s life too much.” 
 
    “That’s true, and I thank ye for it.” 
 
    “Be careful, Aileen. That is all I want to say to ye just now. Ye are a big lassie now, almost a woman if the truth be told. If ye need any help making difficult choices then I’m here to help ye anytime ye need me to. If ye don’t want my help then I’ll keep my nose out of yer business, but I’ll always be here for ye.” 
 
    The temptation to confide in her father was enormous. With a few simple words, she could explain the whole thing and ask for his advice. He had never let her down before, and she was sure that he wouldn’t let her down now if she needed his help. 
 
    Yet she had made a pact with Alastair to not tell a soul of their relationship or of their plans. It was clear that the clan gossips had got wind of something, but did they know the whole truth? She had to keep her lips tightly sealed for fear of ruining the whole thing. 
 
    “I will be, Father. Now go to sleep. We’ve got another busy day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    She hugged her father tightly, inadvertently confirming to her father that his suspicions that she was the secret lover of the laird were true. He sensed that she had a terrible weight on her mind. He sent a silent prayer to the heavens to protect his precious, innocent daughter from evil. 
 
    “Aye, that we have.” 
 
    *** 
 
    A few hours later, Aileen snuck out of the house. She felt terribly guilty at leaving her father all alone, but she was reassured by the fact that Alastair had promised to send for him once they were settled in their new home. The laird’s son was a man of his word, and she didn’t doubt that he would do everything in his power to make her father happy. 
 
    As she slipped out of the bakery, Aileen silently blew a kiss over to her father. She prayed that he would understand her reasons for leaving. A brief note left on his bed had simply told him not to worry and that she would be in touch soon to explain everything. 
 
    She walked along the familiar streets of the village with the strange sensation that came from knowing that it could be her last time here. She noticed little details that she had never noticed before. Even in the dark, it was a beautiful, mysterious place that she knew she would miss with all of her heart once she left it. 
 
    The night air was bitterly cold and she watched as her own breath formed an icy mist in front of her. It was difficult to imagine the long, hazardous journey that lay ahead of them. On impulse, she hugged the rugged Celtic cross on the way past. She felt a strange kind of power surge through her as she did this, and it gave her the strength that she badly needed to carry on. 
 
    Yes, she was sure the love they felt for each other would be enough to see them through any tough time. She felt her heart surge as she pictured the two of them hand in hand as they climbed the mountain and reached new, unexplored lands where they didn’t know a soul and would have to start a new life from scratch. 
 
    It was by far, and without doubt, the most exciting thing she had ever done in her life. As she looked back at her home from a distance, Aileen realized that she had always been somehow afraid to live life to the fullest before now. 
 
    That had meant rejecting the chances to experience new things and meet new people. Her life had been empty and almost pointless. However, she had something to live for now. She muttered a promise to herself that she was going to take risks, discover new things, and do whatever was necessary to feel truly alive from this moment on.  
 
    They had agreed to meet by the stream on the edge of the forest. As she approached it, she looked at the dark, forbidding forest in front of her. Many of the clan believed that fairies lived in there. Others claimed that Black Donald, the devil incarnate with cloven feet and a horrible, bleating voice, lived there and chased away any intruders mercilessly. 
 
    Aileen had never been one to believe tales like those, although she had never ventured into the forest before now either. Yet, as she huddled down beside the running water, she suddenly felt very afraid. The full consequences of her actions were now becoming clearer to her. She was running away from a dull but safe life to an uncertain future with a man that she barely knew. 
 
    The shivers ran through her body and her teeth began chattering uncontrollably. This was a crucial moment in her life and every moment that passed saw the doubts in her mind grow and take on more elaborate forms. 
 
    “Hurry up and get here, ye big daftie, or I might just go home without ye.” 
 
    A wolf howled in the depths of the forest and Aileen pulled her legs up tight against her chest. Why wasn’t Alastair here yet? Now that she had opened her heart to a man for the very first time, she was beginning to regret it. Was he going to let her down at the last minute? 
 
    She swore to never trust another man again if he didn’t turn up. Why had she even gotten herself into this ridiculous situation in the first place? Her mind was in turmoil, and she was finding it increasingly difficult to stay positive about the whole adventure. 
 
    A dark shape moved in front of her. Was it a deer? No, it was the wrong shape for a deer. Was it a wolf? No, it was too big to be a wolf.  
 
    Aileen thought that the shadowy creature was watching her. Was it just her imagination making her go crazy? 
 
    “Hurry up, Alastair. Please hurry up.”

  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
     Alastair had prepared his clothes and a bag of food with a few hours to spare. As he waited for darkness to fall over the land, he nervously checked his belongings over and over again. He simply couldn’t forget to take anything that was important with him. Soon, they would be far from civilization and having to survive an arduous journey in any way possible. 
 
    He neatly laid out the letters he had written to his father and to Fiona’s father on his bed. Each was in an addressed envelope with the clan’s coat of arms on it. He had already given the other letter to Malcolm and made him promise to only open it in private the next morning. Should he write a letter directly to Fiona too? No, the message to her father was intended for both of them anyway. 
 
    Finally, it was time to leave at last. The plan that he had in mind was to get to the meeting place in plenty of time before Aileen arrived. That would let him make sure that the path was clear for her. He also didn’t want her spending too much time alone in that eerie place if he could help it.  
 
    He slowly opened the door to his chambers. It creaked, just as it always did. While it normally sounded like a typical creaking noise, this time the sound seemed to fill the enormous hallway like a giant oak tree being chopped down or a wild animal running recklessly through the forest. 
 
    He held his breath and waited for signs of life. No one else seemed to have heard the creaking noise. His father’s chambers were at the top of the spiral stairway. Make it past his door without being noticed and he would be safely on his way. 
 
    One step at a time, Alastair advanced cautiously. His heart was pounding, but the thought of meeting lovely Aileen encouraged him to walk as quickly as he dared. Would she be getting ready to leave her own house right now, or was she enjoying the last few moments of delicious sleep before setting out on the trip that would change her life? 
 
    A moment later, he was past the door to his father’s chamber and going down the stairs. He reached the bottom stair and entered the great hall. The tension in his body started to ease slightly as he sped through the hall towards the main door that led outside. 
 
    He had nearly made it to freedom when he heard the voice. 
 
    “And where do ye think ye are going at this time of night, laddie?” 
 
    The laird’s booming voice stopped Alastair in his tracks. He didn’t turn round to face him though. It was clear that he had been caught in the act of escaping.  
 
    “I’ve heard a tale that ye are planning to run away with a wee peasant girl and leave Fiona in the lurch. Is it true?” 
 
    Alastair breathed in deeply and considered his options. Telling the truth seemed to be the only sensible approach right now. 
 
    “Aye, that is true, Father. I left ye a letter in my chambers telling ye the full story. I hope ye understand my reasons for leaving with her.” 
 
    “A letter? So ye left me a letter telling me that ye are breaking your promise to the Anderson clan?” 
 
    Alastair finally turned around and saw that his father had several of his most trusted clansmen beside him, holding lanterns and ready to spring into action. He calculated how far away the door was.  
 
    He was fit and strong. Could he outrun them all, though? He was the fastest runner in the clan, but it still seemed too ambitious considering the distance he would need to cover. But it might be his only option if he wanted to reach Aileen in time. 
 
    “Dinnae even think about running away. I’ve got some men outside the door as well.” 
 
    “What is it that ye want, Father? Do ye want me to give up the only lassie that I love for the sake of a loveless marriage?” 
 
    “I want ye to act like a man and fulfil your promise to Fiona.” 
 
    “It was your promise. I never wanted to marry Fiona, and I dinnae lover her. I never have loved her, and I never will love her. I only agreed because ye didn’t give me any other choice.” 
 
    “Ha ha. When did that ever stop a man from marrying a lassie? I never loved your mother, but I married her because it protected the clan. Do ye think that ye should be able to marry any wee lassie that takes yer fancy?” 
 
    “Aye. We love each other, and we’ll be together if it’s the last thing that we do.” 
 
    “Och, son. Ye’ll be going nowhere with that baker’s daughter. My men are going to lock ye in yer chambers until yer wedding day. Then ye will get married to the bonnie Fiona with a big smile on yer face or ye’ll regret it.” 
 
    The burly clansmen were reluctant to force Alastair to his chambers but he made things easier by going there of his own free will without any sort of struggle. Now wasn’t the time to waste his strength on fighting battles that were already lost. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lying on his bed, Alastair could only think about poor Aileen. How long would she wait alone by the stream, wondering why he had let her down at the last minute? Would she break down in tears when she discovered he wasn’t going to meet her, or would she get angry and curse his name? 
 
    He had let his instincts get the better of him for the first time in his life. Instead of blindly obeying his father like he always had, he had rebelled and tried to make his own decisions without thinking them through properly. 
 
    The young man laughed bitterly as he considered exactly how far his rebellion had got him so far. 
 
    “Locked up like a common criminal in my own chambers. Aileen deserves a better man than me. She deserves a man who will fight tooth and nail for her rather than give up with barely a whimper.” 
 
    Feeling the energy slowly draining out of him, Alastair tried to picture Aileen down by the stream, all alone. Would she wait there all night long or give up and go home? He prayed that she went home to stay safe, but a nagging doubt in his mind insisted that the strong-willed, stubborn girl would spend all night waiting for him if need be. 
 
    The cold air caused him to curl up on his bed and he almost feel asleep. It had been an exhausting few days, after all. 
 
    However, the thought of Fiona soon came into his head. It was obviously she who had warned his father about his relationship with Aileen. Why would a rich and beautiful young woman like her cling so desperately to the idea of marrying him when probably she had suitors from all over the land chasing after her? 
 
    He tossed and turned on the bed as he tried to put the pieces of the puzzles together. 
 
    Why didn’t Fiona just look for another man? She wouldn’t be short of marriage offers if her father made it known that that she was single again. Something was nagging at the back of his mind and he had to find out what it was in order to understand what was going on. 
 
    Alastair remembered how Fiona had learned of his feelings for Aileen right away, almost before he had worked them out himself. It was clear that she had a spy right here in the castle who was informing her of everything that was happening. 
 
    “Wait a minute. If that’s the case, then what else does she ken?” 
 
    He paced around the room before looking out the window to the dark loch. What else had Fiona’s spy told her about life in the Chattan castle that had made her so keen to get married to him at all costs? 
 
    “What are ye playing at, Fiona Anderson? What do ye ken that is making ye cling onto this farce of a wedding?” 
 
    Suddenly, it struck him. She knew that his father was dying. In fact, she had probably known all about it even before he did. Now she was in a hurry to get married before the laird finally succumbed to the long, cruel illness that had attacked him. 
 
    So, she wanted to marry her laird’s son before that, to gain control of the castle and the village as soon as his father passed away. The chances were that once his father was dead and buried, Fiona and her clan would try to take full control of the castle even if that sparked a war among the clans. 
 
    He was certain that was the case. That was why she was in such a hurry to marry him and didn’t want to call off the wedding even when it was clear that he loved another woman. 
 
    The fact that she didn’t love him somehow made Alastair feel relieved. He wasn’t running away from a woman who had fallen in love with him. He was running away from a woman who simply wanted the power and privileges that getting married to him could offer her.  
 
    “What about Aileen? What will ye do with her, Fiona?” 
 
    Of course, she had to dispose of the baker’s daughter. That sweet, innocent girl was the one loose thread that had to be tied up for her plan to work. Fiona probably assumed that once she was dead, Alastair would be a broken man and would have to go along with the sham of a marriage after all. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Alastair decided that he would have to break out to save his love or else die in the process. 
 
    Malcolm’s chambers were on the floor below his. They had often shouted jokes and friendly insults at one another from their respective windows, so he knew exactly where it was even in the pitch-black night. 
 
    As he climbed out onto the wide stone ledge, a strong gust of wind almost blew him off his feet. After firmly grabbing the window, he instinctively looked down and felt a sickening sense of vertigo at the dizzying drop to the gardens far below. 
 
    Alastair decided to drop down onto his stomach and crawl slowly to the edge of the ledge. Once there, he took a deep breath and looked down again. Malcolm’s window was open, as he had hoped it would be. 
 
    If he hung off the ledge, he could dangle himself into a better position and then drop onto the ledge outside of Malcolm’s chamber. It was a ridiculous plan, but it was better than having no plan at all. 
 
    Alastair gripped the ledge as firmly as he could and slowly dangled his legs over the edge. The pressure on his hands was terrible, and he had to grind his teeth together to support it. The wind was constantly threatening to blow him in the wrong direction, which forced him to get slowly back into position. 
 
    He had no way of seeing his feet in this position, as they dangled directly below him. Was he close enough to the ledge below or not? The ledges had quite a distance between them, so it was going to be a long fall.  
 
    Calculating as best he could, the laird’s son dropped down, scraping his legs painfully on the rugged stone wall as he fell. 
 
    The landing was softer than he had imagined. He stumbled forward and crashed through the open windows into his cousin’s chambers. 
 
    The room was empty, and the door was locked from the outside. He had simply swapped one prison for another. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Aileen got up and walked towards the forest.  
 
    “What are you doing, ye crazy lassie?” 
 
    She had started talking to herself in the last few minutes, to keep the fear at bay and to try to forget about the awful situation she had found herself in. 
 
    Aileen wanted to go home, but she had been watching the dark shape in front of her for long enough to know that it was definitely stalking her. The safest approach seemed to be to enter the forest and loop back around to her house. 
 
    She took one last look up at the castle in the distance and entered the forest. The floor was treacherous as it was rocky, but covered with slippery leaves. Running was impossible, but she walked as quickly as she could without falling. 
 
    “Keep going, for goodness’ sake.” 
 
    “Don’t dare look back.” 
 
    She sensed that someone or something was following her … and she was afraid. She wanted to turn round but couldn’t bring herself to do so. Finally, she took a nervous glance back and was sure that she saw the shadowy creature flitting between the trees to inch its way closer to her. 
 
    She walked a little bit faster and almost slipped on a patch of leaves. There was a shortcut to the loch ahead, so she darted off to the right to reach it. Tired and afraid, she hid in the bushes. She was trembling with fear, but something in her heart shifted while she crouched there. Her strength was starting to return to her. 
 
    She wasn’t going to let it end like this. She had to get out of here alive and meet Alastair. A new life was waiting for them far beyond the snowy mountains. They had both done too much to give up on their dreams at this stage. 
 
    The moon appeared from behind the clouds at last. Aileen saw the silhouette more clearly. It was definitely a person. And they had a dagger in their hand. Someone wanted her dead.  
 
    Making a firm decision, Aileen sprang from the bushes as fast as she dared. Her plan was to run toward the clearing where the moon shone more brightly. Surely the attacker wouldn’t follow her out into the open.  
 
    Aileen slipped on some wet leaves and stumbled to the ground heavily. Footsteps pounded behind her as the assailant caught up and jumped on her before she could get back up and try to reach the clearing.  
 
    The dagger was raised and aimed at her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Alastair looked around the room desperately. The one advantage he now had was that no one was guarding this door. They all thought that he was safely locked up in his own room. If he could force the door open, then he had a chance to escape before anyone noticed. 
 
    The castle had huge, thick wooden doors in every room. Breaking it down with a kick or a shoulder charge was next to impossible. His leg was throbbing from falling onto the stone ledge earlier but he still charged the door, just in case he managed to somehow force it open. 
 
    It didn’t budge. Alastair went back to the window and tried to work out whether he could carry on dropping from floor to floor until he reached the ground. It would be very risky, but he was willing to give it a try. 
 
    The sound of a bolt being slid back made him spin around just as he was steadying himself to jump. The door creaked open and he sprang forward toward it, jumping on top of the person who had opened it. 
 
    “Get off me!” 
 
    “Malcolm?” 
 
    “Alastair?” 
 
    The cousins hugged warmly and Alastair explained what had happened in the last day or so. Malcolm shrugged sheepishly and pulled the opened letter out of his clothing. 
 
    “I ken. I couldn’t resist the urge to read yer letter tonight. I was out trying to find out what Fiona is up to so that we can plan something together.” 
 
    “And what is she up to?” 
 
    “No one could tell me anything. Nobody has seen her at all in days. It’s as though she has vanished off the face of the earth since finding out about you and Aileen being in love.” 
 
    “I think Aileen might be in trouble. She’s waiting for me by the stream on the edge of the forest. But it’s not safe for her around here. It’s too dangerous for Fiona to let her stick around.” 
 
    “You dinnae think …” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    The cousins crept out of the castle without being seen. The first rays of sun would soon be licking at the village and slowly warming the timeless stone walls of the castle. 
 
    They raced to the edge of the forest, but Aileen was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Och, she must have got tired of waiting for ye and gone home to get some sleep.” 
 
    “I guess so, but I was sure she would still be here. She’s a stubborn wee lassie, so she is.” 
 
    “We should go past her house and see if she is there.” 
 
    It seemed like a sensible idea, but Alastair was undecided. Something was stopping him from leaving this place. 
 
    His intuition was telling him something was amiss, but he didn’t know what it was yet. 
 
    “Look. Over there!” 
 
    Alastair looked into the forest just in time to see Aileen drop to the floor and then roll to one side. The dagger came down heavily in the spot that she had just left. 
 
    The men were rooted to the spot in horror. The fight was taking place too far away for them to be able to help Aileen in time. She was going to have to get out of this alone. 
 
    The dagger had fallen to the ground. Aileen bent down and picked it up, raising it over her head to throw it as far away as possible, in the direction of the stream. As she did so, she accidentally dragged it along the arm of her assailant, who was desperately trying to regain the dagger. 
 
    The unintentional blow caused a stream of blood to shoot out of the hooded attacker’s arm, high up near the shoulder. 
 
    The cousins raced forward as the hooded attacker screamed out in agony. It was a high, piercing wail that chilled the blood of everyone who heard it. 
 
    “Leave the lassie alone!” 
 
    “Aileen, I’m here for ye!” 
 
    The surprise of hearing Alastair and Malcolm’s booming voices caused both of the others to turn around to look in the direction of the cousins. 
 
    In the confusion, the baker’s daughter pulled off her assailant’s hood, but neither Alastair nor Malcolm managed to get a glimpse of the person’s face before the mysterious attacker ran off into the trees, holding their damaged arm. 
 
    “Are ye okay, my love? Did ye get hurt?” Alastair asked anxiously. 
 
    It was the first time he had called her by that name, and it felt good to do so. It also felt good to wrap his arms tightly around her and kiss her forehead. 
 
    “I think I’m fine.” She leaned into him and held on tight before demanding, “What kept ye? I was waiting here all night.” 
 
    “It’s a long story, but everything is going to be fine now.” 
 
    “Aye, I bet it is. Ye can tell me it over a warm fire and with a couple of bowls of porridge.” 
 
    “That I will, but first, tell me who it was that attacked ye. Did you get a good look at his face before he ran away?” 
 
    “Her face.” 
 
    “Her face?” 
 
    “It was Fiona. Fiona Anderson.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Douglas Chattan and Hamish Anderson looked around nervously. As the leaders of the area’s two biggest clans, they were used to being in control of the situation. However, neither of them was entirely sure what was happening here. 
 
    They had been having a sumptuous meal together and discussing what to do about Alastair’s marriage to Fiona. She was sitting next to them, looking pale and tired. She had barely said a word since her arrival. 
 
    To their surprise, Alastair and his cousin Malcolm had rushed into the room. The laird was furious, as he thought that his son was still safely locked up in his chambers where he had left him the night before. 
 
    “It’s time to stop this nonsense, laddie. We have fixed the day of the wedding for tomorrow and ye will be there whether ye want to or not.” 
 
    “I cannae marry Fiona Anderson, and I won’t marry her. She is plotting against our clan and only wants to marry me to take control of the castle and the village once ye are gone, Father.” 
 
    The great hall erupted in noise as everyone shouted their say on the subject. Douglas banged down heavily on the table to call for silence. 
 
    “I hope you have proof of this, son. Because if not, then ye’ve just gone and upset our best allies with yer allegations.” 
 
    Fiona had been silent and sullen at her father’s side by now. She stood up and looked coldly at Alastair. 
 
    “My husband-to-be has been put under some sort of spell by the baker’s daughter. He disnae know what he’s talking about. There is no proof of this because there is no plot.” 
 
    Several clansmen stepped forward toward Alastair, but he gestured for them to stop and then called for Aileen to enter.  
 
    The girl entered shyly but with determination in her steps. This was her chance to save the day, and there was no way that she was going to let down the man she loved. 
 
    “Aileen, were ye attacked early this morning in the forest?” 
 
    “Aye. I was.” 
 
    “And what did yer attacker say before ye managed to break free?” 
 
    “She whispered to me that after I was dead and the laird was gone, ye would be completely under her control.” 
 
    “Who was it that attacked ye?” 
 
    He looked on proudly as Aileen tilted her chin upwards and looked Fiona firmly in the eye. Based solely on their physical appearance, the two of them could almost be sisters. But the warmth in Aileen’s eyes and the way she held herself with dignity made her seem as though she was from a different species to the cold, calculating woman standing across from her. 
 
    “It was Fiona Anderson that attacked me.” 
 
    Fiona was livid with rage. Her cheeks flushed a bright red, and her eyes bulged wildly out of control. 
 
    “What proof have ye got that it was me? Who is going to trust the word of the poor wee baker’s daughter over mine?” 
 
    “Alastair and Malcolm saw me stab my attacker high on the left arm. It was a deep cut of maybe this long.” 
 
    She held out her hands to show the approximate length of the brutal injury she had accidentally inflicted on her rival. 
 
    Hamish Anderson had heard enough. He had long heard rumors of his daughter’s outrageous behavior toward others who didn’t deserve it. He abruptly pulled up the left sleeve of her tunic. 
 
    Everyone in the hall gasped at the nasty-looking wound on Fiona’s arm. It was clearly a recent injury that had been hastily dressed.  
 
    “Did ye do what the lassie said that ye did, Fiona?” 
 
    Hamish looked and spoke like a beaten man. Fate had conspired to give him a daughter who was beautiful on the outside but vain and jealous on the inside. He had known for some time that this was the case, but it was still difficult for him to accept the cold, hard truth in this way. 
 
    “Aye, Father. I did it for the good of our clan. For our future.” 
 
    He merely shook his head and ushered his daughter out of the great hall. On the way past, he put a firm hand on Alastair’s shoulder as an unspoken apology. 
 
    Once the Anderson clan had left the castle, Alastair stood in front of his father. His eyes blazed with a level of passion and conviction that no one had ever seen in them before. He pulled himself up to his full height and looked the laird straight in the eye, feeling at last that they were equals. 
 
    “There’s just one more thing, Father.” 
 
    “What would that be, son?”  
 
    “I’m free to marry Aileen now, but I’ll need yer blessing to go ahead with the wedding.” 
 
    “I have no problems giving ye my blessing, but have ye asked her yet whether she wants to marry ye?” 
 
    It dawned on the young man that he hadn’t asked the question of her yet. He had just assumed that she was as in love with him as he was with her. After all they had been through, he couldn’t imagine her saying no to him. 
 
    Alastair turned to look at the baker’s daughter. She looked incredibly lovely in her prettiest tunic and with a tartan blanket draped over her shoulders.  
 
    Doubts started to spring up in his mind suddenly. The last few days had been a whirlwind of emotions, and they hadn’t had time to sit down and discuss their future in detail. Alastair knew that he wanted to spend the rest of his days with Aileen, but did she feel the same way after all that had happened? 
 
    If she rejected him now, it would be the cruelest blow of his whole life. Alastair was painfully aware that everyone was watching him and waiting to hear his words. 
 
    The young man bent on one knee, gently taking Aileen’s delicate hand in his as he did so. He tried to smile up at her, but he was so terribly nervous that he feared it came out more like a grimace. The young woman’s face showed no emotion. 
 
    “Aileen, I love ye and dearly want ye to become my wife. Will ye agree to marry me?” 
 
    His voice came out all wrong; dry, cracked, and nervous. Aileen looked down at him with her blue eyes shining brightly. 
 
    “Of course I will, ye big daftie.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    A month after he proposed to her, Alastair and Aileen got married in a fairly private ceremony where more than a few tears were shed by the guests as well as the happy couple. 
 
    The whole village was invited to the wedding reception in the castle. For many of them, it was the first time that they had stepped inside the impressive great hall or seen the view of their loch from up on its ramparts. Aileen’s father simply couldn’t believe that his daughter would soon be living here. 
 
    Malcolm sidled up to his cousin with a glass of the region’s finest whisky in his hand. 
 
    “Ye look like a very happy man at last, Alastair.” 
 
    “I am, Malcolm, I am. I plan to make my new bride very happy too.” 
 
    “I heard that yer father has already passed the running of the clan over to ye now?” 
 
    “Aye, he said that he thinks I’m ready to make the big decisions on my own while he travels north to see if a famous healer there can cure his illness. I’m a bit nervous about it, but I know that I can count on yer help whenever I need it.” 
 
    Malcolm shuffled uncomfortably as he tried to phrase the next question in the right way. Alastair realized right away what on his cousin’s mind.  
 
    “Are ye wondering about what happened to Fiona?” 
 
    “Aye, I haven’t seen her since that day here when she was revealed as the person who attacked Aileen. It’s been such a whirlwind since then that I’ve not had the chance to ask ye about her.” 
 
    The men stayed silent for a moment as a servant filled their glasses with more golden-colored whisky. 
 
    “My father and I spoke to Hamish Anderson the day after that. We told him that we dinnae want Fiona staying here where she could cause trouble and maybe attack Aileen again. Hamish agreed, and he sent her off to live with her uncle in England the very next day. I dinnae think that we will ever see her around here again.” 
 
    The bride strolled over to see her husband, who put his arm around her. She was resplendent in her wedding dress and had a huge smile on her face. 
 
    “What are the two of ye planning here?” 
 
    “Nothing. Alastair was just telling me how happy he is to be married.” 
 
    “I certainly hope so. Because this is just the start of a long, happy life together.” 
 
    The members of the clan joined together to raise their glasses and toast the couple as they kissed and held hands. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Bruce stumbled in through the door, looking for Andrew. Although he was the son of the Laird, he was still a young boy, and he was still determined to keep friends. Andrew was one such friend. The son of a knight and a wealthy Englishwoman, Andrew was one of the few other children who were not deemed "too lowly" by the Laird. 
 
    Bruce himself did not care about such trivial matters as status yet. But he and Andrew had other things in common. They were both exactly the same age, Bruce having been born in the morning, and Andrew in the evening of the same day. And they both had a passion for horses, for adventure, and for tales of knights, dragons, and faeries. 
 
    Getting tired of waiting, Bruce had decided to let himself into his friend's parents' quarters. Of course, as the son of the Laird, he possessed that authority. 
 
    Andrew's quarters were much more modest than his own. Nothing really matched up to his own quarters, though. Bruce lived in the lap of luxury, a room with tens of furs on the bed, a huge open fireplace, exquisite ornaments everywhere, bowls of dried pine and roses for scent, and piles of wooden and metal toys fashioned by the stable hands. 
 
    Andrew, on the other hand, had a comfortable bed, a couple of toys made by his own father, and a small assortment of belongings wedged into the four rooms he and his parents inhabited. It was by no means the most modest housing in the castle, but to Bruce, it was impossibly simple. 
 
    Hearing some footsteps echoing down the hall, Bruce spun around to see his friend in the doorway. 
 
    "Where have ye been?" Andrew asked. “I’ve been looking for ye everywhere." 
 
    "I waited for you by the well, like I said. And you were not there, so I came to get you," Bruce explained. 
 
    "I was there!" Andrew exclaimed. "But you were not!" 
 
    Bruce hesitated. "The Western well, yes?" 
 
    Andrew fell silent and went bright red. "I was waiting by the East well," he replied. "I didnae think you meant the West well!" 
 
    "Never mind. We need to go and do some fishing today," Bruce began, looking around nervously. He knew just what his father would say about this.  
 
    Andrew nodded and smiled. "Fishing? So are we going to the pond, or to the moats?" 
 
    Bruce smirked. "Neither, Andy. We're going out of the castle and down to the river." 
 
    "With who?" Andrew asked suspiciously. 
 
    Bruce rolled his eyes. Andrew was always like this. Always so nervous and cautious. "With me, myself, and I." 
 
    "I think we ought to be going with an escort. You're the son of the Laird," Andrew replied. 
 
    "Precisely," said Bruce flatly. "I'm the son of the Laird. And, I can take care of myself just fine, because I am the son of the Laird." 
 
    "I'm still not sure," Andrew replied a little nervously. "My pa said that there are spies everywhere, trying to infiltrate the castle. Maybe they would try and kidnap you, and then what should we do? The son of our Laird cannae be captured by the enemy." 
 
    Bruce shrugged. "Then let's just climb the wall and sit at the top of it," he replied. 
 
    Andrew looked apprehensive, but nodded and followed Bruce out into the garden, up to the vast castle wall. Andrew was shaking slightly. 
 
    "I think we ought to go back, this looks very dangerous. What if we fall?" Andrew asked. 
 
    "Don't be a baby," Bruce replied. "You will not fall." 
 
    Andrew shook his head. "Go on without me. I am too scared to climb." 
 
    "Then I command you to scale this wall," Bruce insisted. "Do not be a coward now." He wrinkled his nose and glared at Andrew. Andrew was always doing this. Always trying to back out of things. Always trying to make Bruce do all his stunts and go on his adventures on his own. He needed to learn some courage. 
 
    But Andrew eyed the wall nervously still. 
 
    Bruce sighed. "Very well, I shall climb behind you, and if you fall, I shall catch you." 
 
    Andrew cast him a relieved and tender glance, like a younger brother looking up to his older sibling, before beginning to climb. 
 
    "You are behind me, yes?" Andrew asked as he scaled up. 
 
    "Aye," replied Bruce, scrambling behind him. 
 
    The wall was tall, but not a difficult climb. The lay of the rocks provided plenty of foothold, and the wall itself was slightly wider at the base than the top, allowing it to slope on both sides for strength, making their climb a slight incline. Before long, the two boys had made their way to the very top of the wall and heaved themselves onto it. 
 
    As the two boys sat on the edge of the castle wall, the Lairdship stretched out into the horizon, brightly illuminated by the sun. The fields were bright and lush and green, the sheep grazed in the pastures in the distance, a flock of birds flew by at the same height as the boys, several yards away, making them feel briefly weightless, as though they, too, were flying. It was hard to believe that anything lay out there that was harmful. Not in this gentle and beautiful world.  
 
    "It is the most wonderful thing I have ever seen. I've never been this high up," Andrew muttered, shaking his head in awe. 
 
    Bruce nodded. He had not seen anything like this, either. The closest he had been was when he had climbed up a hunting tower with his father, and that had been a third the size of the castle wall. This was more than he had ever been able to see, and it made his heart swell with pride to know that he would someday be Laird of all this land. 
 
    "I want to go to the river," Bruce said. "I can even see it from here." 
 
    Andrew shook his head. "No." 
 
    "Let's go and see," Bruce insisted, starting to clamber down the wall. "Come on, hurry up." 
 
    Andrew was shaking his head even more vigorously. "That is a terrible idea." 
 
    "It's the same climb back down, whatever side we're on. Don't be a baby," Bruce said again, knowing full well that Andrew would not change his mind. 
 
    "But we'd be climbing out of the castle, not back into it! And, what did I say about enemies at our very gates? No, we must return home," Andrew insisted. 
 
    Bruce scowled. "I thought you were my friend. A true friend would come with me." 
 
    "No, a true friend would tell you not to hurt yourself, Bruce," Andrew replied. "What will the Laird say? What will my pa say? And my ma? I will not leave our quarters for the next three summers!" 
 
    Bruce sighed. "Very well, if you shall not come with me, then I shall go on my own." 
 
    Andrew pursed his lips. "Be careful," he finally said. 
 
    Bruce rolled his eyes and began working his way backwards down the wall. "When I get to the river I shall catch all the biggest fish and light a fire and eat them all on my own... And when I'm back I shall bring you the heads and say how delicious they were. And you'll…" 
 
    But he could not say another word, as suddenly he lost his footing and with a painful scrape, he began to bounce down the side of the wall, out of control. 
 
    Looking up, as he was sliding down against the side of the wall, scrabbling to get a grip again, his eyes met Andrew's despaired stare. It was no use. He could not do anything to stop himself. The only thing there was for him to do was to try and push himself back hard enough to land in the moat, or on the gentle moss around it. So he did. 
 
    Flying backwards, he heard an undignified squeak come from Andrew up above, but Bruce was already head over heels and could not see his friend. With a soft, but still fairly painful thud, he landed in the long grass and the moss at the edge of the moat. 
 
    As Bruce lay there, immobile, he heard the scrabbling as his friend pushed his own fears aside and, quickly but cautiously, clambered down the side of the wall. Bruce knew he ought to move, to let Andrew know he was well, but he was also in too much pain. 
 
    Everything hurt. His back and legs from the impact. His knees and hands from dragging across the wall. His head from being rattled so mercilessly. His stomach from being churned mid-air. And his side, from... something. It was just constant aching, burning, stinging, and stabbing pain. He lifted a hand over his face and saw blood all over it. 
 
    "By God, you are wounded!" Andrew exclaimed. 
 
    "It's just a graze, you baby," Bruce replied flatly. "It looks a mess, but I'll be fine." 
 
    "No, that," Andrew replied, pointing at a deep gash beneath Bruce's right rib that was seeping fresh blood. 
 
    "No wonder it hurts," Bruce said, trying to remain calm, but with nervousness seeping into his voice. "It doesn't look bad, does it?" 
 
    Andrew squatted down beside Bruce and peered at the cut. "It looks like you've been stabbed by some of those sharp rocks there. It's not too deep, but it will need to be wrapped with some ointment, I think." 
 
    "I don't want to see the Seer," Bruce replied, shuddering at the mere thought of that skeletally skinny old man chanting, dancing, and slapping painful pastes made of crushed leaves deep into that already painful cut. 
 
    "You cannot. What if your father blames me?" Andrew asked. "I do not wish to lose you as a friend. You are better than any brother to me."  
 
    "We shall say that bandits did it," Bruce replied. "Then they will all feel sorry for me." 
 
    "How are they supposed to believe that you were attacked and that I was not?" Andrew asked. 
 
    Bruce hesitated. "Suppose we say that you screamed like a wee girl and ran away? Everyone would believe that." 
 
    Andrew glared. "No, you will not say that after I saved your life here." 
 
    "Saved my life?" Bruce asked. 
 
    Andrew nodded. "Aye, what do you think would have happened to you if I decided not to climb down the castle wall? No doubt kidnapped, bled to death, or mauled by a bear before anyone found ye. I demand a heroic story." 
 
    "Only one thing for it," Bruce said sternly, pulling a knife from his pocket and brandishing it at Andrew. "We shall dig this knife into each of us. That way my wounds shall look more believable, I can hide the marks on my hands, and you can then mark yourself a few times to make it look as though you were attacked also." 
 
    Andrew stared on, eyes wide and face pale, as Bruce dug the knife into his own wound and widened it, then drew the blade over the palm of his hands to make the grazes look more like cuts. It was agonizing, but he knew it was what they needed to do. Otherwise, they may be told they cannot remain friends, that they are a bad influence on one another. 
 
    Andrew bit his lip as he took the knife himself. "We are already brothers in all but blood. Now we shall rectify that, Bruce."  
 
    He pressed the knife into the skin under his left rib, letting out a gasp as he realized how painful it was. Bruce realized that Andrew was not a rough and tumble type of boy. This may be the first real pain he was enduring. All for their friendship. 
 
    As though driven by a wordless pact, Andrew dragged his fingers through Bruce's wound, and Bruce did the same through Andrew's, and they smeared the other's blood into their own wounds. 
 
    "There," Bruce said. "Now we are brothers that even share the same blood." 
 
    "That burns, Bruce," Andrew said, biting his lip angrily and shaking his head. "It hurts like nothing else I have ever felt before."  
 
    Bruce nodded. "I understand. You have never hurt yourself before, have ye?" 
 
    Andrew shook his head some more. "Never like this, Bruce. It is so much. It burns, and it's sore and it stabs. It's like every type of pain all wrapped into one." 
 
    Bruce nodded again and sat up, so they were both sitting on the ground, facing one another. "It's a marvelous thing, is it not?" 
 
    "It is awful; I cannae believe that pain like this exists, if it were not because I am experiencing it. I never want this again," Andrew insisted. 
 
    "No, this is what men feel," Bruce replied, with a tear escaping the corner of his eye, betraying the fact that he, too, was overwhelmed like the pain. "This is what will make us brothers, and men as well. We are bonded forever now."  
 
    "Is this... Is this what our fathers feel whenever they are out in the battle?" Andrew asked cautiously. 
 
    Bruce nodded. "Aye, it must be. This and worse. They sacrifice so much and suffer so much so that the Lairdship is safe and its people are happy." 
 
    "Then..." Andrew began, drawing a deep breath. "Then so long as we are both alive, I promise that I shall never allow you to experience this pain again. I shall be a knight, like my father, and take every blade so you do not have to." 
 
    "You do not need to do that," Bruce replied. "I know you are weaker to pain than I am." 
 
    "I could not live with myself, knowing how much this hurts and knowing you are feeling it. I would rather have pain in my body than in my heart," Andrew said. "I swear on the blood we now share, I shall prevent you from coming to any harm." 
 
    "Then I cannae make the same promise," Bruce replied, "without it making you break your promise." 
 
    Andrew hesitated. "Just promise me that whatever you do, you shall strive to make me happy. It's all I wish for." 
 
    "I promise, I swear on the blood we share," Bruce said with a smile. 
 
    The boys stuck by their promises, remaining close as they grew older. Andrew took every blame for every mischievous action they performed together. And Bruce used his power to ensure that Andrew received everything he wanted, for himself or for others. But even besides the bond, they loved one another. They had much in common, and despite Andrew's nervousness and Bruce's rashness, both found a brother in the other. It was a perfect balance of sacrifices and support. 
 
    The years rolled by and they grew and grew, to a point where the boys they once were all but vanished. They spent so much time together that as they grew into young men their identities merged and soon they were as inseparable as if they were joined at the hip.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Bruce looked down from his mighty throne across the court. They bored the brains out of him. On the one hand, he had the mighty nobles who had never fought a day in their lives, and yet felt that their stake in the battle, namely money and lands, gave them the right to decide what strategy best suited the army. On the other hand, he had the dull soldiers who never did anything but fight, who believed that battle was the solution to most things and were always eager to set off to stab people rather than debate. 
 
    Neither of these groups of people saw past the tip of their own noses, and neither was willing to listen to the other. So Bruce just sat back and watched them bicker. 
 
    He had inherited the Lairdship a few years back, when his father passed away, and since then, he had faced much instability in the surrounding Lairdships and tribal territories. Because he was a young Laird, and because he inherited the Lairdship so soon after his father passed away from a heart attack, many other leaders had seen this as the perfect opportunity to take back some lands which at some point or another had belonged to them. 
 
    Bruce had naturally been taught how to be a good Laird by his father. He knew how to negotiate a fair deal, how to handle his people, and how to be a good leader during wartime, if necessary. 
 
    The first thing he did after ascending to his position was knighting Andrew. Following in his father's footsteps, Andrew swore allegiance to the Lairdship and stood strong by Bruce's side, defending his authority. It was the only decision he never second-guessed himself on. In their years together, Andrew had proven himself loyal to the Lairdship and improved on his cowardice, becoming more confident and assertive so as to be able to better protect Bruce. 
 
    Meanwhile, Bruce had discovered a side of himself that was more sensitive to others' moods and characters than he used to be. In uplifting and caring for Andrew, he had come to see the value in having that gentler human touch. They had both learned very much from one another and were stronger men for it. 
 
    Over their years together, the two young men had become strikingly similar, not just in personality, but in appearance. Their hair had been sun-bleached to the exact same shade, and they cut one another's to look identical. Their skin was the same lightly tanned shade. They exercised the exact same way, for the same amount of time, every single day. They fought in all the same battles and went on all the same journeys. Every single thing one did, the other followed and imitated. 
 
    As time passed, the boys who had looked and acted so differently in their childhood had become not only inseparable, but almost indistinguishable. So much so that sometimes Bruce would don Andrew's clothes to get out unperceived, or Andrew would take Bruce's seat to handle business that he believed he was more capable in. 
 
    Their only differences were Andrew's still slightly more sensitive nature, and Bruce's dark brown eyes. They say the eyes are the mirror to the soul, and this was definitely the case even for these two mostly similar young men. 
 
    Bruce's eyes were a dark and warm brown, keen, and sharp. And so was he. Although he made every effort to be kinder and more sensitive, his true nature was to be stern and yet loving at once, as though he was the grandfather to every person in the Lairdship. 
 
    Although Andrew was also a skilled and keen warrior, his nature leaned a little more to the soft and the sensitive. Just like his bright blue, wide eyes, deep down, he was a bright, optimistic man, full of childish wonder. 
 
    They were similar in every aspect that counted, and just different enough to complete and complement one another. Bruce felt alone without Andrew by his side. Even with all his court and council gathered about him, he felt alone, like a part of him had been cut away from his body. He needed that gentle voice to reassure him that he was doing a great job, to tell him how to defuse the intensity of emotion in the room. 
 
    And he knew he would disregard that advice, and only come back to accept it later, apologizing to Andrew for not listening better, and laughing about his own stubbornness. But Andrew was not there. Andrew had had something to do that day. 
 
    "My Laird, we have reached an agreement," a voice spoke up suddenly as the rest of the court fell silent. 
 
    Bruce raised an eyebrow, almost mockingly. 
 
    "I believe we ought to make a pre-emptive attack, my Laird," the consul said with a weary sigh. 
 
    So, the soldiers had managed to suppress the arguments of the nobles, or at least, to outnumber them in a vote. Bruce nodded. It was not as though he had to listen to any of them anyway. He could decide what to do. 
 
    And yet, the knights and soldiers must have had a point, because Bruce knew he would eventually need to fight Clan McDonald, and a pre-emptive attack would make plenty of sense. 
 
    Bruce wiggled his fingers, looking at the ridiculous amount of rings that weighed them down and glinted in the sunlight. "It is not yet time. But soon we must venture out to battle with Clan McDonald." 
 
    The nobles mumbled, and the soldiers started whispering cheerily among themselves, but Bruce did not care. They dispersed without confronting him about a single thing. After all, what could they say or do? Earlier on, they had tried their luck against him, assuming that his lack of experience would make him susceptible to giving in and letting them rule over him. That had not worked, and after a couple of exiled nobles and executed would-be-murderers, the court finally agreed that Bruce deserved to be Laird, not just by birth, but by virtue of his own merits. 
 
    Once the room was empty, he stood and made his way back to his quarters, to wait for the one person whose opinion he actually cared about, so they could discuss the matter properly. 
 
    Walking through the long hallways, he felt as alone as before, but this time at least he was in peace and quiet. It was not normal for him and Andrew to spend so much time apart, and yet of late, Andrew seemed to be continually occupied. It was as though all these years of friendship and union were falling apart, leaving Bruce without support. And he could not order Andrew to come back. He could not force anyone to love him. 
 
    Bruce made his way into his room and observed that it was midday, and the high sun was casting shadows across the room almost as dark as twilight. He spread the curtains as far as they would go, but still the room seemed dull. The young Laird collapsed back into his chair by the window. Looking out, he saw Andrew standing in the gardens. Before long, his friend would be with him, but for now, he seemed to be waiting for someone else. 
 
    It made Bruce slightly angry to see such a dear friend standing around, waiting for another person to meet him. A few years ago, nobody would be more important to Andrew than Bruce was. But since becoming Laird, Bruce had been very busy with matters that Andrew could not always take part in. And in that time, Andrew had developed a life of his own, away from his almost-brother. 
 
    Seeing a swish of skirts and a bounce of bright red curls, Bruce watched intently as a young woman rushed up to Andrew and all but flung herself into his arms. Andrew embraced her, and, lifting her off the ground, spun around on the spot, making her read hair stream out, gleaming in the sunlight. 
 
    Annabel. Of course. It was no secret to anyone that Andrew was deeply in love with the maid. In fact, despite his comparatively high status, it was rumored that they were now betrothed and planning on completing their union within a month, or perhaps even less. Things had moved so fast for the young couple. 
 
    Annabel had been hired last year, and she was the daughter of a castle man-servant and a peasant woman. A very lowly birth, indeed, and there was still some doubt as to whether she was a legitimate child or whether the servant had never married the peasant, making Annabel a bastard. But even if they believed she was the product of adultery, nobody seemed to think any less of her for it. 
 
    And how could they? She was beautiful and eager and always so full of joy and energy. Not only that, but like Andrew himself, she seemed to derive genuine joy from helping others. She was hard working and skilled in the kitchens, and she aspired to become a servant inside the castle, and perhaps eventually a cook. To attain those goals, she had begun taking on additional work and training the new maids to prove her worth. 
 
    Andrew placed her back down on the ground and, feigning coyness, she stepped away from him, averting her gaze, then glanced up slightly to make sure he was still watching. 
 
    Annabel shyly shifted her weight from one foot to the other as Andrew stepped in close, seizing her waist in both hands once more, pulling her right up against his body. Her stunning curves were made evident as Andrew smoothed her simple dress over her waist and hips, pulling her up against his body, gazing into her eyes. 
 
    As they looked into each other's eyes, it was plain for anyone to see, even from as far away as Bruce was, that they were deeply in love. Andrew was a most fortunate man, to have the unconditional love of such a beautiful and charming young woman. 
 
    Of course, Bruce should be pleased with his lot as well. He was betrothed to a beautiful noble woman. It was his father's decision, but everyone thought he ought to be pleased with her. 
 
    Dolina was everyone's darling. Tall, with thick blonde hair, sharp, greyish blue eyes, and full lips. Her curves were not as extreme as Annabel's, but her figure was leaner, more svelte, and her proportions were as fine as one would expect from a noble woman. She was educated, musically and artistically gifted, gentle and kind. Everything which his Lairdship and its people held aloft, Dolina possessed in spades. Everything that they condemned, she lacked entirely. She was perfect, and he ought to be pleased with her. 
 
    He was not pleased with her. Dolina was lovely, but she was not at all his type. He did not like women nearly as tall as himself. He did not like women who were so slender. He found Dolina too shy, too accepting, and too gentle. She was soft, inside and out, and that made her fragile. 
 
    And yet, unlike Andrew, he did not see any possibility of nurturing some strength and boldness into Dolina. It was not in her nature. She would never learn to be a happy, energetic, optimistic woman like he would have preferred. She would never be a little shorter, a little plumper, a little more red-headed. 
 
    And, that was precisely his type. 
 
    His type was Annabel. Unsurprisingly, considering that he and Andrew shared many of their tastes, they also shared their taste in women.  
 
    In fact, when he had first hired her, Bruce knew full well that his rational mind had been clouded by her beauty and cheery disposition. That body, that hair, that smile... He did not need to know about her references, her abilities, her needs. All he needed to know was that she wished to work at his castle, and that would mean he could look upon such beauty several times a day. 
 
    And then, Andrew had met her. It had been love at first sight for them both. Bruce was not sure why Andrew and not himself. They looked and acted so very similarly. All he could assume was that she would rather be the bride of a Knight than the mistress of a Laird. Or perhaps it had just been fate? 
 
    He had to respect Andrew, of course. But secretly, Bruce hoped Andrew would forget Annabel, and he would be able to make her his own. Having such a stunning young woman as his beloved mistress would make him the happiest man alive. Being able to embrace that sweet figure, seize those soft curves, kiss her red lips, and make their bodies as one... It was all he could do to stop himself from asking her to be his mistress. 
 
    He could not do that to Andrew. He would have to make do with playing the part of voyeur. Bruce watched as Andrew's hands roamed over her body. He wondered how plump her hips were, how firm her arms and waist were, how soft the skin of her hands would be, if he were able to seize it. He wondered how sweet those lips would taste, as she used berries to tint them. And he knew her hair smelled of daisies, as she crushed them into a paste which she added to water to rinse her red locks. He wanted to bury his face in those luscious red curls and smell the sweet scent of her body and her daisy perfume. 
 
    The couple parted, faces flushed from kissing, hair ruffled, smiles on their lips. They said something to one another and then Andrew bolted towards the castle door and out of sight. Annabel watched him leave then, presumably as the door closed behind him, made her way back to the scullery to continue her work. 
 
    Bruce sighed and shook his head, watching her walking away, hips swaying elegantly. She should be his. She could be his. He was the Laird, all he needed to say was that he would fire her and her father unless she came to his bed and showed him everything she had to give. 
 
    But he could not. He could not hurt her, and he could not betray Andrew. He would simply have to suffer in silence as the most beautiful woman he had ever seen was swept away from him by the only man he had ever loved or trusted. 
 
    There was a knock at the door. It would be Andrew, come to lend his company. Even after what he had seen, Bruce did not resent his friend. In fact, he knew full well that for all his hard work, Andrew deserved something as wonderful as to meet the woman of his dreams. Bruce could not hold that against someone who was all but a brother to him. 
 
    "Please, do come in," Bruce said, sitting back into his chair some more.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    It was not Andrew. It was Dolina. Her eyes lit up when she saw Bruce, but her lips remained sternly together, her composure never once breaking, a bright flush spreading across her cheeks in a combination of shyness and the effort it was taking her not to smile and leap into his lap. 
 
    She was beautiful, graceful, and blue-blooded to the very core. Nobody would question she was the fairest woman in the clan. In her elegant green dress, her figure was all but concealed, but even under such a loose fitting, fully covering dress, she was still somehow on display, like someone had made the dress specifically so it would cover everything and yet manage to inspire a man's imagination to conjure up wild things. 
 
    She pushed the door shut and turned back around to face Bruce, a subtle smile spreading across her lips. 
 
    As she stepped forward towards Bruce, her porcelain white skin shone under the gentle rays of sunlight, her blonde hair bounced on her shoulders, and her blue eyes gleamed. She looked as if she had been carved out of marble; she was so unmoving, so perfect, so pale and ethereal. Perhaps, that was part of the reason why Bruce did not feel himself very attracted to her? 
 
    She was too perfect. She did not look like a human to his mind's eye, but rather like a statue that had come to life, or a creature from some wicked fairy land. 
 
    Despite her usual authority in the castle, she sat down at his feet in submission and reverence to her Laird, smiling sweetly up at him, her eyes full of admiration and love. And she did love him, well and truly. 
 
    Like all arranged brides, she had originally been apprehensive of her betrothal to Bruce. Even though he was to become Laird, she feared that he would not be the right man for her on a physical and emotional level. She had not voiced those fears to him, of course. She was too polite for that. But he had known all the same. 
 
    And yet, as time had passed, she became more and more familiar with him, until she reached the point where she was now: Sneaking into his chamber to kneel by his feet like a loyal lap dog, perhaps hoping that he would provide her with some sort of treat. 
 
    "To what do I owe this wonderful visit?" Bruce asked in a low voice, forcing himself to appear friendly. 
 
    Dolina blushed some more. "I simply wished to see you, my love," she replied. "You are such a beautiful sight to behold, and I needed to see you." 
 
    "Well, now that you have seen me, what shall you do?" he asked with a smile. 
 
    If she could blush any redder, he was sure she would. "Whatever my Laird wishes for me to do," she said in a somewhat suggestive voice, making eye contact again. 
 
    Bruce smiled and reached down, caressing her thick, sleek locks, watching the sunlight bouncing off them like they were made of spun gold. 
 
    He could not hate her. He could not resent her. Just as he could not condemn Andrew or Annabel for their natures, he could not condemn Dolina for hers. She was, indeed, perfect, right to the core. She loved him, well and truly, and wanted to see him be happy. 
 
    She also wished to have a conventional wedding and marriage, even if she also wished to please him by exposing herself from time to time behind closed doors. She reconciled the two parts of herself by showing great submission and adoration to both the Church and the Laird, as though they were two sides to a single coin for her. And, she took genuine pleasure in satisfying the needs of both. She was as beautiful inside as out. 
 
    But he could not love her. Perhaps, as a friend or as a mistress. Perhaps, if given enough time, he could take her body, ravish her, and enjoy it. She was certainly beautiful. And such a gentle, giving person was sure to be willing to do whatever it took to ensure he was pleased. He could picture himself taking her as his mistress, using her body until it was spent, seeing that look of joy and relief on her face every time she knew she had pleased her Laird. But he could not take her as a lady, and certainly not, as a wife. 
 
    He did not wish to ruin her life by claiming her and ruining her when he was in love with another. She had a right to marry a man who would love her for who she was and not just take advantage of her kindness. She had a right to marry a man who respected her and saw her as the final piece to his puzzle. She had a right to marry a man who would support her and care for her until her last day. 
 
    He was certainly not that man. 
 
    But he also knew this was his duty to his Lairdship. He needed to secure a good wife, to ensure that the people were pleased, and he needed to provide an heir so that the Lairdship would be left in safe hands when he passed away. 
 
    The best he could do was suppress his own emotions and simply strive to do what was right by everyone else. 
 
    As though reading his mind and wishing to comfort him, Dolina took his hand tenderly in hers, leaned in, and kissed his fingers, avoiding touching the gems carefully. She did not care for the gems. She wanted to feel his warm, battle-worn skin beneath her soft lips. 
 
    Her kiss was like a gentle salve. It was so full of love and trust and care that he felt as though she were absorbing all of his pain and frustration through her lips, leaving him feeling a bit empty, but happier. 
 
    She shifted her shoulders slightly, her dress dropping from them smoothly, revealing her milky white skin, the curve of her collarbone, and the tops of her moderate bosoms. She was still blushing, and she smiled nervously. 
 
    He looked down at her chest. This was a game she loved to play. She longed so very much for his attention and affection, but she also needed to wait until marriage. So, she would gradually slip out of her clothes until she was enticingly bare before him. 
 
    But this time, he decided he may as well participate. He reached down cautiously and caressed the bulge at the top of her breasts, where her corset pushed them up a little. She shivered and closed her eyes in bliss. 
 
    All he could think of was caressing Annabel's ample bosoms the same way. As he reached down the curve, slipping his hand inside the corset, he imagined how full of a handful Annabel’s breasts would be.  
 
    It was wrong. He had his hands on the woman he was betrothed to wed, the woman who truly loved him, and he was thinking of another. But he could not help himself. 
 
    Another knock at the door. He felt his heart thumping hard in his chest. "Do come in", Bruce said, as he watched Dolina pull up her dress and pull her hair back, tying it swiftly with a ribbon. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, she looked as dignified as though she had never been undressing herself. Only he knew what she had been doing, and what he had been about to do. He felt ashamed of himself. She deserved better than that. 
 
    Nevertheless, she seemed genuinely happy as she stood up and the door opened. She had a certain glow about her face as she curtsied deeply and stood aside, so Bruce could see his latest guest. 
 
    This time it was Andrew. He had a red stain around his mouth from the rich berries which the maids used to tint their lips. He, like Dolina, had a hazed, giddy look to him, as though he were walking on air, holding hands with the spirits, at peace with the world. 
 
    As Dolina left, Andrew grinned broadly and nodded knowingly. "I see you have been enjoying some quality time with your little lady as well," he remarked. 
 
    Bruce did not correct Andrew. He just laughed. 
 
    "What is she like? If you know, of course. I assume she is a little more reserved than someone of my class," Andrew said, taking a chair and moving it beside Bruce's, so they could sit together by the window. 
 
    Bruce shrugged. "I do not yet know. However, she has provided me with a few glimpses of what is to come once we wed, and she is as stunning as anyone could have guessed." 
 
    "You are a most fortunate man," Andrew said assuredly. "Dolina is the fairest woman in all of the Lairdship, of that I have no doubt." 
 
    Bruce nodded, but said nothing. What could he say? He did not wish to hurt his friend. 
 
    "Come on, out with it," Andrew remarked. 
 
    Bruce raised an eyebrow. "Out with what?" 
 
    "Do you not think Dolina is the fairest woman in all of the Lairdship?" Andrew asked. 
 
    "Oh, aye, she is," Bruce replied unenthusiastically. 
 
    "And, is that not enough for you?" Andrew added with a chuckle. "You're a man, not a god, ye ken? She is as good as it gets here, short of an angel." 
 
    "But what others deem to be good is not always what we wish for," Bruce replied. 
 
    Now it was Andrew's turn to raise a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    "What would you rather eat, your ma's blackberry pie, or a fine roast pheasant pie with a gravy made from ale and truffles?" Bruce asked.  
 
    "No doubt about it, my ma's blackberry pie is the most divine thing I have ever tasted in my life," Andrew replied. 
 
    Bruce nodded. "Aye, but every man says that about his own ma as well. The only thing we all agree on is that the pheasant pie is of superior quality no matter who makes it." 
 
    "But it's not just about the quality in that sense," Andrew replied. "Ma's blackberry pie is experiencing love, remembering home; a delightful feast that brings life to your heart. It may not be the best, but it is best for me." 
 
    "That is precisely what I mean," Bruce replied. "Dolina is stunning, but she does not bring life to my heart as she should." 
 
    Andrew fell silent, nodding slowly. "I do not know what to say to that," he finally said. "I cannae help you with that problem of yours." 
 
    Bruce shook his head. "I do not need help. I am perfectly happy to continue as I am and to marry her. It is my duty, after all, to my Lairdship and to her." 
 
    "But duty is not where the heart lies. You may be a stubborn man, but even you have feelings," Andrew replied. 
 
    Bruce nodded. "And, you may be a sensitive man, but even you know that what the heart desires is not always what is right." 
 
    "Who does bring life to your heart, then?" Andrew asked. "I will not take for an answer that you love nobody. I know you."  
 
    Bruce laughed a little. "You know me, do you?" 
 
    "Indeed, I do. And, I have no doubt in my mind that, being the practical soul you are, you would not be so concerned about marrying Dolina if you did not have someone else on your mind," Andrew explained. "Therefore, it stands to reason that there is someone you would rather marry, but cannot." 
 
    Bruce laughed again. "Aye, you've got me. I do have a lass on my mind quite often as of late." 
 
    "Who is she?" Andrew asked with a wide smile. 
 
    "But I fear that it should tear our friendship apart," Bruce said, shaking his head slowly. "I love you as a brother more than I shall ever love any woman. How could I say something that would offend you, or hurt you?" 
 
    Andrew shook his head. "Bruce, I love you, as a brother and a friend, more than I shall ever be able to love any other person in any other way. You can say whatever you please, and I shall strive to understand it." 
 
    "Nevertheless, it is difficult," Bruce replied. 
 
    "You do not need to tell me," Andrew said, "If it causes you that much pain. Tell me or do not, do whatever makes you happy." 
 
    "You are a true friend, but no, you must know. I am deeply attracted to Annabel," Bruce confessed, shaking his head again. "I cannot help myself, I simply am." 
 
    He could not hear a word. Andrew had fallen completely silent. As Bruce glanced up, he saw that Andrew was not looking at him. Rather, Andrew was gazing out the window, as though contemplating something. 
 
      
 
    "I am so very sorry," Bruce said. "I did not intend to fall for her, but she is just so beautiful and so charming, and in getting to know her as your woman, I have seen how lovely she truly is." 
 
    "You do not need to apologize," Andrew replied. 
 
    "But I need you to forgive me," Bruce said, shaking his head. "I need your forgiveness." 
 
    "I do not need to forgive you for a feeling, Bruce," Andrew said. "You are as a brother to me, and as the Laird, you could easily command her. That you do not is the most loving, respectful thing you could do for me." 
 
    Bruce sighed in relief and leaned forward, resting a hand on Andrew's knee. "I should have known that you would understand." 
 
    Andrew nodded. "Of course, I understand. I love her also. I know precisely what you see in her. The only thing which is weighing on my mind now is whether it is fair for me to continue to spend my days in her company when I know how much pain it must be causing you. I vowed never to allow you to feel pain." 
 
    "And, I vowed always to make you happy, and you shall not be happy if you cannot be with her," Bruce replied. 
 
    "That is true," Andrew said. "If only there was a simple way to handle the whole situation." 
 
    "There is," Bruce replied. "You must remain with Annabel, and I with Dolina. I cannot be with a mere maid, and marrying Dolina shall help everyone. It is a sacrifice I must make as Laird." 
 
    "You are too good, my brother. Should anything ever happen to me, or between myself and Annabel, you have my word that I will not blame you for pursuing her. In fact, I encourage you to. Hopefully, under such circumstances, she would see the same charms in you as I do," Andrew said with a grin. 
 
    Bruce stood up and embraced Andrew. "I could not have wished for a better brother."


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Annabel carried on pacing the gardens. Andrew had invited her to, of all places, the great hall to attend the victory dinner that night. 
 
    At first, she had been ecstatic. The idea of spending time in the lap of luxury with a genuine knight was a fairytale dream come true for a simple maid such as herself. She had been so excited and grateful that she had not been able to hold it in, and had embraced, kissed, and generally smothered Andrew. 
 
    It was only after he had left to meet with the Laird and she had resumed her task of grinding oats in the pantry that it had dawned on her; she would be the only lower class girl in a room full of wealthy and influential members of court and the military. Would she pass? Would she be ousted and evicted? 
 
    She knew that Andrew would not turn on her, even if she made an absolute fool of herself. She simply did not enjoy the prospect of being humiliated so horribly before such important people. 
 
    But the formality of the event was the least of her concerns. Annabel was not sure what she would do in the presence of the Laird. She had seen how he looked upon her, how hungry his eyes were, and how sad. She knew from Andrew's conversations with her that he could be a stern and demanding man, and despite Andrew's assurance that, nevertheless, the Laird was good, she found him terrifying. 
 
    She still respected him, of course, but she could not help but fear his presence. He was an unusual man, to say the least. Both he and Andrew were, in their own ways. But whereas Andrew's uniqueness made him sensitive and open, loving and bright, passionate and joyful, the Laird's uniqueness was almost like Andrew's mirror opposite. He was rude and withdrawn, cold and cool, calm and stern. And although some women may appreciate that, Annabel was not sure of it. 
 
    After finishing her tasks, Annabel made her way back to the room that she shared with two other maids. They were both working on the dinner for that night, washing vegetables and roasting meats, so the room was empty except for Annabel herself. 
 
    Sitting on her bed, combing her hair gently, she realized that she still had dust from the oats all over her hands. She could not go to the celebratory dinner looking like this. She would be completely embarrassed. 
 
    Just as she began contemplating going straight to bed, the door creaked open.  
 
    It was Andrew, carrying a small chest under one arm, grinning widely as he marched up to her. "I figured you would need something a little more sophisticated to wear, so I found a friend to make you this." 
 
    "What is it?" Annabel asked, standing up and reaching for the chest. 
 
    Andrew pulled it out of her reach and shook his head a little. "Patience. I want you to guess." 
 
    "Is it a dress?" she asked in a slightly sarcastic tone. 
 
    Andrew laughed. "Very well, you win." 
 
    But rather than pass her the chest, Andrew placed it on the bed before pushing Annabel up against the wall, kissing her passionately, his teeth gently nibbling her lips. 
 
    Annabel sighed. He was so wonderful; she could not imagine anything better. She felt his hands exploring her body, just as he had done earlier that day. She reached out as well and began running her hands over the hard muscles of his arms and the broad arch of his back. He was so perfect. 
 
    Feeling a hand grasp for her buttocks, Annabel pushed Andrew back and shook her head. He shrugged a little and forced out a sulky pout. 
 
    Annabel laughed nervously. "Now, now...save it for the wedding day," she said, blushing and shaking her head slowly at him. 
 
    Truly, she wanted to continue. But she knew it was not right. Not yet. Someday, when she would be his, they could make their love come to life. But for now, he had to behave himself. 
 
    Gently opening the chest, she saw that within lay a stunning red dress, adorned with a few carefully polished stones and ribbons. A true masterpiece, in just the right size, and ideal to complement her blazing red hair, blue eyes, and porcelain white skin. She looked up at Andrew, scarcely believing it. 
 
    "It is a proper one, made for a lady. Because, when you marry me, you shall be a lady," Andrew explained with stars in his eyes. "I believe you ought to look the part when you sit by my side at the table tonight." 
 
    Annabel felt a tear coming to her eye. "But I cannot play the part. I am just a simple maid. How could I ever bring myself to stand before such noble people, presented as your woman, when they shall all know that I can never aspire to be as great as those who were born with blue blood?" 
 
    "You are my woman, though, and you shall be my wife," Andrew replied. 
 
    Annabel shook her head. "I am not yet." 
 
    "They do not need to know that, just say we are betrothed, or already wed," Andrew insisted. "Please, try it on, I wish to see you in it." 
 
    Annabel nodded and smiled, looking at the beautiful dress in the box. She would have to wear it for tonight, but what harm would there be in trying it on now? In fact, it was getting late, and, perhaps, she needed to start getting changed already, just to get into such a stunning dress. She was so used to simple frocks; she was not sure whether she would know how to get into such an elegant dress without breaking it. 
 
    She gingerly picked up the red dress and inspected it. It was fastened at the back with a series of ribbons, like a corset, designed to encase her entirely. The dress itself opened up very low, and she would need to secure it well to ensure no gap exposed her flesh. The bust was cut very deeply, and she wondered whether she ought to be wearing a long chemise to add some modesty, or whether it was the fashion for sophisticated noble women to bare their chests as much as possible. 
 
    Looking up from the dress, she saw Andrew watching her intently, still smiling, perfectly relaxed and comfortable just where he was. Annabel put the dress down and made stern eye contact with him. He did not get the message. 
 
    "Are you not going to leave the room?" Annabel asked, blushing bright red and looking down at the chest, the dress gleaming in it, just as red as her face no doubt was. 
 
    Andrew shook his head. "Actually, I was thinking you might need me to lace you in. Normally a noble lady would have a maid of some kind to help her, but you are a simple maid yourself, and it would be an insult to almost any servant in this castle to ask them to fasten you." 
 
    "Would it?" she asked, feeling a pain in her chest at the mere thought. 
 
    "Aye, because they see you only for your rank. I see beyond such things, and I am more than willing to be your maid tonight," Andrew replied. 
 
    Annabel felt a faint suspicion that perhaps his generous offer was more for his own benefit than hers. But she quickly suppressed those feelings. She had to trust him. 
 
    As she slipped her rags from her shoulders and leaned to pick up the noble gown, she felt she was almost too dirty to even touch it. Looking at the dirt under her nails and the flour all over her hands, she turned to face Andrew. 
 
    "I am not clean, and my chemise is not much better. I must bathe and change," she said to Andrew.  
 
    The knight nodded and smiled. "Very well, I shall turn about." And with that, he turned to face the wall. 
 
    Annabel still felt faintly suspicious. But she trusted him to be kind to her, and  at the very least, give her some privacy for this process. She slipped out of her chemise, dropping it to the floor with some other small items of laundry. Then, she rifled through her small bag for a clean chemise, the second of only three she owned. She felt fortunate enough to possess those three. 
 
    With her chemise held daintily, so as not to dirty it, she made her way over to the basin of cold, fresh water that she used to invigorate herself that morning. Back then it had been cool, but now it was sharp and icy. 
 
    She gently drew the soft sponge over her body, the cold water dragging the dirt away from her skin. Out of the corner of her eye, she could tell Andrew was subtly observing her...but she did not mind. She pretended not to notice him and drew the sponge over and over her skin, making goosebumps rise all over her body and her curves shine brightly. She watched as the water turned grey and her skin turned whiter and whiter with each gentle wipe. 
 
    All the while, Andrew watched; his gaze halfway between appreciative and entranced. He adored her body. After she slipped back into her chemise, she made a big show of turning around slowly, catching him turning also, pretending he had not been observing her. She cast him a knowing smile and pulled the red dress over her head, turning around for Andrew to assist her in adjusting it. 
 
    He drew the ribbons close, and she observed herself reflected in the solitary window pane. She looked so lovely; she could almost pass for a noblewoman. Her red hair, pulled back softly, left her clean, young face bare, showing off its vivacious glow and her stunning blue eyes. The remainder of her hair was loose enough to still cascade over her shoulders, the glossy copper merging with some of the polished stones in her dress, making it look as though her entire self had been meticulously carved out of a single enormous ruby. 
 
    Following Andrew into the great hall, she felt scared, as though she were a fraud. She looked up and down the table, concerned that anyone would be noticing her, or remarking on her. But they were not. All eyes were on Dolina, with her waiflike figure and golden locks, dressed in an extravagant green which showed off her beauty and grace. All eyes were on Dolina, that is, except Bruce's. The Laird watched Annabel intently as she stepped meekly and softly up to her seat beside Andrew's.  
 
    She knew he desired her. It was obvious in the way he carried himself, the way he looked at her, the way he looked at Andrew. She was not sure what to make of it. On some level, she felt flattered. But she also felt insulted and knew that Bruce's admiration was a grave insult to Andrew, also. She was glad she wore her chemise, as otherwise, Bruce might be staring even more intently. 
 
    As he sat down, apparently oblivious to the Laird's wandering eye, Andrew smiled and raised his wine glass. "To our most recent victory, which we owe wholly to our noble Laird." 
 
    A noble turned to face Andrew as all glasses were raised. "Is that so?" 
 
    "Aye, our noble Laird did a marvelous job of defending us. He charged right through the enemy as fearlessly as a bear," Andrew began. "We could see that they were preparing to drive him back, but he was casting them off left and right, following his target like a hound." 
 
    As Andrew spoke, Annabel saw that all eyes were on him. All eyes except, yet again, Bruce's. As Bruce watched her through the gleaming red wine in his glass, she felt the hairs on the nape of her neck stand on end, and a warm sensation rise in her belly. He did not look all that different to Andrew, nor did he look at her differently to how Andrew did. She was not sure what to do. She loved Andrew, but Bruce's eyes also made her feel like a woman. She turned to focus on Andrew instead. Bruce may look a little like Andrew, but that was where the similarities ended. Only Andrew was Andrew, and Annabel had him all to herself. 
 
    "He raised his mighty sword high above his head and brought it down upon the foe like lightning, splitting his head clear from his body," Andrew said with gusto. "Do ye recall when the enemy saw their leader's head on the floor?"  
 
    But Bruce did not reply. An icy mood swept across the great hall as everyone noticed him looking at his wine glass. Or, indeed, through his wine glass, at Annabel, as some more astute attendants were clearly realizing, their eyes turning to Annabel. It was as though they could not quite believe it, but they desired the scandal, nevertheless. 
 
    Annabel felt her face grow hot. How terribly inappropriate. How embarrassing. And yet, how thrilling. How wonderful to be so very desired, to be admired and seen for once. How many of these people would ever have guessed she was a simple maid? It was most likely that none had even noticed her as she worked about the castle. But there, in that bold, red dress, she was another noblewoman, a star, and worthy of their attention. 
 
    As though suddenly drawn back to reality, Bruce continued raising his glass, grinning. "To winning back the hills and the lake, and that we may regain all our former territories. And then some."  
 
    The spell was broken. The rest of the court suddenly forgot their desire for scandal and gossip, instead holding their glasses up yet again and having a long drink, putting Bruce's behavior to the back of their minds, if only for now. 
 
    Andrew glanced over at Annabel and smiled reassuringly, slipping his hand on top of hers under the table. But she did not feel reassured. Glancing up, she was met with Dolina's glare. She was not sure what that glare signified. Was it because she had seen her betrothed staring at Annabel across the table? Was it because Annabel had taken attention away from Dolina, who was without a doubt, the more beautiful, important, and elegant of the two? Or was it simply that Dolina had recognized her for what she was: a mere servant playing dress up with the nobles. 
 
    Annabel felt certain that she had been discovered, and she felt deeply ashamed. She did not belong there, and at least Dolina knew as much. All she truly wanted from that dinner was to spend some time with Andrew and to impress the elegant ladies like Dolina, perhaps learn something from them. She had never intended to offend or hurt her idol. 
 
    Looking back down, avoiding those angry eyes, Annabel dusted the crumbs from her elegant dress and raised her napkin to wipe the corners of her mouth, wanting to be anywhere but there.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    "I suppose you wish to know why we must go to battle?" Andrew asked, raising an eyebrow at Annabel wearily. 
 
    Annabel nodded. "Do not speak as though it were an unreasonable request. I do not want to see my husband venturing out to risk his life for the Lairdship without knowing why his life ought to be on the line." 
 
    Husband... the word still felt so fresh, so peculiar, to Andrew. They had been married three months, and yet it was peculiar for him to think of himself as a married man. Every day he awoke knowing he was married to Annabel was a day he awoke with a broad smile on his face. 
 
    But that happiness had been marred by Bruce's sudden announcement that it was time to face Clan McDonald in war, and drive them back, to send a message to all the Lairdship's enemies that Laird Bruce was not a man to be reckoned with. 
 
    And Annabel had been very difficult about this entire affair. Of course, she had been. She was on the verge of losing her husband to a battle that could not possibly be won. It was natural for a woman to be afraid in such a scenario. And yet, her fear frustrated Andrew. It was as though she knew something more than he did, as though her natural senses were more finely tuned, and she was attempting to warn him of something. 
 
    "You have known since we wed that I would be going into battle today. I am a knight, it is what we do," Andrew finally replied. "I do not need to explain this to you in any greater detail. You may be my wife, but you are still a woman, and there are some things that women do not need to hear about, or see." 
 
    Annabel sighed. Even the day before, she would have put up a bit more of a fight again, tried to prove that she was, indeed, capable of handling whatever facts of life Andrew wished to tell her, tried to tell him that knowing was better than not. But she did not this time. She just sighed; the sigh of a person who could do no more. 
 
    Andrew walked over to the basin of water at the dresser, a faint mist of steam indicating how hot it had been when first delivered, and tested it with his fingertips to ensure it was now merely warm. It felt good, and he was ready for what would be his last proper wash before he returned from the battle. He always relished bathing before and after a long journey or a battle, it made him feel more human. 
 
    The darkness of the room was cut only by their candles, but he could still see her, sitting on the edge of the bed. Annabel watched Andrew as he pulled off his bed robes. He proceeded to make a bit of a show of rinsing his hard muscles and running the sponge slowly over his scars. He knew she loved them. She complained of how he attained them, but whenever they were together, her gentle fingers always traced those red and white ridges, taking in the raw masculinity of them.  
 
    Once washed, before putting on any undergarments, he turned to attend to his armors. Nothing too heavy, nothing too light, chainmail and leather, largely. He could still see the scuff marks from the last battle. It had been a good one. He had enjoyed it, and he had come from it largely unscathed, except for a minor ache in his back. This armor had served him well many times, and hopefully, its luck had not yet run out. 
 
    He inspected it carefully one last time, ensuring that it had no marks or dents, no sign of damage or of wear that might render it useless. But although it no longer gleamed as when it was new, and although it was a little faded and suffered a little surface rust, overall, it was in just the condition he needed it to be in. 
 
    Feeling two gentle arms wrap about his naked body, Andrew sighed, raised his hand, and stroked her soft skin. Annabel was still worrying. She had been forced to stop voicing it due to his dismissive remarks and general stubbornness, but she was clearly still in deep pain, thinking about the possibility that she could lose her husband. This would be his first battle since their marriage. 
 
    Her hands were shaking as she gently caressed his hard stomach and chest, as though she was trying to entice him to return to the bed, attempting to persuade him that her full curves, talented hands, and thick red mane would be much more fun than any adventure. And she was right, of course. But it did not matter. He had a duty. 
 
    He felt her fingertips caress the scar beneath his left ribs, gently tracing the mark over and over. She believed it was a mark from battle. Nobody had told her this. Most others within the castle walls had resided there long enough to know he had been scarred even before his first training fight. And a select few recalled the tale that Andrew and Bruce had told them as boys, about how they were almost kidnapped and barely escaped with their eyes. 
 
    But Annabel seemed to have an eye for the negative aspect of things. And she had assumed from the start that this was simply one of his scars attained in war. He felt no compulsion to tell her what it truly was, what it truly meant... she was not ready for that yet.  
 
    In fact, he was not ready for that yet. The scar was too personal. 
 
    It signified his duty to Bruce, their pact, their bond, their brotherhood. It represented all the things he could never tell Annabel, from the young men's agreement to Bruce's love for her. How could he explain to her that he and Bruce were sworn to be brothers despite their differences in status? How could he tell her to her face that he had sworn to forever put Bruce's safety before his own, that he had sworn to never allow Bruce to experience pain? How could she ever find out that Bruce was living with a continually repressed desire for her? 
 
    Turning around, he looked down into her soft eyes. There were things which such innocent eyes never needed to see.  
 
    He kissed her deeply and lovingly just as the first rays of sunlight broke through the window, lighting up the entire room. Although the kiss eased his heart and soul, the sunlight provided him with a surge of energy and a sense of urgency. The time when the men would be moving out was fast approaching. Andrew needed to be dressed and ready. 
 
    As though reading his mind, Annabel broke the kiss and stood back slightly, the sunlight illuminating her curvy figure from behind, shining clear through her chemise and marking her silhouette perfectly. She was as beautiful as the fairy queen. 
 
    Stepping forward, he saw a light in her eyes and a smile on her lips. He leaned in and kissed her softly, tenderly. 
 
    "I must finish preparing, we shall depart soon," he said, seeing that little spark of light shatter instantly. 
 
    Annabel glared at him, spinning about on her heels and walking back to the bed, where she sat down. Her red hair bounced with every movement like a burning fire raging around a fresh piece of log, and her eyes glowered with the sort of spite that only a woman in love can harbor. 
 
    Andrew shook his head and smiled. He wished he could somehow protect his Laird and make his wife happy at the same time. But she would calm down after he had been to a battle or two and made it back safe and sound. 
 
    Putting on his armor, he could feel her eyes burning through him with anger, sorrow, and confusion. But what more could he do? It was his duty to protect the Laird and the Lairdship, and it was not her place to command him or direct him. She had to accept that she was married to a man who was a knight, a warrior, who carried the fate of their people on his shoulders. 
 
    And before long, she would come to see how his battles were not as dangerous as she was assuming, how he would always return home for her, no matter what. Perhaps, she would eventually come to trust him. 
 
    He kissed her once more, and her hand rested on his chest, against the metal of his armor. Just as the battle stood between them in terms of time, the armor stood physically between them, showing her what he was prioritizing. He did not expect her to be happy about this. After all, what woman wanted to come second to a job? But to him, it was more than that, even if she could never understand. 
 
    "Please, promise you shall return," she whispered with a shaky voice. 
 
    He hesitated. He wanted to promise this to her. In fact, he wanted nothing more than to be by her side forever, to forget about his duty to his Laird and to devote himself to being her husband. But he had promised Bruce he would always ensure he did not suffer, and he could not allow his Laird to go to battle without him, for fear he would sustain some injury due to Andrew not being there. 
 
    And, this made him recall another promise. Bruce's promise to him. Bruce was not simply his Laird; he was also Andrew's brother. And Bruce, as a brother, had promised to take care of Annabel should anything happen to Andrew. This was in part because of Bruce's childhood promise to Andrew, the promise to ensure he was always happy. Should anything happen to him, he could die happy knowing that Bruce was caring for Annabel, protecting her, ensuring she lived a good quality of life. 
 
    Of course, he had promised to look after Dolina should anything happen to Bruce. But there were two marked differences. Firstly, Bruce had postponed his marriage to Dolina, meaning there was a different dynamic between them. This was because, whereas Annabel would be fairly helpless without Andrew, even without Bruce, Dolina would remain a powerful and wealthy woman, capable of looking after herself. She did not need Bruce or Andrew to look after her.  
 
    And the second difference, the worst one, was the difference in their respective locations on the battlefield. Whereas Bruce would be charging through the enemy, Andrew was expected to flank and defend him. It was highly likely that he would sustain an injury, or worse, in the process of ensuring no harm befell his Laird. Andrew was confident he would return, of course. But confident enough to promise it? No. He could not betray Annabel's love and trust like that.  
 
    "You have to promise you shall return," Annabel insisted. 
 
    Andrew shook his head. "How can I promise what is a matter for God to decide?" 
 
    "But you must, how else can I know that you shall survive?" she asked. 
 
    "Trust me; I shall do all that I can to defend myself and ensure I come back to your arms. But if I do not, you must be strong for me." 
 
    "Only two days ago, your back was still hurting from the last battle," Annabel said with a low voice, tears building up in her eyes. "I know you are acting as though it has healed, but it cannot have done so in so little time. You should not be fighting in that condition." 
 
    "I am a man and a knight. This is what I must do, to ensure that all of us are safe," Andrew replied. 
 
    "Then you do not deny it? You are still injured?" she asked. 
 
    He averted his gaze. She had caught him. Of course, he was still injured. But what more could he do? The Seer and the Doctor had seen to him, the Father had blessed him. If his wound would not heal, then perhaps it was a permanent feature now. And if he was strong enough to ride on horseback, he should be strong enough to fight. 
 
    "Promise me you shall survive and return," she pleaded. 
 
    "I cannot promise you that I shall return," he said sternly. 
 
    "Then do not go!" Annabel exclaimed. "How can you leave me like this?" 
 
    Andrew growled. "I must leave you for it is my duty to the Laird, to the Lairdship, and to myself. Because if we do not drive back Clan McDonald, not only will we lose many of our lands, but we are at risk of subsequent invasions, the only possible result being that our Lairdship shall be torn apart. And then what? What shall become of us? Of you?" 
 
    Annabel's tears began rolling down her cheeks. "But I need you here. We need you here." 
 
    Before he could say anything else, he noticed something he had been ignoring. Her hand rested on her stomach, and then he knew. He had not wanted to know, but now he did. He smiled. "Really?" 
 
    She nodded and smiled through her tears. "Aye, we shall have a child. How could I explain to our infant that their father was brutally slain in battle? You must remain by our sides, look after me, defend us from home. You must remain where I can see you." 
 
    "I cannot. It is my duty to the Laird, to the Lairdship, and to you... to us... to this little one," he said quietly, petting her still flat stomach. "How could I explain to our infant that we have no home because I was not willing to defend it? No, our child deserves the very best life has to offer." 
 
    "Our child deserves a father," Annabel insisted. 
 
    Remembering Bruce's promise to him, Andrew smiled warmly. "Our child shall have a father. I can promise you that." 
 
    Annabel sighed a sigh of relief, oblivious to the true meaning behind his words. It was enough to calm her, to put her troubled mind at ease. She embraced Andrew, flinging her slender arms around his neck and pressing her face to the cold metal on top of his chest. He felt her shiver, and raised his own arms to wrap around her, hugging her tightly, not wanting to let her go, not wanting to depart. 
 
    He felt tears welling up in his eyes as he kissed her again. He had to return now. He had to see his child be born. To see it grow. To teach it everything he knew. He had to return.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    As the horn announced the return of the men, Annabel's heart leaped to her throat, and her mind raced. They were back. They were finally back. She stood up and inspected her hair and dress in the mirror. Had she known, she would have dressed a little better. She swiftly sprayed some perfume through her hair and put on a necklace. 
 
    She briefly wondered whether Andrew would be disappointed to see her looking less than her best. She dismissed that thought. She looked a thousand times better than she had as a maid. Her hair and skin were clean, her dress was elegant; she wore jewels and powders. If he loved her then, he would love her now. 
 
    Making her way downstairs, she felt a chill run throughout her body. What condition would the men be in? How would they be feeling? Had they won the battle? How many lives had been lost? She needed to know, but she was also afraid of finding out. 
 
    It had been two months since the men departed, and two weeks since she had heard anything from Andrew. Two weeks since anybody had heard anything from anyone. Many of them had feared the worst, and some had been simply waiting for the enemy troops to march in and demand full control of the Lairdship. No doubt, there would be much relief as the people saw the men returning at last. But for her, there would be no relief at all until she saw Andrew safe and sound.  
 
    She wanted to run, but she felt her belly weighing heavy on her hips. It was still quite small, barely visible, but she could feel the weight already. Her whole body was beginning to change. Her breasts and stomach felt heavier. Her joints felt a little sore. She was having to endure nausea and feelings of panic. But it was worth it for her child. For Andrew's child. She would be so glad when he was able to hold his baby, to sing to the infant, to play with it as the baby grew older. It would be perfect. 
 
    She had not yet told anyone except Dolina of her pregnancy. She wanted to keep it a secret, a surprise until her husband returned. Only Dolina, who had become her friend over the last two months, had worked out what was happening. Surprisingly, she was simply overjoyed to be welcoming a new child into the castle, and took great care of Annabel. She confessed that it irked her that Bruce showed interest in a mere servant, but that she held nothing against Annabel personally, and wanted nothing more than to see her thriving and happy. 
 
    And now, both their husbands were back; they could become a family. Bruce would marry Dolina, and he and Andrew were all but brothers already. Soon they would welcome Andrew's child, and after that, perhaps Bruce and Dolina would already be expecting. It would be cause for great celebration. 
 
    Annabel smiled as she stepped outside of the halls, into the great entrance. The sun was gleaming through the windows. It was a beautiful day. This had to be a sign. It gave her some comfort. She quickly moved past the servants who had stopped their duties to stand by the door and windows, gawking and talking. She understood them. She had lived that life. Nothing ever truly happened, and any big event was something to take away from the boredom, however macabre their curiosity may seem to onlookers. 
 
    But she did not care too much about them and their boredom right now. All she wanted was to see her husband, feel his strong arms around her, hear him tell her how well they did in battle, how the Lairdship was once again safe. Have him tell her that he told her so; he told her that he would be alright, and she should not be so foolish as to undermine him. 
 
    She walked down into the courtyard. Her dress gently pressed against her body by the wind, she felt suddenly light and giddy. He would be home. Her body felt sore already from just that slight walk, especially her back, which had become more sensitive than usual. But she simply could not wait. 
 
    She could spy someone else who could not wait. Dolina was standing at the head of the crowd, dressed in her modest day clothes, still holding some items from where she had been embroidering in her chambers before the horn had sounded. She, too, looked excited and anxious. The two women exchanged a knowing glance, and both smiled in relief knowing they were not the only ones. 
 
    The gates slowly creaked open, and the knights appeared, next the soldiers marched forth, followed by the cavalry, and then the wounded were brought in and quickly taken to some low buildings where their wounds would be tended to. Annabel looked up and down the crowd. But as the men marched in through the gates, she noticed two faces were conspicuously absent. 
 
    Bruce and Andrew were missing. Surely not? Surely, had the Laird and his right hand man been slaughtered, someone would have announced it immediately. No doubt, they were simply among the wounded. Annabel pushed gently through the crowd as the wounded were taken straight from stretchers, horseback, and the arms of the healthy, and transported to safety, where they could be cared for. Still, she could not see Andrew or Bruce. 
 
    Dolina walked up by Annabel’s side. She, too, had not heard anything from the men in the last two weeks, and had been telling Annabel how scared and lonely she had felt. Her fingers slipped between Annabel’s, and she squeezed the younger woman's hand. Annabel squeezed back. 
 
    "Where are they?" Annabel asked, shaking her head slowly. "They ought to be here by now." 
 
    Dolina shook her head also. "I fear the worst." 
 
    "We would have been told," Annabel replied. "Perhaps, they stayed behind to negotiate some kind of a deal?" 
 
    "And then would we not have been told?" Dolina asked. 
 
    Annabel sighed. "I am afraid. I want him to return. I need him to return." 
 
    "I know," Dolina said softly, squeezing Annabel's hand again. "But should he not return, rest assured I shall stand by your side, always, and care for you and your child." 
 
    Annabel felt a slight relief at that. Of course, she would rather Andrew returned safe and sound. As Dolina would rather Bruce returned. But should neither man come back, then at least Dolina would possess enough power and money to support them both, as well as Annabel's child. 
 
    There, hand in hand, hearts racing, Annabel felt that sisterly bond deep in her heart and smiled meekly. A tear came to her eye. She knew it would not end well. It could not. But at least she had someone who would care for her. 
 
    Then, Dolina let out a slight gasp. "There!" she shouted.  
 
    For a moment, Annabel could not see what Dolina was looking at, nor understand why the other woman was gripping her hand so fiercely. But then she saw him. 
 
    It was Bruce. He walked behind the men on horseback, and for a moment, Annabel wondered why. The Laird ought to be on horseback himself, not on foot. And he ought to be at the head of the army, not the very last before the gates closed. She noticed that he seemed to be carrying a heavy bag. Perhaps that was the reason he was walking? The reason he was so slow? 
 
    But why would the Laird be carrying something so heavy all on his own? 
 
    Of course, she knew the answer. But she did not want to know. Perhaps it was his weapons. Or perhaps it was an important treasure. Anything... anything but that... 
 
    And yet, she could not repress it forever. She knew exactly what the package was. As she allowed herself to think of it, she felt sick to her stomach. Losing control of her body, she released Dolina's hand and began barging through the people who slowly and solemnly gathered around the Laird, obscuring his figure. Despite her sore and tired body, and despite her precious bump, she could not help but move faster and faster. She rushed to the front of the crowd, nearly falling over as she pushed through.  
 
    At first, the crowd was oblivious to her desperation, closing about her as she pushed through, letting out indignant sounds as she moved them. But as she got closer to the elevated podium in the middle of the courtyard, the people looked to her with sympathy in their eyes, and eventually, as they all stepped aside, she saw what they were gathered around. 
 
    Sat at the foot of the podium was Bruce, dried blood caked in his hair, skin gleaming with sweat, beads of it trickling down, washing the dirt and blood away in muddy streaks. He was panting breathlessly, holding his stomach in pain. Beside him was the bag he had been carrying. The parcel. A human body, wrapped in a heavy woven fabric, opened at the head to reveal the pale face of the deceased. 
 
    It was him. Tears welled up in Annabel's eyes as she moved in closer. She threw herself on the cold body, weeping loudly. He was gone. How could he be gone? Had he not promised that their child would have a father? She buried her face into the rough fabric, smelling the pungent odor of death mixed with the familiar scent of his skin, listening for a heartbeat and knowing there would be none. Making a fist, she beat his chest in frustration, over and over, cursing him. How could he abandon her? And with a child, no less? How was she expected to carry on without him? And yet, she could not contemplate killing herself and joining him. After all, their child, that little piece of him, would need her love to grow strong. 
 
    She was, for now, bound to this world. And Andrew was forever bound to the next. 
 
    Feeling a gentle hand on her back, she looked up, expecting to see Dolina. It was not. It was Bruce. Him. It was his fault.  
 
    Had Bruce not gone into battle, Andrew would not have had to. Had Bruce not been so close to Andrew, Andrew would not have been so brave and bold as to put his needs last. Had Bruce not been at risk of attack, Andrew would not have been suffering from the previous battle. And, no doubt, had Bruce not put himself in harm's way, Andrew would not be dead. 
 
    She turned sharply and struck Bruce's face, first with her open palm, then, emboldened, drew back and struck him with her fist, as hard as she could, in the same spot. Her arm shook at the impact, and her hand hurt. 
 
    Bruce stared at her, wide-eyed, his face growing red. The crowd stopped murmuring and fell entirely silent. She had struck the Laird. Dolina rushed to Annabel’s side. She wanted to do it again, but she also felt a surge of lucidity, knowing she could not afford to put her child at risk. She drew back and rested against her husband's corpse, glaring up at Bruce. 
 
    Dolina stepped away from her, clearly overwhelmed by the scent of death and decay. Annabel was not sure if it was her own familiarity with handling bodies in the kitchen as a child, or Dolina's blue blood, or perhaps her love for Andrew, but she did not think it so bad. She would rather be by his side. 
 
    Dolina moved towards Bruce. "Please, do not judge her too harshly, my Laird. I am sure she shall apologize for what she has done." 
 
    Bruce shook his head. "No, she is suffering. I do not mind." He patted Dolina's arm gently and she released him, pursing her lips. 
 
    It was clear that, although she did not resent Annabel at all, she was still frustrated at her betrothed's gentleness and affection for the younger woman. Were she less of a lady, Annabel had no doubt Dolina would also strike him. 
 
    At least that made two of them who despised him. 
 
    Bruce knelt beside Annabel. "I am sorry, I did all I could. I truly did. Nobody loved him more than I did and…" 
 
    Annabel struck him again. 
 
    Bruce raised his hand to his cheek, which was now turning a faint shade of purple and red. A wound on the side of his face burst back open, blood trickling down from it and onto his fingers. "Annabel, I…" 
 
    "Nobody loved him more than I. You did not love him. He was nothing but a pawn to you. You used him and now he is dead, and I am alone," she said, with tears flowing again down her face. 
 
    Bruce shook his head. "Annabel, I did love him. Perhaps in not the same way as you, but I loved him as a brother, and I did all I could to save him." 
 
    She stood up and turned about. "I will not stay here and listen to you lying to me. You robbed me of him." 
 
    Her heart felt sore as she stepped away from Andrew's body. But he was not in there. He had not been in there for several days, perhaps a week or more. No other body had been retrieved from the battlefield. Presumably they had all been interred at the nearest cemetery, while their bodies were still fresh. 
 
    Then what was the purpose of bringing Andrew back? To torment her? To prove that it was not Bruce himself who had killed him? Although she could not stand the man, she knew he was not the kind to kill out of jealousy. But he was probably more than capable of bringing the body back to upset Annabel. What other purpose could there be to bring his rotten body home? 
 
    She hated him. Despised him. It was his fault. He should have done something to protect Andrew. She began walking off, suddenly feeling her arm gripped in a strong hand. She turned and glared at Bruce. She knew the crowd was watching her insubordination, but she did not care. She had lost all respect for him, Laird or not, when he had allowed her husband to die. 
 
    "Wait," Bruce said, looking sad and yet somehow stern. 
 
    "Let me go," she said with tears streaming down her face. "You have done enough harm already." 
 
    "I must speak to you, in private, of something which Andrew and I had discussed." 
 
    She did not want to listen to him. He did not deserve her attention. But she could not help herself. She turned around to face him. He was too serious, too stern to ignore. And that hand, painfully gripping her... It reminded her of the strength he had. The last thing she needed was to be physically restrained by such a strong man, endangering her child. 
 
    "Very well," she said. "We shall speak in the great hall." 
 
    Bruce nodded, but did not release her hand, almost as though he were afraid she would run away. Annabel felt uncomfortable, like a prisoner. She glanced pleadingly at Dolina. Dolina nodded, walked up to them both, and gently clasped Annabel's other hand. Bruce hesitated before releasing her and stepping aside, indicating that the ladies ought to lead the way and set the pace.  
 
    As they walked towards the castle, Annabel saw Andrew's body being laid out on the podium, the Priest making his way up, the Seer already at his feet, spreading flowers and herbs. Andrew was no doubt already on his way to the next world, if not already there. Turning back to face the castle, unable to withstand the sight, she noticed Bruce walking with a heavy limp. Far from pitying him, she wished he would lose the leg. Not that even that would be enough of a price to pay for what he had done. 
 
    Sitting at the table in the great hall, Annabel listened carefully as Bruce, stood beside her, explained, but most of his words went in one ear and out the other. The overall message was just too much, and she had to repeat it over and over in her head to even comprehend it, let alone believe it. 
 
    Bruce had promised Andrew that Annabel would be taken care of. 
 
    As he spoke, she stood up and glared at him, ready to leave. He seized her hand firmly and repeated himself. He said some more things, but they were just background noise to her. He had promised to look after her? What sick joke was this? He could never be a substitute for Andrew. Nobody could. She tried to pull her hand away, to no avail. His grip tightened. 
 
    "Annabel. I must honor my promise to Andrew," Bruce insisted.  
 
    Annabel balled her other hand into a tight fist and hit Bruce's chest. The metal of his armor rang out in the hall. It was clear he was wounded, as even from her feeble attack through his chest plate, he let out a gasp, releasing her other hand, which immediately began to strike him also. 
 
    She beat his chest harder and harder, her hands growing sore and red from hitting the cold, hard, rough metal. A drop of blood flowed from her split knuckle. Still, she kept beating him. She wanted him to suffer. She wanted him to die. She wanted Andrew to take Bruce's place, not the other way around. 
 
    But that was not to be. 
 
    Andrew was never coming back. He would never be there for her again. He would never meet his own child. 
 
    Annabel let out a cry of despair as her fists moved faster and faster against the metal, blood streaming from her knuckles, arms shaking from the exertion, tears welling up in her eyes. And yet, she could not cry. She had no tears left to do so.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    So many days had passed. Bruce had lost count of how many, all he felt was numbness. He had not wanted to lose Andrew. Who would have asked to lose a dear friend like that? The only comfort he found was in knowing that Andrew had been knocked out cold by his initial injury, and that within seconds, the enemy had dealt the finishing blow, ending Andrew's life before he even knew he had been struck. It was not a great comfort. But at least Bruce knew it could have been worse. 
 
    Thanks to Andrew's tenacity, Bruce had been able to reach the Head of Clan McDonald and end his life, as well as that of his two sons. And although Andrew, among many others, had perished in the ensuing rage-fueled, vengeful attack, the price had been fair. For only thirty dead, Bruce had secured the Lairdship in the name of Clan McGregor. After what had happened to the McDonalds, nobody would dare attempt to attack them for many more years. Their lands and people were safe once again, just as they had been under Bruce's father. 
 
    But now Bruce's mind was on matters other than the Lairdship, the lands, and the family honor. 
 
    He knew that his duty was primarily to his Lairdship. But he also had a duty to Andrew. And, therefore, he had a duty to Annabel. A duty which she refused to allow him to carry out. 
 
    He had promised he would care for her, ensure that no matter what happened she would be loved, fed, protected. He had sworn that he would care for her as though she were his own wife and, if necessary, wed her, to ensure that when he passed she would not go without. Andrew, despite his title, had had very little to his own name and had lived off Bruce's generosity. He had left Annabel very little, and were Bruce to die, she would be wholly helpless. But she did not care, it seemed. 
 
    She had remained locked in her quarters in the small house which Andrew had been granted. She only opened the door slightly when Dolina would bring her food, or a jug of warm water to bathe. Bruce had inquired as to why Dolina was caring for Annabel, and had even asked to be escorted in, but Dolina had stubbornly refused. Although they were betrothed, it seemed that Dolina no longer held any respect for her Laird either. That, or she knew that he was contemplating marrying another woman. 
 
    Bruce himself was not sure where he stood at all any more. He loved Andrew. But he also desired Annabel. As long as Andrew had been alive, the solution had been simple. Now, not so much. Now, he knew it was his duty to leave her a sum in his will, if not to wed her, to ensure she was cared for. Dolina did not need any inheritance from the Laird to do well. Annabel was helpless without him. 
 
    And yet, he knew that he was not acting entirely from the kindness of his heart. He could just as easily gift her a large sum of money, or leave her in his will. He did not have to wed her to protect her. It was the easiest way, but not the only way. It just so happened that he still desired her, still longed for her touch. 
 
    And this made him feel like a wretch. 
 
    Under any other circumstance, he would have embraced the opportunity to be by her side. But not these circumstances, not at this price. 
 
    Had she chosen him over Andrew, or had Andrew not loved her and helped him to unite with her, he would have been happy. Had she betrayed Andrew, he would have felt guilty, but, nevertheless, fought to resolve their relationship as brothers. But this was different. She did not desire him and, although he had Andrew's blessing, he did not have Andrew's friendship. 
 
    The only possible solution was to talk with her. 
 
    He walked down the stairs and across the castle towards Annabel's quarters. She would have to see him, whether she wished to or not. She could not remain there forever, hiding from the world. Women lost their husbands every day and had to carry on as before. At the very least, she should be making an effort to re-join polite society. And the first step towards that was to acknowledge that Bruce was still her Laird. 
 
    He knocked at the door. There was some noise followed by silence. He knocked again. Still only silence from within. He knocked harder. The door creaked and began to move open. It had not been latched. He heard Annabel say some decidedly unladylike words as she realized she had left the door wedged, but not closed. 
 
    Annabel's face looked pale, her hair a mess. Although she had been eating, drinking, and washing, she had clearly been doing very little else, not even dressing herself most days, living in her night gowns. There were purple bags beneath her eyes, showing that she was not sleeping well, and probably crying very much. His eyes met hers as she marched towards the door, ready to close it right in his face.  
 
    "I simply wish to talk to you... to confess something to you," Bruce said flatly, wedging his foot into the crack of the door. 
 
    Annabel glared at him. "I do not wish to talk to you," she replied. 
 
    "I ask for only a few moments of your time," he insisted.  
 
    Annabel hesitated. "And then you shall leave me alone?" 
 
    Bruce nodded. "Aye. If you listen to me now, you may decide whether or not you wish to accept my support." 
 
    Annabel hesitated again, and then stepped back, moving over towards the chair which, from the indent in the cushions, she had been largely living in since she retreated to her quarters.  
 
    Bruce stepped in, closed the door softly behind him and pulled his robes over his head, revealing the scar under his right ribs. Annabel was taken aback at first, her face turning as red as her hair for a moment. Then her eyes landed on the scar, and she realized what he was intending to show her. 
 
    "You have the same scar as Andrew," she said quietly. "No... it's on the wrong side. But it is the same. How can this be?" She shook her head slowly, her tangled red hair shaking about her face, still shining slightly by the light of the small fire she had lit for warmth. 
 
    "We made a pact. That is why he agreed to be my knight and to fight for the Lairdship. And it is why I agreed to care for you," Bruce said. 
 
    "A pact?" Annabel asked, not taking her eyes from the scar. 
 
    Bruce nodded, walking over and sitting down on the carpet by her feet, looking into the flames. "Aye. When we were lads we swore we would always look after one another, as brothers. He could not bear pain, but he said he would always endure pain and injury so long as it meant protecting me from suffering. And I swore I would do whatever it took to make him happy, giving away my wealth and using my influence to make his life better." 
 
    Annabel sighed. "So he died to prevent you from dying, and you promised to care for me to make sure he would die happy?" 
 
    "Aye," Bruce replied. "It may not sound like a fair deal, but it is the deal we had. He did not mind suffering so long as it was for others. I could not afford to die, or the Lairdship would be in jeopardy. He wanted only to be happy, and I had the means to his happiness." 
 
    "And you are doing this all for him? He is dead. You cannot make him happy," Annabel remarked. 
 
    "It is not only for him," Bruce said with a sigh. "I love you. Not as much as he did, I cannot claim that. But I thought you beautiful from when I first saw you. And getting to know you as his wife made me aware of how lovely you are throughout," he explained. "I know you shall never be able to love me as you loved him, but I would like for you to accept me as your husband, that I may care for you, keeping my promise to him." 
 
    "And if I will not?" Annabel asked. 
 
    "Then you shall be a free woman and I shall give you all you need to live well," Bruce replied. 
 
    Annabel hesitated. "So I shall be cared for regardless?" 
 
    Bruce nodded. "I suppose the decision is simple for you." 
 
    Annabel sighed and shook her head. "Not at all. There is more that needs caring for than just myself." 
 
    His eyes were drawn to where her hand was resting across her belly. He noticed a slight tautness to the dress. "You're not?" he said in disbelief. 
 
    "I am. Andrew was to be a father, and you took that away from him... away from me... away from our child," Annabel said, tears in her eyes. "You robbed us." 
 
    Bruce looked at Annabel's belly and felt a pain spreading across his chest. Andrew's child. The woman he loved so deeply, who he had longed for for all these years, was carrying the child of his deceased best friend. A tear slipped from the corner of his eye as he stood up, reaching for where he had dropped his tunic and seizing his scabbard from underneath it. 
 
    Bruce picked up his sword and drew it. Annabel froze and stared at him, her chest pulsing with short, shallow breaths. She did not attempt to stand up, to turn, to run away. She just watched him, eyes filled with fear, hands clasped protectively over her small bump, breathing faster and faster as he walked up to her, sword drawn. 
 
    Resting the sword across both his hands, he reached out towards Annabel, presenting it to her. "Here," he said. 
 
    Fear gave way to confusion. She still embraced her stomach, staring at the sword, bewildered. "I beg your pardon?" she asked. 
 
    "Please, if it will make you happy, just kill me now," he said, dropping to his knees and bowing his head. "Your husband said I was to look after you and make you happy. I see now that I cannot make you happy, as my very existence causes you pain. Therefore, you must end my existence." 
 
    Annabel shook her head. "You cannot be speaking in earnest. You are a Laird. I cannot kill you. Think of what shall be done to me?" 
 
    Bruce sighed. "Then we shall go to the podium. I shall explain that you are to execute me and that I agree to it. And you may kill me, right there, that I may lay where Andrew lay." 
 
    "This is a joke," Annabel replied, incredulous. 
 
    "I am speaking in earnest. After losing Andrew, my life feels so hollow. The sole hope I had of redemption was to protect you in his name," he explained. "I could continue to protect you and provide for you, married or not. But if I continue to live as I care for you, then not only will I be suffering the loss of Andrew and your cold disinterest, but you shall be suffering living by the side of the man you blame for your husband's death. It is only fair that you should kill me." 
 
    Annabel stood, and her dainty white hand slowly reached out, wrapping around the hilt of the sword. It was heavy for her, but nevertheless, she lifted it, observing the sharp blade glinting by the light of the fire. Bruce closed his eyes and bowed his head, ready to join Andrew. 
 
    Annabel dropped the sword, and it clattered at his feet. He looked up and saw her gazing down into his eyes. She steadily lowered herself onto her knees, her dress stretching over her small, round bump. As she rested on her knees, she cradled her belly, still maintaining eye contact with Bruce, a hint of tenderness and sorrow on her face. 
 
    She slowly took one hand away from her bump and raised it to Bruce's face slowly, running her fingertips gently along his jawline and down his neck, over his collarbone and down his sternum... all the way around to the scar, where she paused. 
 
    He looked up from her hand to her face again, his heart in his throat, and turned his head slightly to one side. 
 
    "I see him in you," Annabel said with tears welling up in her eyes. "You are as brothers, you and Andrew." 
 
    Bruce nodded. 
 
    "And, not just in appearance. I never wished to admit it, but you are alike in heart, and soul, and mind. You may not be of the same womb, but you are two men cut from the same cloth. I suppose I... I suppose I never wanted to think of you that way. I desired you, and yet I knew it was not right to desire two men at once. I never wished to betray Andrew. First, I was angry that you resembled him. And then, I was angry that he died and you, his mirror image, could be allowed to continue to exist," she confessed. "But for some reason today, that resemblance brings me great comfort. It is as though he is here. As though a part of him lives on in you." 
 
    Bruce nodded again. 
 
    "Therefore... I would like to accept your support, and to be by your side," Annabel said. "For Andrew, and for you. And I suppose, for my child and for myself. I know that Dolina will not mind. She has confessed to me that she cannot love or marry a man who does not love her back with equal passion. So if we all agree... then I accept your care. Perhaps someday, I may also accept your proposal." She was still crying as she spoke. It was a hard decision for her to make. But he could hear some genuineness in her voice.  
 
    Bruce leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. He could taste the salt of her tears already on her mouth. He ran his hand through her tangled hair, combing it smooth. She gently kissed back before pulling away from him, then collapsing against his body, resting her head on his shoulder.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Annabel felt as though her heart was being ripped in two. It was pure agony. But it was what was best for all of them. Her child would be protected. Andrew's wishes would be honored. And, Bruce would be happy. 
 
    And, painful though it was to confess it to herself, she did find Bruce attractive. 
 
    She was not sure why she had insisted to herself so much that he was nothing like Andrew. They were so close, so similar. Not the same, by any means. But similar enough that, yes, she did love Bruce. Not as much, or the same way as she had loved Andrew, but the feeling was there. She loved and desired him. 
 
    However much time passed, she never felt her love for Andrew truly fade, let alone vanish. It was always there, always strong. She would always miss him. And yet every day, her love for Bruce grew, and it reassured her that she had Andrew's blessing.  
 
    Sitting down on Andrew's tombstone, she felt the wind whipping through her hair, cold and sharp. She set the flowers down on the grave. "I still miss you," she whispered, running her hands over the solid stone. Bruce had buried Andrew in the yard outside the Lairds' crypt, with a tombstone carefully carved to resemble him, in full armor, holding a sword across his chest. It was beautiful, and it looked just like him. 
 
    Annabel leaned forward and gently kissed the cold, hard lips of the statue. It was not the same as kissing his living body, but it was comforting, nonetheless. 
 
    The chills from the icy wind felt like a cold embrace from the spirit world. She knew he was by her side, and he approved. He was happy that she had moved on and was living her life as a decent woman, caring for her family, and honoring his memory. 
 
    Annabel pressed her lips gently to the stone once more before standing up and straightening her skirts. She turned about and walked back towards the castle. As she left the yard, she felt his presence behind her, waiting for her next visit. 
 
    The castle was warm and comforting in a different way. Walking into the great hall, she saw little Colina sat in the corner on the floor, a maid watching over her. Her beautiful child, barely a year and a half old, with the brightest eyes and the reddest hair. Colina was always so cheerful, like her mother, and so gentle, as her father had been. She was treasured by all inhabitants of the castle. 
 
    Bruce smiled as Annabel gracefully glided up to the top of the table, sitting at his right hand side. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her in to kiss her cheek. Although they were not yet wed, they were officially betrothed. It was the only way that the nobles would accept how Bruce was treating her. It helped them both maintain their dignity, and the respect of the Lairdship. 
 
    "Your face is cold," Bruce remarked. 
 
    Annabel nodded. "Aye, I was out." 
 
    Bruce sighed and shook his head. "You were there again?" 
 
    "Aye," Annabel confessed, blushing slightly. "I had to see him once more. I feel so close to him when I am there. It makes me forget the pain. Has it been too long to still be feeling his absence?" 
 
    Bruce shook his head again. "No. I keep having to go back myself," he admitted. "I miss him so very much." 
 
    Annabel took his hand tenderly in hers and squeezed it. "I know. You two truly were as brothers. I only wish I had been able to see that while he was still living, so we could have been a family together." 
 
    "What's done is done," Bruce replied. "I am simply glad for the years I had with him, and the years I now have with you." 
 
    "I am glad he asked you to look after me," Annabel said with a gentle smile. He was not the same, but he was very good, and very kind. He had his own unique traits that set him firmly apart from Andrew, and he had so many similar ones, too. 
 
    Bruce was kind, handsome, loving. He was intelligent, and although he was a little blunter and more forward than Andrew, he seemed to have learned some of Andrew's sensitivity. It was as though their personalities had rubbed off on one another, as though through the years, they had slowly merged together. 
 
    If she had loved and desired Bruce even slightly while Andrew was still alive, now she felt a passion burning for him, hotter than a furnace. And knowing that Andrew had approved, it made this so much easier. Yes, she loved Bruce. And yes, she wished to be by his side. 
 
    "I have been thinking about all that he said to you... and all that he said to me... and all that you have said to me yourself, my Laird," Annabel said, taking a deep breath. Although she wanted this more than anything else right now, it was still so hard to say it. It was so hard to admit that she was capable of loving another man. And yet, it was true. It was what Andrew would have wanted. "I find you to be a beautiful man, inside and out. You have shown me nothing but kindness and patience since my husband died. Even when I was cruel or cold to you, you were sweet and gentle to me. And... and I believe I love you. I would like to accept your proposal." 
 
    Bruce's eyes widened and a red flush swept across his cheeks. "Are you certain that you wish to?" 
 
    Annabel nodded. "Aye. It is not an easy decision. But it is what Andrew asked for and, what is more, it is what we both desire. I know you love me, and I know that you long for me. And I love you and long for you so very much. When I sat on Andrew's grave today, I felt him about me, I felt his presence, and I knew that he was telling me to wed you." 
 
    "Even so... You must do it for yourself. Not for Andrew, or for me," Bruce replied. 
 
    Annabel nodded and smiled. "I can think of no better man to raise Colina... and perhaps, to provide her with a little brother or sister." 
 
    Bruce grinned, beaming, his face growing redder and redder. He leaned in and pressed his lips to Annabel's. She sighed and kissed him back, feeling her heart thumping hard and a knot in her stomach, just as she used to for Andrew. And yet, she did not wish to compare Bruce to Andrew any more. Bruce was Bruce. And she loved him as Bruce. 
 
    She rested her hand on his firm chest as he kissed her, feeling his warm body, his heart beating fast. She longed for him. She wished to bear him many children. She wanted to spend the rest of her days by his side. 
 
    "It feels almost wrong," Bruce remarked as their lips parted. "As though I am doing something I ought not to. Taking something that does not belong to me." 
 
    "I do not belong to anyone," Annabel said. "I am a free woman, free as God made me. And, I am giving myself to you." 
 
    Bruce smiled and sighed, running his fingers through her thick red hair, stroking it, feeling how silky and soft it was beneath his skin. She hummed with pleasure as he caressed her, knowing that it would not be long before his hands had roamed every inch of her body. 
 
    "Still," he said, "I would like to be reassured. To know for certain that Andrew wants us to do this." 
 
    Annabel nodded. "We ought to go and speak to the Seer, and to ask Andrew at his grave as well. But I am sure he will approve. I felt it at his grave. He is happy for us. And he wants nothing more than for us to be happy." 
 
    "Would it truly make you happy to marry me?" Bruce asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    "Aye," Annabel replied. "And would it make you truly happy?" 
 
    Bruce leaned in and kissed Annabel’s cheek yet again. "It would make me the happiest man in all of Scotland." 
 
    With a slight squeal, Colina captured both their attention, breaking the trance. She took an unsteady couple of footsteps before she dropped to her hands and knees and swiftly shuffled towards Annabel, eager to be picked up by her mother. As the girl reached her chair, Annabel leaned down and picked her up, pulling the child into her lap and inhaling the sweet scent of her downy-soft hair. 
 
    Annabel turned to face Bruce and smiled. Bruce smiled warmly back and gazed lovingly at the baby. He had taken to parenthood incredibly well, despite the fact that Colina was not his own flesh and blood. He showed her nothing but love, and made every effort to ensure she had everything she needed to grow and learn. Annabel could not have wished for a better stepfather than Bruce for her child. 
 
    Bruce caressed Colina's rosy cheek and tenderly removed a small fleck of dirt she had wiped onto her face as she had played on the floor. Colina giggled and shrugged her shoulders as his hand tickled her cheek and neck. She knew no better. No doubt, she believed that Bruce was her genuine father. With time, she would learn of Andrew, and what a wonderful man he was, of course. But for now, she was free to believe whatever she needed to in order to grow into a healthy girl. 
 
    The door creaked open, and a servant held it as Dolina made her way into the main room, a perfect picture of beauty and grace as always. Her long blonde hair was drawn up into two tight plaits that looped beneath her ears and then about her head, as a sort of natural crown, and her velvety blue dress shone in the light that streamed in through the windows. The door closed slowly behind her as she smiled warmly at her friends and approached the table. 
 
    After curtsying for her Laird, Dolina sat down beside Annabel and passed Colina a small wooden doll, which Colina immediately put into her mouth with a delighted squeal. Dolina, too, had been a loving presence in Colina's life, acting as though she were Annabel's very own sister. She intended to show Colina all the rules of etiquette as she grew -- rules to which Annabel, raised a maid, was all but oblivious to. Colina was to be raised like any blue-blooded young woman. 
 
    As for Annabel and Bruce's relationship, Dolina had taken the transition in her stride. Good and kind to the core, she had accepted Bruce's choice and had forgiven him for breaking her heart back when they were still betrothed. After all, she could not blame a man for falling in love, and she had known that many men would be lining up to impress and marry her as soon as news got out that she was looking for a husband. As soon as Bruce announced the end of the betrothal, Dolina had been approached by countless suitors, one of which she was presently betrothed to. 
 
    Dolina held her hands out, and Annabel passed Colina to her friend. The baby squealed again in delight and embraced Dolina, playing with her plaits and earrings as gently as an infant could manage. 
 
    "She has such amazing eyes," Dolina said warmly, looking into Colina's sky-blue orbs and smiling softly. "So bright and blue, so very lovely indeed." 
 
    "Aye, she does," replied Bruce, reaching out as Dolina reached across Annabel, passing the baby to the Laird. "She is such a pretty little baby all round. As sweet as an angel." 
 
    Annabel and Dolina smiled and watched as Bruce bounced Colina on his knee, the child holding tightly onto his hands for safety as she giggled and looked around at the world rising and falling about her. 
 
    "You know whose eyes she has?" Bruce asked, pausing and ever so tenderly sweeping the girl's red hair back and looking into her sweet little round face. 
 
    "Mine?" Annabel asked with a faint smile. 
 
    Bruce shook his head. "No, yours are very pretty - and blue. But Colina's are not grey enough to be yours. No, hers are exactly like Andrew's."
  
 
              The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Highland Heartache 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ©2020 by Blair Keith 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, events or locales is completely coincidental. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Everything is still the same... 
 
    The people, the places. The laundry hanging on string drawn across the windows, the guards at the castle doors, half asleep in the summer sun. It is like the whole place has been stuck in time for all of these years. 
 
    Seeing a group of children running by, for a moment, I scanned their faces, wondering if any of them are my friends. But how can they be? My friends are all adults now, and these children are babies, some had not even been born when I left. I know none of them, and none of them will know me. 
 
    Still, I scan every face, looking for people I know and recognize. The town is not that big, after all, and adults would not have changed much, surely? 
 
    Alison had not been in the area, let alone the town itself, for more than six years.  
 
    It felt peculiar to walk through those streets again, especially after so long. She couldn't consciously remember where she was, but it was like her feet were carrying her on their own. The castle walls were tall, but the gates stood wide open, letting traders and servants roam freely between the half of the town outside the walls and the half inside them. 
 
    Outside the walls, lived the poorest people. In times of crisis, the gates would close leaving them at the mercy of the enemy and the elements. Not many crises struck, and the people living outside the castle grounds were simply glad to live somewhere with lucrative trade and the protection of their Laird. 
 
    Hidden inside the old walls were the majority of the houses. This was no longer a true feudal castle, but nevertheless, the vestiges of its recent past remained. The houses were built in a sort of circular pattern around the castle itself, which was barricaded by a second wall. And the closer you got to the main castle, the wealthier the people, the nicer the houses, and the more market stalls and stores were available.  
 
    In the outskirts, Alison had not received much attention. But as the sun beat hotly down upon her, she cast her travel cloak over her shoulders, revealing her figure, and suddenly she was noticed. 
 
    Alison knew she was beautiful, but she had not expected all eyes to be upon her like this. It was like every sway of her wide hips, every time her waist was marked out by the wind against her dress, every breeze lifting her stunning blonde hair was drawing another pair of eyes to her.  
 
    Nobody recognized her. And how could they? She had changed since she left, with the powerful sun's rays tanning her skin darkly and bleaching her dirty blonde hair almost white. She had grown statuesque, at five foot ten, as tall as the average man in town, and her bust and hips had filled out enormously. She had transformed, in her time away, from a plain, dirty little girl, into the very image of a goddess. 
 
    She stopped at a vegetable stand. She recognized the old man who worked there, Duncan. But he did not recognize her. He smiled shyly, like most men do when face to face with an intimidatingly beautiful, smiling woman.  
 
    "I would like to purchase some herbs," she said softly, pointing over at the herbs used for bathing and washing clothes. "How much for those bundles?"  
 
    Duncan shrugged. "You can have them for free, miss. What's your name?" 
 
    She smiled. "Thank you. My name is Alison." 
 
    "I used to know an Alison," Duncan remarked as he handed her two large bundles of fresh herbs. "She was just a wee bairn, foolish girl, but sweet. Left our town a while ago." 
 
    Alison just nodded and carried on smiling as she took the herbs. "Not an uncommon name." 
 
    "Not at all." She wasn't sure what else to say. She knew him and remembered him. But he didn't know her anymore. 
 
    Resuming her journey towards the castle, only a few yards left of her two day trip, Alison wasn't sure why she had returned. After all, what waited for her here? She had left it all behind. Her parents' home had been empty a few years, when they, too, moved back to the town where her grandmother lived, to start their own little dressmaking shop. 
 
    She had no family in the castle anymore. Nowhere to stay. No job. Why had she even bothered? 
 
    The wind was picking up, and she looked towards the castle, where the banner of Clan Ainslie shook the flagpole as it was batted by the gusts. That was why she was returning. To see what had become of the Laird of Caithness and his family. To see how life was treating the high society people inside the castle walls. 
 
    She had felt so lost the last six years. She had never wanted to leave. She had never wanted all of this to change.  
 
    It would have been so nice to just stay in the town where she had grown up, to keep her family together, to carry on living the same life, day in, day out, forever and ever, with her dear friend by her side. 
 
    As though drawn instinctively through the crowd, Alison's green eyes locked with a pair of sky blue ones, which instantly lit up with joy. They recognized one another immediately. She was the only one who had recognized her. She was the only one Alison expected to recognize her. 
 
    Alison had transformed from a short, scrawny, dirty child with dusty skin, green eyes, and dirty blonde hair, to a tall, curvy young woman with a warm tan and bright blonde hair. 
 
    Berthia had transformed from a tall, chubby child with bright red hair and far too many freckles into a slightly short, svelte young woman with the same wild, fiery locks and eyes as sharp and blue as the sky that warms a summer’s day. 
 
    Alison and Berthia no longer looked anything like they used to, but through the bond their hearts shared, they knew one another right away. Alison was taken over by a sensation of comfort and joy. Berthia grinned; the gaps in her milk-white teeth long since filled by her adult ones, her lips tinted a bold red to match her hair. 
 
    They swiftly made their way towards one another, almost, but not quite, running, dresses billowing in the wind, red and blonde hair becoming tangled and wild, lost in the flood of emotions that were sweeping through their hearts. 
 
    "Berthia!" Alison exclaimed as they were in earshot of one another. 
 
    "Alison, it's really you!" Berthia shouted back, bounding forward and all but leaping into her friend's arms. "You're really back!" 
 
    They embraced closely, Alison taking in the sweet scent of her dear friend's perfume, enjoying the tightness of her embrace. A tear slid down her cheek. "Oh Berthia, I have missed you so very much, my dear, dear friend." 
 
    Berthia buried her face in Alison's arm. "By God, you are so tall! When did I become the short one?" 
 
    Alison laughed a little. "Too tall for my own good. What man is going to marry a girl bigger than he is?" 
 
    "A man who will show you a lot of respect and kindness, no doubt," Berthia said with a grin. 
 
    Berthia always had this... way about her. She was a bit too blunt, always ready to speak without thinking, never too careful or considerate. She meant no harm with it, but it upset many people, and for good reason. 
 
    "Had I known you were coming, I would have made sure that someone would greet you and bring you to the castle," Berthia said. "Why did you not write?" 
 
    Alison shook her head and blushed.  
 
    Berthia blushed too. "I'm sorry. I forgot. You haven't learned in all this time, though?" 
 
    "Nobody in my family can write, so there was nobody to teach me," Alison replied. "And who would pay the messenger?" 
 
    "I would have. I should have tried to stay in contact with you better, I feel bad about it now," Berthia remarked. 
 
    "We were both children, you had no way of knowing how to remain in contact," Alison said with a smile. 
 
    Berthia shook her head. "Then I ought to have sent someone to collect you as soon as we came of age." 
 
    "No, I am but a servant. I do not mind walking, or being on my own, and I would not wish to trouble someone of your standing," Alison replied. 
 
    "My standing is precisely why I could, and should, have done much more to get in contact with you again. I spent so much time thinking of you these last few years, and not once did it occur to me to try and find you. I suppose I was afraid that I might not find you," Berthia said. "But now I shall do much more for you. Come, I shall find you a job and a place to stay in the castle." 
 
    "I understand that fear, but at least we are together now. And thank you," Alison replied. 
 
    "We are friends; that is what friends are for," Berthia insisted, pressing her lips warmly to Alison's cheek. 
 
    Now, Alison knew why she had come back. It was fate. Destiny had called her back home, drawn her to her best friend, and given her a place to stay and a job to do. She was meant to be there. 
 
    Walking up to the castle, she was surprised to still find it to be so big and imposing. Everything else looked so much smaller than she remembered it, but the castle was still an angry stone giant towering over the village. As they walked through the gates, she felt swallowed up by its stone walls, and the rich scents and bright colors of the flowers that grew everywhere overwhelmed her senses.  
 
    "Has much changed since I was here last?" Alison asked, looking about the elegant courtyard and seeing no difference, externally, there either. It was all vaguely as she remembered it. 
 
    Berthia shook her head. "Not a lot, really. The people are all still the same, life carries on as normal. The old Laird passed away, but his passing and the ascension of the new Laird was uneventful. After a few months, nobody even brings up the old Laird anymore. But that's just how folk are, isn't it?" She shrugged and smiled. 
 
    "Wait, Kirk is now Laird?" Alison asked with a slight gasp. "I would not have guessed. The old Laird was so strong; I suppose I never thought he would pass. Is Kirk well? It seems as though he is doing a good job."  
 
    "He is the finest Laird, honestly. Took up where his father left off perfectly. Not a single enemy came to bother us, no disputes as to the righteousness of the Lairdship, no sudden changes to life," Berthia explained. "I know he was raised to take his father's place from a very young age, but nevertheless, it is rare that a Laird is able to take power so easily," Berthia explained. 
 
    Alison nodded. "It is. I am glad he was able to handle his situation so well." 
 
    Berthia hugged her friend again and petted Alison's long, yet tangled, hair softly. "Come, let us find you some good quarters to get changed and have some rest. You need a good bath, and to comb your hair. It would be so pretty if it weren't so matted from travelling."  
 
    Alison nodded and smiled. This was the first time Berthia had ever called her hair pretty. It really drove home how much had changed from when they were little girls to this day. They were so different, inside and out. And yet, very much the same as they always had been. 
 
    Alison wasn't sure what to make of all this yet, but at least now she felt secure in her decision to come back to the castle.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO  
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison had left town at the age of twelve. It had not been an easy decision. In fact, despite the hardships that came with being a simple servant girl, she had very much loved it within the castle walls. 
 
    For starters, she enjoyed the security that came with knowing she lived beside the most powerful people in the Clan. There was comfort in numbers, comfort in family, and comfort in friendship. Although she only had one friend, one friend was better than none, right?  
 
    Not to mention, she hadn't ever known anything else. She had heard fantastic stories of princesses and buried treasures that supposedly existed out there. But she had also heard tales of faeries and kidnappings, which were less appealing. What she knew and trusted was better than the unknown. 
 
    And the biggest appeal of the whole place had been Kirk. He was handsome and strong and kind. He was the sort of boy, and later the sort of young man, who would give the shirt off his back to someone in need, who regularly mediated fights among tradespeople, and who encouraged his father to pardon his debts to good, honest people. 
 
    Kirk, even from the tender age of thirteen, was beloved and respected by all the people in the Lairdship for how kind and intelligent he was. And his prestige, intellect, and affections, combined with his stunning good looks, had ever pre-pubescent and teenage girl in the Lairdship salivating over him. Alison included. 
 
    But Kirk was also heir to the Lairdship of Caithness, and a whole six years older than her. At first, she observed him from afar, and he was absolutely nothing to her. And even when he got to know her, he never once noticed the affection she held for him. He saw her as a sweet little sister, nothing more. 
 
    That was not to say he was anything but kind towards her. He teased her and wound her up until she got stressed and embarrassed, like any older brother would do to his little sister. But he never meant to hurt her, and stood up for her like he stood up for everyone else in the Lairdship. She knew she was safe in his hands... but nothing else. 
 
    And Alison had never had the courage to ask him for anything more. She was not good enough for him, she knew that. She was the child of a laundry maid and a simple pig farmer. They were wealthy enough to live within the castle walls, but not within the castle itself. Her mother walked into the castle courtyard to collect laundry once a week, and her father had never so much as set foot within the guards' patrol range. 
 
    Alison herself was not much different. She had never set foot inside the castle itself, only the courtyard and gardens, and she was often too busy mucking out pig sties and sorting through rotten cabbages and barley to be able to go and play with the wealthier girls. 
 
    The only reason she was even allowed to be around such an important young man as the son of the Laird was because she was best friends with Berthia. 
 
    Berthia was a noble girl, but barely. Her father, now deceased, had been truly blue blooded. But her mother had been of lower birth, the daughter of a highly successful merchant. In theory, that made Berthia an incredibly high status girl, due to her father's social standing. But in reality, most of the nobility turned their noses up at her and her mother. 
 
    What was more, although the other high class children accepted her more than their parents did, they were still cruel about other things. She was a chubby, freckly child, generally considered ugly and often teased. It was only through continual efforts that she managed to fit in. Nevertheless, when she wanted a true friend, she turned to Alison instead. Which meant Alison got to see how the other half lived. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was a tradition of the noble girls to go to the plaza and wait for the boys to come back from jousting. Although Alison could not attend balls or enter the main castle, she was party to this particular tradition. And she relished it. 
 
    As the teenagers and young men rode back into the courtyard, the girls would hold their breath, watching the strong young bodies of the fittest and most handsome people their age they had ever met. All of them looked older than they were, which thrilled the girls that stood, in awe, watching the horses ride by. 
 
    But of course, Kirk was always the center of attention. How could he not be? He was the most handsome, wealthiest, and youngest of the noble boys. He had been jousting from the age of ten, and now, as a teenager, he was showing signs of the eligible young man he would grow up to be. 
 
    Alison stood in the plaza with the other girls, listening to them whisper about which boy they fancied, waiting for jousting practice to finish and their idols to arrive, sweaty and grinning, flexing their muscles for the admiring fans below. 
 
    Waiting in the yard with the other girls, Alison felt her heart beating hard and fast as the sound of hooves approached, echoing on the stone slabs that paved the town's streets. The boys practiced jousting in a special field around the castle walls, on the edge of the town, and the horses were stabled in the castle courtyard. It only took them a few minutes from finishing training to make their way to the stables. 
 
    As the boys and young men appeared, the girls began to whisper among themselves louder and louder, some squealing slightly when they saw their favorite. But Alison was silent, holding her breath as she watched Kirk ride in, at the head of the group, smiling and laughing with his friends. 
 
    Some of the girls ran over to their favorite boys, waving and shouting at them, and the boys waved back, helmet visors raised, grinning like halfwits at the adoration they received. Alison raised her hand tentatively to wave at Kirk, but by the time her hand was raised, he was talking to another girl. She lowered her hand. Alison would never dare to approach a guy like Kirk. But she could at least smile up at him as he rode by. That would do.  
 
    "So much noise," Berthia said with an indignant sniff. 
 
    Alison shrugged. "They are handsome. And we all wanted to come and see him…them. See them." 
 
    Berthia shook her head. "I am only here because you want to be here." 
 
    "Is there none that catches your eye?" Alison asked. 
 
    "I do not see the appeal, myself," Berthia said with a scoff. "They are just boys. Older boys, but boys, nonetheless. Smelly and loud and crude. Just with ten times the ego of a younger boy." 
 
    Alison giggled. "Loud and crude and with an ego? I wonder who else that reminds me of?" 
 
    Berthia glared at her, but couldn't hold back her slight smile. "I am not that bad. And, I do not smell." 
 
    "They only smell because they have been gallantly jousting all afternoon," Alison replied. 
 
    "What's so gallant about jumping up and down on horses hitting each other with sticks?" Berthia asked. "And why should you find someone handsome because he's good at such a senseless practice?" 
 
    "I suppose sense doesn't come into it," Alison mused. "Maybe when your heart decides what it wants, it doesn't matter what is sensible." 
 
    "What is the point of having a heart if it makes you go head over heels for someone based on how often he hits other boys with a stick?" Berthia asked. "I hope I am never so foolish." 
 
    "I wish I could be in your place," Alison replied. "It is not exactly pleasant to feel so strongly for someone I could never marry." 
 
    "Why could you never marry him?" Berthia asked. 
 
    Alison looked at Berthia blankly. "Because I am poor, and boring, and a plain girl. My life will involve cleaning out pig sties and then marrying a baker if I am fortunate." 
 
    "You are a little plain," Berthia said. "No offence. But most of us noble girls have nice red hair and blue eyes, fair skin. But that doesn't mean you cannot marry a man of better standing. My mother did." 
 
    "Your mother came from a wealthy family, and was very beautiful," Alison replied. "I have no money and no good looks. What about me could ever entice a noble young man to ask for my hand in marriage?" 
 
    A small part of her hoped that Berthia would continue to reassure her. Berthia scrunched her nose in concentration. "I suppose you are correct. You are plain, and you have no wealth. Your father doesn't even own his pig farm, just the pigs in it. Not a lot of men will be interested." 
 
    "I ken, I ken," Alison replied. 
 
    "But there is some charm in you," Berthia added hastily. "Like, in a slightly mousy way. Many people want a good, strong hunting dog, or a sweet lap dog, but sometimes people just want a pet of some kind, that isn't much good for anything." 
 
    Alison knew this was supposed to be comforting and kind. But whatever Berthia intended, she always came across as rude and careless. Alison just nodded. "Let's go to the river," she said. 
 
    "It is late," Berthia replied. 
 
    "Not too late, and I am going. You can come if you want, or you can stay and enjoy the company of the other noble girls," Alison said, already walking towards the gates. 
 
    Without hesitating a single second, Berthia ran after her friend. 
 
    The walk down to the river was generally pleasant, but the river itself was the prize. It flowed just outside the castle, through the part of town beyond the walls, and the water was crystalline and cool, perfect for washing laundry, or for children to swim in. 
 
    Looking at her broken reflection in the water, Alison wondered about what Berthia had said earlier. Her dirty blonde hair and green eyes did get lost in her tanned skin. The mud that coated her did make her look beggarly. What boy would fancy a little servant like herself? 
 
    Hearing a scrambling as someone followed them down the bank, she turned and looked up. 
 
    It was Kirk. Alison felt the heat rising to her face and looked aside, letting Berthia take over the conversation. She could not speak to him. He was too charming, too handsome, too important. She was just a plain servant girl. 
 
    She kicked at the water as she listened to the other two talking. 
 
    "What do you want?" Berthia asked. 
 
    "Is that any way to speak to the son of your laird?" Kirk asked right back. "I could have you imprisoned." 
 
    "No, you're one of the guys who thinks that being nicey-nicey will make him friends," Berthia said. 
 
    Kirk laughed. "I would like to think I am actually nice, but I suppose there is nowt I can say to convince you of that." 
 
    "There is not," Berthia said flatly. 
 
    "You are a rude lassie," Kirk said with a slight chuckle. "No matter. I'm just trying to be friendly. How about your friend? Does she want to talk to me?" 
 
    Alison shuffled her feet some more, almost falling into the river. 
 
    "Bit shy?" he asked. 
 
    "What do you want?" Berthia asked right back, stepping between Kirk and Alison. 
 
    Alison watched them out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    "I just saw two little girls running off outside of the castle walls when the sun is about to set. I was worried that you might be injured, or kidnapped, or eaten by wolves. So I came to bring you back home," he replied. 
 
    Berthia glared at him. "We were going home anyway. Come on, Alison, let's get back before it gets too dark." 
 
    Alison avoided eye contact with Kirk as her friend dragged her back towards the main gates.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE  
 
      
 
      
 
    At first, Alison was not sure how to cope with the fact that Kirk was always around suddenly. It was as though he had taken it upon himself to protect the two girls. They had made themselves noticed by leaving the castle grounds too late at night, and now he was always following them, keeping an eye on them, and trying to talk to them. 
 
    Berthia, sensing her friend's discomfort, became even more hostile towards Kirk. But this did not dissuade him one bit. He seemed to actually be entertained by her efforts at chasing him away, and began teasing Berthia about her hostility. 
 
    But as time passed, he became a more permanent feature of the girls' lives, and Alison grew comfortable talking to him and spending time with him. She began to resent the fact that Berthia got so much attention despite being so hostile. 
 
    Wasn't it clear to Kirk that Berthia was not interested in him? So why did he spend so much time talking to her? Perhaps, it was just his loving, caring nature. He saw her anger as a cry for help, and he offered himself as help. Time and time again, he was reaching out to her, talking to her, defending her, offering her advice on how to better fit in with the other noble girls... And still, she was angry with him. 
 
    In the couple of years from when they met Kirk, to when Alison finally left town, Berthia never truly warmed up to Kirk. She seemed indignant that, with all the noble girls swooning over him, he had to try and befriend Alison and Berthia. She also seemed strongly protective of Alison, as though sensing Alison's nervousness and putting it down to a fear of Kirk. 
 
    Sitting on the bank of the river again, pulling petals off daisies and casting them into the bubbling water, Alison did not have to look up to know that the gentle footsteps descending the bank behind her were Kirk's. She knew the sound of his feet by heart now, and she felt herself blushing at the knowledge that, soon, he would be with her again. 
 
    "How are ye?" Kirk asked, sitting down between the two girls, much to Berthia's indignancy. "Having a good day? Doing girly things? Making some nice gloves for me?"  
 
    "Just playing with flowers," Alison replied. 
 
    "Oh, that's a shame. I would like for you to make me some gloves. I bet you're great at it, with you being so shy and concentrated. Your friend probably less so. I do not believe she has enough patience for anything," Kirk said, grinning at Berthia. 
 
    Berthia threw a bare flower stem at him and began working on the next one. 
 
    "What are you doing that for, anyway? Trying to work out if I love you?" he asked. 
 
    "Trying to work out if I will slap you first or she will," Berthia said bluntly. 
 
    Alison understood that Kirk's teasing was all in good nature. He was just having a bit of fun with them. Berthia did not understand this one bit. She got angrier and angrier the more he teased her, which naturally made him want to tease her even more. There was no way of winning. 
 
    "You should be nicer. Everyone would like you more if you were nicer, and they might even forget that your mother wasn't born a noble," he remarked. 
 
    This was overstepping a boundary, and Berthia cast him a furious look which made him retreat a little. "I'm sorry, I did not mean to insult you," he said. "And you, Alison? Where does your family come from, if you don't mind me asking?" 
 
    "Oh, my family is just poor," Alison said with a shake of her head. "I work in the pig pens."  
 
    He seemed a little surprised, then smiled. "That is a good joke." 
 
    Alison shook her head. "It isn't a joke." 
 
    "I would have thought someone of Berthia's background would not be friends with a simple servant," he replied. "But you are a good girl." 
 
    "Being poor doesn't mean we can't be good," Alison replied. 
 
    "No, it does not. But I did not mean to insult you by assuming it was a joke. That was very rude of me. So you clean the pig sties?" he asked. 
 
    Alison nodded. "Aye. It needs doing every day, and it means my father has pigs to sell and slaughter every year. I help with that, too." 
 
    "I cannae imagine doing such dirty work," Kirk replied flatly. 
 
    "I bet you cannae imagine doing any work at all," Berthia said with a scoff. "Work and people like you do not exactly go together. You're more of the lapdog sort of a person." 
 
    "I do work hard. I help at the stables, and I take care of the people I shall one day rule over. It's not as if you have ever worked either," Kirk said. 
 
    Berthia laughed. "Of course not! In fact, I do not see why someone in your position would choose to work. Is it only because you wish to brag about it?" 
 
    Kirk shook his head. "It's because everyone needs to understand the value of hard work." 
 
    Alison didn't add anything. She wasn't sure why, but it deeply hurt her the way Berthia replied, as though being a servant was something to be truly ashamed of. She zoned out, watching the river flow, as the other two bickered. Eventually, she felt Kirk's hand on her shoulder as he bid them farewell and made his way back to the castle. She smiled and nodded as he left, then turned to watch the river some more. 
 
    After a few minutes of silence, Berthia gripped Alison's hand softly. "Are you alright? You seem a bit sad. You can tell me if anything is bothering you. I am your friend, remember?" 
 
    For a moment, Alison did not dare reply, just watching the last petals she had thrown vanishing into the water. 
 
    "Is there owt wrong with being a servant?" Alison asked softly as Berthia's hand squeezed hers gently. 
 
    "Of course not," Berthia replied. "Nobody would choose that life, but there's nothing wrong with it." 
 
    "But if nobody would choose something, then there is something wrong with it," Alison said. "Why else would nobody choose it?" 
 
    "Because everyone has a destiny and a purpose in life. We're not supposed to covet what others have, but we're not supposed to go down either," Berthia said. 
 
    "Then it is just because we are less?" Alison asked. "It's not wrong; it is just... horribly undesirable?" She sighed a little and picked another daisy. 
 
    "It is always well to do what you were born to do. But it is always an insult to be called what you are not," Berthia explained. 
 
    "I would not be insulted if I were confused for a noble," Alison replied. "It is only insulting when you are accused of being something less than what you are. And being a servant is less than being a noble." 
 
    Berthia shook her head. "It is not. It is simply different." 
 
    "Different in a way that you not only would not want to be, but do not want to be confused for. Different in a way you don't even want to imagine being," Alison replied. 
 
    Berthia fell silent a while. "I cannae explain it, it is just different. And that is okay." 
 
    Alison was not convinced. She looked down at her face reflected in the water, still slightly grubby despite the fact she'd washed it. A few streaks of mud here and there. A matted head of straw-colored hair with clumps of dirt here and there. A plain, sallow, greyish face, tanned, but lacking in life and covered in dust. 
 
    She was not beautiful. She was not wealthy. She was not important. 
 
    Berthia could try and spare her feelings, but Alison knew the truth. And there wasn't a lot she could do about any of it. 
 
    She did dirty work. She was always dirty. Her clothes were dirty. Everything about her was just dirt and grime, things nobody wanted to touch or be associated with. 
 
    On her way home, Alison gathered a large bundle of wild flowers. Only the sweetest smelling ones would do. She looked high and low for them, ripping them from the banks and the fields, from between cracks in the pavement and from between vegetables in patches. She sniffed each and every one to make sure it smelled lovely. 
 
    She looked out for ones with pink and red tints, bright and beautiful as roses, only she would have had to pay for roses. But just because these flowers were free did not mean they were no good. 
 
    Making her way home, she sneaked in through the door. Nobody was home. Nobody could see her doing this. That was good. Her parents would probably tell her off. 
 
    But they could still walk in. The main room of the house was a communal living room, kitchen, and bedroom for her family. There was no privacy except in the attic, which she was forbidden from entering, and the closet where the boots were kept. 
 
    Locking herself in the closet, so nobody would see, she stripped out of her dirty rags and began rubbing the flowers into her skin, pressing hard and scrubbing with them. She rubbed and scrubbed as hard as she could, drawing the nectar from the flowers, watching as the cracks in the door illuminated her skin, the dirty mud being replaced with a rainbow of crushed petals. She kept rubbing until her entire body had been coated. 
 
    Looking down, she could vaguely see that thin red flush covered her whole body, making her skin darker than ever before, and she felt kind of sore. But she was not done. There was still more dirt to remove. 
 
    But she had to start with her skin. All the wealthy girls had beautiful pale skin. They had never worked a day in the sun, never ran around all summer in a tattered dress, growing browner and browner. Like the dirt on her skin, she needed to strip out the dirt from underneath it. 
 
    She was not just dirty inside and out, but she was ugly, too. She was poor, and could not afford to eat well and be plump and healthy like Berthia. She could not afford tints for her face like the other girls wore. She would have to improvise and learn to paint her face.  
 
    Mixing some flowers and herbs together, she made ointments which she rubbed into her face, to lighten it, and into her lips and cheeks, to flush them. She kept crushing more and more flowers and roots and herbs, applying them over and over, hoping to restore the whiteness to her face and the redness to her lips, hoping to walk out of the closet looking like one of those fine, beautiful noble girls. 
 
    Eventually, she ran out of herbs and flowers. She felt a slight panic. What if that hadn't been enough? What if she had applied it all unevenly and left herself brown on one side and white on the other? What if, even after all this effort, she was still ugly? 
 
    But the panic subsided as she felt her skin burning. It had to have worked. She had tried her very best. 
 
    Seizing the crushed remains of the herbs, she wandered out of the closet and made her way over to the bed she, her parents, and her little sisters all slept in together. She found a spare dress and wriggled into it, then sitting on the edge of the bed, wondering if anyone they knew possessed a looking glass so she could see what she had done. 
 
    It was oddly satisfying, though. 
 
    She did not know how she looked, and her skin felt very sore. But for the first time in her life she felt clean and pretty. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR  
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison continued her ritual every single day from then on. She had to make herself pretty and clean. Berthia claimed that there was no difference, but Alison herself could feel it. 
 
    She just felt cleaner, nicer, prettier. Every time she cleansed herself with flowers and herbs, it was as though another layer of poverty was being stripped from her body. The pain reminded her that she was better, she was rising, she was important. When she stopped feeling the pain, she had to scrub at her skin again. It was less about being paler and having rosy cheeks, and more about no longer smelling and feeling like she belonged in a pig pen. 
 
    Her skin was often sore, and she had developed a rash on her hands because of how hard she rubbed the flowers into herself. But it was worth it. She had a wonderful glow about her, she was never covered in dirt and grime any more, and she smelled beautifully of flowers. 
 
    Her final transformation was when she decided she was sick of her hair always being matted. She took a kitchen knife and cut off most of its length down to her shoulders, so it could be combed loose, and rubbed flowers into it also, so that streaks of rainbow colors ran through her hair, making it smell sweet and look as beautiful as she imagined a faerie's hair would look. 
 
    Finally, she had stopped being a dirty, ugly, poor girl. 
 
    The noble girls began to accept her. Her skin whitened with roots and the smell of poverty erased daily, Alison was suddenly no longer repulsive. She was pretty. She was delicate. She was wonderful. 
 
    They would talk to her about the bright colors running through her hair, about the scent of lavender and wild roses on her skin, about the gentle flush she got from hours of painful rubbing. They admired her beauty, and many sought to imitate her routine, trying to make themselves feel as attractive as her, trying to emulate her tricks in a more "ladylike" manner. 
 
    Those hours she spent talking about her skin and hair with the noble girls were the best hours of her day. 
 
    Of course, a girl of her stature could not afford to always be clean. There was still work that needed to be done. She had to get up early each morning and cover her hair with a rag as she went to shovel pig excrement into a wheelbarrow for her father to remove, spread straw about the sties, and empty buckets of vegetables into their slop troughs. 
 
    She even had to sit once a week and sort through rotten vegetables and fruits, picking off the good bits to feed to the pigs and tossing the rest into the barrel for the compost heap. After that, she had to bury herself up to her elbows in excrement and rotten vegetables as she turned the compost. 
 
    But at least then she could bathe in the river and scrub herself with flowers until she was clean and pretty again. After getting cleaned up, she could sit with the noble girls and eat sweets and talk about the handsome young men. It was such a beautiful thing, to finally be accepted. 
 
    And as she spent more time relaxing and eating with the noble girls, Alison began to slowly put on weight, fleshing out in her cheeks and body, starting to look less like a raggedy little street child and more and more like a little girl on the verge of puberty. Her hair thickened, her cheeks began to flush naturally, and her nails, meticulously cleaned, grew longer. Eventually, she was more accepted by the noble girls than even Berthia was. 
 
    And it was good that she had found new friends. Because although Kirk was still casually friendly to her and Berthia, he had become more distant due to his ever increasing responsibilities and tasks. Alison was a social butterfly, always eager to meet new people, to talk, and to have fun. 
 
    She never felt more alive than when she was talking to others, laughing with them, surrounded by their love and energy. And with Kirk gone and Berthia being so emotionally unavailable, Alison needed the comfort of new friends. 
 
    Of course, she knew they were only her friends because they wanted to learn her beauty secrets. So she made sure to always hide a little from them. Just enough so they would continue to involve her in their routines. 
 
    The ritual of waiting for the young men to come back from jousting continued, but a little differently. Now, these boys were in training. Most had volunteered to work as soldiers for the Laird, and the few which had not done so were in line to become knights anyway. All of them needed a full military education, which took place far beyond the town and took up the better part of the day. 
 
    They rarely spoke of what they did when training. All Alison knew was that they set off in full armor with weapons and came back ten times as tired as they had from jousting, sometimes even injured. 
 
    Of course, strong young men coming back in full armor was even more exciting than them coming back from jousting, and the girls couldn't get enough. 
 
    Rather than obsess over the three or four highest ranking of the young men and largely disregard the others, the girls' tastes had diversified. Some preferred the strongest fighters. Some preferred the tallest young man. Some looked out for the ones with the finest hair and eyes. Some pursued the boy with the roguish attitude. 
 
    Most of the girls also had a few boys they fancied, rather than just the one. As puberty reached them, they found themselves debating the merits of each boy, and ranking them on a scale. There were frequent arguments and votes about who was the most attractive. 
 
    But Alison still only had eyes for Kirk. Many of the other girls ignored him entirely, either because he was too gentle or because they believed him to be out of their league. But Alison could not help but love him and only him. Something about him was just magical, and the other young men could not hold a candle to him.  
 
    Perhaps it was precisely his kindness that drew her to him. Perhaps it was the fact that he had paid her attention when she was younger. She could not quite work it out, no matter how hard she tried. All she knew was that as soon as she spotted him, everyone else may as well have stopped existing. 
 
    From time to time, one of the noble young men would descend from his steed and grace the ladies with his presence. The girls would gossip about who would greet them in advance. It had become a bit of a game between the young men and the young women, with the women trying to persuade their favorite to dismount, and the men dropping hints about who would talk to them on any given day. 
 
    Alison generally did not bother much with this. Most of the time, it was one of the same three young men who would dismount. But this time was different.  
 
    "I think it will be Kirk," a girl said boldly. 
 
    "He is the son of the Laird, he has no time to gossip with us," another replied. 
 
    "No, no, I agree. It will be him. I think I heard him say so," another girl interrupted. 
 
    Alison didn't get involved, but she felt a slight pull in her chest. It was possible they were wrong, of course. But generally, the girls had been right about which of the young men would sit and talk with them. She couldn't take any chances. 
 
    Knowing that it could be Kirk who would greet her and talk to her, Alison wanted to evade her evening work. She could not be sorting through rotten vegetables when Kirk arrived. She had to be there, clean and beautiful, to greet him. 
 
    But her mother had other ideas. 
 
    "I have been thinking, Alison," her mother began. "That perhaps you could go and stay with grannie." 
 
    "Why?" Alison asked, pouting already. 
 
    "She is old, and blind. You are her eldest granddaughter, and at twelve, you are more than old enough to help her at home," her mother explained. 
 
    Alison shook her head. "But I wish to stay with my friends." 
 
    "I know," her mother replied. "But that is precisely the problem. You are spending too much time with them and barely working. I bet you don't even recall that tonight is vegetable night." 
 
    Alison felt a shiver of dread. It was. She was supposed to sort through the scraps to make sure they were not too rotten for the pigs. 
 
    "Do we need to sort the vegetables tonight?" Alison asked. 
 
    "Aye, we must," her mother said. "And the pig sties need another cleaning. They've already messed the straw, and it will be a cold night. They need dry bedding." 
 
    Alison sighed. "I could do both jobs later." 
 
    "It will be too dark," her mother replied. 
 
    "In the morning?" Alison said, trying to keep her hopes up. 
 
    "Alison, you must do your jobs," her mother insisted. "We cannae afford for the pigs to miss a feeding, else they will all die and then what? Your father and I depend on those pigs. You depend on those pigs. I know you want to be with your friends, but one night is not going to do you any harm, and you can see them again in the morning." 
 
    Not able to think of anything else to reply, Alison went straight to the pig sties. If she got it all done very quickly, perhaps she would be able to get clean and go and see Kirk once it was all done. It was her only hope. With all his duties, he might never stop to talk to the girls again. This was her one and only opportunity to make him notice her. 
 
    Alison was a bit disgruntled, but she worked hard nonetheless. After all, she would see Kirk later, so all would be well, no? It would all be worth it in the end. 
 
    She emptied the barrel of rotten vegetables, cutting and ripping the worst bits off and throwing the good bits into the bucket for the pigs to get in the morning. 
 
    She shoveled the wet, dirty straw into a wheelbarrow and wheeled it, along with the moldy, slimy vegetable parts, all the way to the compost heap, where she tipped it all out.  
 
    Then she went to the barn to gather some straw. The bales were huge, but her father had showed her how to untie them, take an armful of straw for the barrow, and retie them. If she was stronger she could probably do this in a single trip, but a whole bale was too much for her. 
 
    So she rushed back and forth, back and forth, emptying barrow after barrow of straw onto the bare floor of the pig sties, spreading it around with a rake. 
 
    As she finished emptying the last wheelbarrow of straw bedding and spread it around, she saw that the sky had turned red, and heard the familiar clip clop of horses’ hooves on the stones outside. The young men were back from training. 
 
    She would have no time to clean herself. 
 
    Was it that bad? 
 
    She quickly finished spreading the straw and then rushed over to the water pail to rinse her hands and face. She splashed herself with cold water a few times, scrubbing the dirt away as best she could. There was no time for herbs and flowers now. Not even for a change of clothes. 
 
    As the water slowly became still, she looked at her reflection in the water pail. She was a complete and utter mess, as she always used to be. Mud and grime streaked across her face. Hands caked in dirt, pig excrement wedged under her finger nails. Hair a complete mess, dirty, with bits of straw in it. 
 
    She looked hideous. 
 
    She looked dirty. 
 
    She looked poor. 
 
    Sitting down on the floor of the pig sty, she held back a sob. 
 
    She felt completely and utterly disgusting. How could she go and see Kirk like that? How could she face her new friends looking like that? 
 
    It was her only opportunity, though. A chance like this would never come again. 
 
    The other girls could judge her if they wanted to. They didn't matter. And surely Kirk, being her friend, would not mind if she was a bit messy?  
 
    He would probably tease her, of course. He would probably say a few things jokingly, and then compliment her on being such a hard worker. Didn't he admire people who worked hard? Didn't he have respect for the working farmers and tradespeople of the town? 
 
    Then he would be kind to her. In fact, she would stand out from the other girls. 
 
    If they bullied her, no doubt he would step in and tell them all off for being lazy and for insulting a hard working young woman who was probably the only reason they had pork pies to eat. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    He would stand up for her. 
 
    And then, she could kiss him. 
 
    Perhaps.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE  
 
      
 
      
 
    Running as fast as her legs could carry her, Alison only hoped that she would not miss seeing Kirk again. It had been too long since she had been near him, been able to touch his skin and talk to him... She missed him so much. Just seeing him every day was not enough. She needed to actually be with him. 
 
    Of course, she could never marry him. She was too lowly, he was too important. But that didn't matter. Marriage would be a wonderful thing, but just seeing him again and talking to him was better than nothing at all. 
 
    It had been too long since they last spent any time together, and she looked forward to talking and laughing with him, to touching him. 
 
    Most definitely touching him. For some reason, her body yearned for the sensation of touching his, her skin burned, not with the same heat of the flowers she used to clean herself, but with a sensation of emptiness, begging for his contact. 
 
    She had never wanted to be touched so badly before. 
 
    But now it was all she could think of. 
 
    Her stomach did somersaults as she imagined his skin on hers, his hands running through her hair, his lips brushing her lips. It was indecent, of course. And she wasn't exactly sure what happened after that. But she knew that was what her parents did to show one another love. And, for reasons she did not quite yet understand, she wanted to do the same. She wanted to feel every inch of his skin against every inch of hers. 
 
    Arriving in the plaza, she saw the young men were already there, dismounted, walking their horses to the stables. And sitting on a small bench to the side was the person she had been longing to see all day. The most handsome young man on earth. Kirk.  
 
    The girls were already crowding around him as he spoke to them of what plans the Laird had for balls and events in the days to come. Although he was not the favorite of every girl who was present, they still understood he was an important young man, and hung off his every word. Some of the older girls were even more overt than that, moving in close and resting their hands on his shoulders, or in one case, her head on his knee. 
 
    Alison waited at the back, ashamed to be seen, but happy to just hear his voice and gaze upon him for as long as he would stay. 
 
    "I'm sorry, my bonnie lassies," Kirk said eventually. "I must return to the castle. But I shall see you all at the ball later." 
 
    He stood up, and the girls made some protesting sounds, but moved aside, giving him space to stand and stretch and look about himself. 
 
    "Now, now," he said in response to their complaints. "I shall see you again soon, and we shall be able to talk some more. You are all invited to the ball later tonight, so make sure to come, and I will tell you all about anything you want to hear about." 
 
    The girls began to chat excitedly among each other, some almost forgetting that Kirk was still there. He just smiled and, as he departed, made sure to say goodbye to every girl who waited for him. 
 
    Alison watched as Kirk planted a warm kiss on the cheek of every girl around him. He moved through the crowd, leaving each girl swooning. 
 
    Alison herself was not sure what to do. She wanted to touch him. She wanted him to kiss her on the cheek. But she also did not want to call attention to herself, lest the other girls notice her and make fun of her for how dirty she was. It was a difficult situation. 
 
    As he was about to walk right by her, she couldn't help herself. She reached out and grabbed his shoulder, stopping him from walking for a split second, making eye contact with him. She smiled as he gazed at her, seemingly not recognizing her in her present state. 
 
    Only then did she realize what a mess she was. Her hand was dirty and smelled. Her hair was matted. Kirk looked at the hand she had placed on his shoulder and recoiled a bit. She let go immediately, feeling overwhelmed with shame, and felt her face grow hot. 
 
    A small part of her expected him to laugh or apologize, to say any of the hundreds of things she had rehearsed in her head earlier that day. But he did not. He smiled awkwardly, then turned away from her and carried on into the castle. 
 
    She did not get her kiss on the cheek. She did not even get a greeting, not a single word to acknowledge her. She got only a disgusted reaction. Looking around nervously, she wondered whether anyone had seen what had happened. 
 
    Most of the other girls did not notice him avoiding her. It had been only a few seconds of interaction, and all of them had been focused on Kirk, waiting for their turn to be kissed. She breathed a sigh of relief. At least her friends would not turn on her. But she would have to leave as soon as possible if she was to avoid being detected and mocked. 
 
    Alison slipped out of the crowd and began to make her way towards the gates. Once she was out of the courtyard, nothing would matter. Nobody would mind that she was dirty out and about in town.  
 
    As she backed away, glancing over her shoulder to see Kirk vanish into the castle, she bumped right into Berthia. Her friend began laughing, covering her mouth with her hand to stifle it.  
 
      
 
    "I'm so sorry," Berthia said, shaking her head. "It is only that... sorry... that was ridiculous," she said. "Did you really expect him to kiss you looking like that?" 
 
    "I guess I wasn't thinking," Alison said, looking around nervously, hoping nobody else had seen her.  
 
    "You can say that again," Berthia replied. "Why did you even come, knowing he would be here talking to everyone, knowing you looked like this?" 
 
    Alison shook her head a little. "I suppose I thought he was a friend and that he would not mind." 
 
    "No, Alison, our future Laird probably wants to be treated with a little more respect than that," Berthia explained, gesturing up and down Alison's body. "You have to take a little pride in yourself, to try and look your best. He might have been our friend once, but he is not any more. He is a nobleman, and he doesn't want to touch a dirty, messy peasant girl." 
 
    Alison tried to move towards the gates again, but Berthia gripped her arm. "What now?" Alison snapped at her friend. 
 
    "I didn't mean to offend you.  I just... I'm sorry. I thought it was funny that you came here looking like that," Berthia said. "You know how I say things without thinking." 
 
    "Yes, I know that all too well," Alison replied, pulling her arm away from Berthia and storming out of the castle courtyard into the town. 
 
    Although she tried to act indignant and hide her suffering behind anger, Berthia's words cut right into Alison's heart. It was true, she was a mess. And Berthia was right: she had insulted Kirk. She had come to see him, knowing he would be there, looking like the dirty peasant she was. And she had grabbed him, expecting him to hold her and kiss her when she looked and smelled like a pig sty. It would be no wonder if he never wanted to see her again after that. 
 
    In fact, she wasn't sure she could bear to see him again after what had just happened. She could not live with the shame of it all. 
 
    Alison made her way towards home as fast as she could, feeling at once small and the center of attention. 
 
    She was so small and insignificant compared to the noble girls, compared to Kirk. She was a dirty, ugly, pathetic little peasant girl. He hadn't even seen her until she grabbed his arm, and even then, the idea of touching her had insulted him. She was nothing. 
 
    And yet, she felt that all eyes were upon her, even here, in one of the poorest parts of town. She was dirty and ugly. Dirtier and uglier than any girl had ever been before her. She was nothing more than a pile of mud and straw, pig excrement and rotten vegetables. 
 
    She was filthy. 
 
    She changed course and ran out of the castle walls, through the external parts of town, past the barns, right down to the river, throwing herself in, clothes and all, with a loud splash. 
 
    Holding her breath, Alison squatted down under the cold water, feeling it tugging on her clothes as she sank to the bottom, her feet feeling the pebbles through her flimsy cloth shoes. 
 
    Kicking the river bed, she pushed herself up to the top, breaking out of the water a few yards down the river, dragged by the lazy pull of the light current. 
 
    With a few strong strokes, she drew herself back into the shallows and, sitting on the bed, lay back, the few inches of water lapping at her. 
 
    As the dirt fell from her skin and clothes, she breathed a sigh of relief. She would be clean again. It would be too late, though. She watched as the bits of dirt turned the water brown. Brown like her tanned skin. Brown like her dirty blonde hair. Brown like the pig excrement she was.  
 
    And then, the water slowly turned clear again as the dirt was washed downstream. 
 
    Bit by bit, piece by piece, the dirt left every part of her and was washed away, leaving her soaked and chilled to the bone, but refreshed, cleansed, and a little bit happier with herself. She felt like a werewolf turning back into a human again. She felt almost normal. 
 
    A shiver shook her entire body. 
 
    Staying in wet clothes was not good for her. 
 
    Climbing out of the water, she laid her clothes out on the flat stones to dry and picked some wild flowers to rub into her skin. The stones were still warm from the sunlight and would, hopefully, stay warm long enough to mostly dry her clothes. And in the meantime, she could finish cleansing her skin and hair, scenting herself with flowers, blushing her cheeks, dying the strands of hair until she was a worthwhile person again. 
 
    She sat on one of the warm flat stones, rubbing her budding body with the herbs and flowers, pressing hard until her skin flushed red and bruises began appearing in spots. 
 
    And then, she heard it. 
 
    Footsteps behind her. 
 
    Startled, she turned around, hoping it was a woman or a child, and not a man stalking her, or some angry wild beast ready to eat her. 
 
    It was Kirk. Alison felt a heat rising to her face and dove right back into the water again, covering her nakedness. The water was icy cold, but it was better than Kirk seeing her naked body. 
 
    She stared up at him, feeling helpless, wondering how long he had been there, how much of her he had seen, what he thought of her now that he knew the secret to her charms. 
 
    He blushed bright red, smiled, turned around, and left the way he had come. 
 
    He was mocking her. He hated her. She knew it. 
 
    No doubt Kirk would be going home to attend the ball. The ball where all her friends would be. And then telling them he had seen her naked by the river, rubbing plants into her naked skin until she bruised. Nobody would like her anymore. 
 
    It was too much humiliation for her. Recalling what her mother had said about her ailing grandmother the next town over, Alison made her decision. She would leave. 
 
    Slipping back into her still damp clothes, she made her way back home, trying to move fast enough to not catch a chill, slow enough to not be noticed by anyone. She had to get home, get dry, put on some warm clothes... and then tell her mother that she planned on leaving. 
 
    It was the only way.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been six years, a month, and four days since that had happened. And now Alison was back. Although Berthia had never forgotten the shame she and Kirk had caused Alison, she had also adopted a new perspective on it. She understood now that she had been barely even a teenager, unable to express her emotions clearly. And Alison had been the same, unable to communicate as she wanted. 
 
    And, now being the same age as Kirk had been when the incident took place, Berthia understood him even better. He had not wanted to insult Alison, but he had not wanted to embarrass himself. He was trapped in a situation without true solution. 
 
    Yet despite how much she believed she had matured herself, Berthia was surprised by how much Alison had grown and matured, physically and personally, over the years she had been gone. 
 
    There was no trace at all of the awkward child who always wanted to socialize and never knew how. No sign of the dirty little girl who was ashamed of the fact she had to clean the pig sties. Alison had matured wonderfully. She was tall and curvy. Her hair had lightened, and her skin had browned more evenly, giving her an exotic appeal. She walked with a determination Berthia had only before seen in proud working men and boys, never in a young woman her own age. 
 
    Although Alison still could not read or write, her grandmother had taught her much about how to be a more respectable young lady. She was still poor, but now she could cook and sew. She had enough skills that she did not need to rely on cleaning up after animals for a living. Now, she could make and mend dresses, cook stews, even make candles and soaps. Her nails were longer, and she wore subtle red tint on her cheeks and lips, showing that although she was a working woman, she was a respectable working woman, who valued her beauty and her body. 
 
    Alison was a complete, mature young lady ready for marriage, children and whatever else life would throw her way. All in six years. 
 
    That was not to say she was the only one who had grown in that time. Berthia herself had also discovered femininity. She worked hard on her appearance, ate a little less to keep her figure trim, and made a point of being kinder and more polite. True subtlety still eluded her, but she was much less likely to offend people every time she opened her mouth. 
 
    But she had also discovered her emotions. Whereas, as a child, she had no time for love, for tragedy, or for drama, now she felt a strong pull towards everything emotional and social. And one manifestation of that was that she was now just as interested in Kirk as any other noble young woman. It was like she woke up one day at the age of sixteen and realized how strong, how handsome, and how important he was. 
 
    She lived alongside the young Laird and his family in the castle, and she hoped that through their friendship, she might persuade his heart to open up to her so they could, perhaps, one day marry. 
 
    Having her best friend home after so long was the finishing touch that made her life perfect. 
 
    Berthia had found Alison some work in the castle kitchens, mending dresses for the maids and watching over the roasts. It was good work, compared to cleaning pig pens. And Alison seemed genuinely thrilled to have been offered this role. 
 
    Berthia guided her dear friend to her new quarters, where Alison promptly collapsed on the bed and fell asleep, exhausted from her long journey and from several nights sleeping on the roadside. 
 
    Deciding to let her rest, Berthia softly closed the door and went to the great hall, where Kirk rested, listening to some bards playing a cheerful tune. Berthia moved up to where Kirk was sitting, curtsied, and then sat down on a chair beside him. 
 
    "Alison is back," Berthia remarked to Kirk with a smile. "You remember her, don't you? My friend from when I was a wee bairn?"  
 
    Kirk nodded. "Aye, I remember her. How could I forget! You two were inseparable. Like sisters. Where is she now?" 
 
    "I have given her work in the kitchens, so now she is sleeping in the kitchen maids' quarters," Berthia explained. "She had a long journey and needs to rest." 
 
    "Oh, that beautiful tall woman who you took to the kitchens?" Kirk asked. "That is Alison? My, she has grown, hasn't she?" 
 
    Berthia nodded. "Aye, she truly has blossomed. She has her father's height." 
 
    "And her mother's golden hair. It has been some time since any of her family have been here, but I do not recall any being quite as beautiful as she is," Kirk remarked. "Are you certain it is she?" 
 
    Berthia laughed. "I am most certain. She may be very different, but I would know my dear friend anywhere." 
 
    "Time has treated her very kindly indeed," Kirk said with a sharp nod. "Perhaps I ought to go and greet her, when she is awake?" 
 
    "Perhaps," Berthia said, suddenly feeling a pang of jealousy. 
 
    There was a slight glimmer in Kirk's eyes as he spoke of Alison. It made Berthia's chest and stomach grow tight, and she grit her teeth. 
 
    She had thought she had a good chance of becoming his wife. She had never seen him speak about any other woman with love or lust in his eyes. She had been assuming, for these last two years, that he would wait for her to be ready, and then they could wed. 
 
    One thing she had not planned on was this. Kirk had seen Alison, now a fully adult young woman, and seemed to have fallen in love with her at very first sight. This was not how it was supposed to go. 
 
    She knew Alison had loved Kirk when they were younger. And at the time, she hadn't minded. After all, he had been just another guy to her then. And seeing Alison again, it had not occurred to her that there would be any risk now. Many years had passed, Alison had barely spoken of Kirk, and Kirk had never loved her when they were all young.  
 
    But now the game was changing. 
 
    Kirk was interested in Alison. And, whether Alison still loved Kirk or not, she would be a fool to reject the advances of the most powerful man she would ever meet. He was Laird of Caithness, after all, and even being his mistress would be better than continuing to be a simple maid. 
 
    "I suppose I ought to invite her to dinner with us, actually," Kirk said with a soft smile. "We did not part on good terms. I should do something to make sure that she forgives me for all I've done. On the other hand, perhaps she already has? Did she mention me?" 
 
    Berthia hesitated. "Oh, aye, briefly," she replied. 
 
    Kirk sighed in relief. "Then she said nothing bad? That is good to know. I would like for us to start again on good terms. We are all adults now, are we not? It will be nice to hear how the years caring for her grandmother have treated her." 
 
    For a moment, Berthia's heart raced. Then, an idea struck her. "Actually, she is still very much insulted by what happened," Berthia said, shaking her head gently. "You have to understand, even poor women have pride."  
 
    "Oh," Kirk replied, his voice falling slightly. "I had no idea." 
 
    "I was not sure how to tell you, but you deserve to be warned. She said she is still angry that you turned away from her in front of all her friends, and even angrier that you saw her naked in the river," Berthia elaborated. "She feels you attacked her emotionally and physically that day." 
 
    Kirk paused and stared into the distance. "Is there nothing I can do to beg for her forgiveness?" 
 
    "I would say that reducing yourself to begging may not be a good idea. She is a good young woman, but you are a Laird, you must hold onto some dignity," Berthia replied quickly. 
 
    He sighed and shook his head a little. "It's hard to believe that is even her. But I shall respect her wishes and stay away." 
 
    Berthia nodded. "That is for the best. After all, she is my dear friend. I would hate for her to leave because of something you said. I would not want to choose between the two of you." 
 
    "Aye, it is not fair to make you choose between your two best friends," Kirk replied, standing up and making his way towards the door. 
 
    His words were like daggers to Berthia's heart. Best friend. Only a friend. After all these years, did he still not see her as anything else? 
 
    "Oh, and Berthia," he said, pausing and turning around. 
 
    "Aye, my Laird?" she asked. 
 
    "Just... please tell her that I am deeply sorry for insulting her. I was not sure how to react when she touched me," he replied. "Just something like that. So she knows that nothing that happened was meant to insult her." 
 
    "I beg your pardon if I am overstepping my bounds but I'm afraid that insults are not something you decide upon for others. You can tell her you did not mean to insult her, but it is up to her whether she decides to feel insulted or not," Berthia replied. 
 
    "I understand," Kirk said with a firm nod. 
 
    "It seems to be troubling you greatly," Berthia remarked. "Any particular reason? Perhaps I can help?" 
 
    He laughed nervously. "That day still haunts me. I cannot believe how poorly I treated our friend. I ought to have made things right long ago."  
 
    Berthia stood and walked over to where he was waiting by the door. "Why should it haunt you? We all do foolish things when we are young. You must let go of them." 
 
    He shook his head. "I was no younger than you are now. I should have known better. I even went to apologize to her that very day, but I could not." 
 
    "Why not?" Berthia asked. 
 
    "I saw something I should not have, and I suppose after two incidents in one day, I did not wish to risk any more. I saw her naked in the river," he replied. "I was so embarrassed, and so was she. I just went back home right away. She never came to the ball, even though she was invited, and the next day she left. I should have apologized there at the river and brought her back to the ball." 
 
    Berthia just nodded. Internally, she was praising her lucky stars. She did not dare to imagine how differently everything could have been if Kirk had been able to apologize to Alison, if she had attended the ball, never left the town and remained there all those years. 
 
    Kirk would not have resisted her. Those stunning curves, those green eyes, that more mellow nature, always by his side. They would probably be married already. 
 
    Berthia kissed his hand softly. "It is fine. You and I have one another, and I shall make sure that Alison is looked after."  
 
    Kirk smiled and caressed Berthia's cheek, his rough, warm hand feeling like pure magic against her skin. "Thank you so much, Berthia. I am so glad I had you here all these years. You have been a true friend to me, all along." 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her cheek tenderly. She felt like slapping him. A friend. Only a friend? 
 
    She wanted to be so much more than that. She wanted him to notice her. She wanted him to embrace her and kiss her and make her his own. She wanted him to marry her. Nothing less.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN  
 
      
 
      
 
    Berthia was not sure how, but she knew she had to keep Alison away from Kirk. Kirk was smitten by Alison, that much was certain. 
 
    It was not right to stalk someone, much less to stalk the Laird of Caithness. But Berthia needed to make sure she knew what he was doing. And now that she knew, she did not like it. 
 
    Every time he went for a walk across the castle grounds, or past the kitchens, he would stop and look for her. If his eyes landed on her, he would wait and watch a while, until she turned and noticed him. Their eyes would lock, he would smile, and then he would carry on. 
 
    He was like a lovesick puppy. 
 
    And how could Alison not love Kirk still? Kirk was even more handsome and important than he had been back when Alison had loved him. He was the same man he had been at eighteen, but now, at twenty four, he was a more mature, healthier, stronger, prouder version. 
 
    If even someone like Berthia, who had not been at all interested in men or marriage, could appreciate all that Kirk had become, then Alison had to be in love with him also. 
 
    Sitting down beside her friend in the garden, Berthia felt torn. She loved her friend, but she also loved Kirk. 
 
    "Do you remember why you left?" Berthia asked tentatively. 
 
    "How could I forget?" Alison answered back. 
 
    Berthia nodded. "I was just wondering how you felt about it now." 
 
    "Truth be told, I have forgiven him," Alison replied gently. "He was young, so was I. There was much confusion, much pride at stake."  
 
    "He was no younger than we are now," Berthia replied flatly. "We would have known better than to act as he did, so why didn't he?" 
 
    Alison laughed a little. "Knowing better and doing better are two different things. Perhaps, if either of us were put on the spot like he was, we would have acted exactly the same way." 
 
    Berthia nodded and smiled. "Aye, it is true." She looked up at the clouds hanging in the bright blue sky, watching them gently crawl across the heavens. 
 
    "And, truth be told, he has grown even more handsome," Alison added quietly. "I know he would not be interested in a simple servant girl like myself, but I cannae help but long for him. Especially when he is wandering the grounds and he smiles at me." 
 
    Berthia felt the ache in her chest growing. She could not hurt her friend. But she could not lose the man she had grown to love. What was she supposed to do? 
 
    She could help Alison and Kirk encounter each other. But what if they did not get along? Or what if Kirk's mother did not approve of Alison? Then Berthia would have to choose between her friends. 
 
    And if they did get along and it resulted in marriage? Then Berthia would forever be the third wheel, always watching their happiness, never in a position to claim her own. 
 
    She had to make a decision, and only one felt right to her. 
 
    If she tried to help pair them up, it was possible that four people would be upset. If she made sure they never united, then the worst case scenario was that two people would be upset. It was for the best. 
 
    Berthia knew she was biased, but she hoped that the decision which helped her would help everyone. 
 
    In the time since Alison left, Kirk had provided her so much love and comfort. He had been her one true friend through the years. Why should she have to become a martyr? Why should she give up on happiness? 
 
    No. 
 
    It was best for everyone if Berthia married Kirk, and Alison went far, far away. Then it could go back to the way it had been for the last six years. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kirk walked up to where Berthia was sitting on the river bank and rested a hand on her shoulder. "You look sad today, rude lassie," he remarked. "Can I help?"  
 
    Berthia scoffed. "You cannae help me. Nobody can help me." 
 
    "I can try my best, though," Kirk replied. "How can I even try if you will not tell me what the problem is?" 
 
    "My friend left," Berthia said without thinking. 
 
    "Alison? The pig sty girl?" Kirk asked. 
 
    Berthia nodded. "Aye, she is gone. Went to another town." 
 
    "How long until she returns?" he carried on. 
 
    Berthia sniffled. "Never." 
 
    "Never?" Kirk asked with slight surprise in his voice. 
 
    "Not as far as I know. She needed to go and look after her grandmother. She is blind, you see. Her grandmother, not Alison. And Alison is going to care for the house for her," Berthia explained.  
 
    Kirk nodded. "That's a very good and kind thing to do," he replied. 
 
    "I know," Berthia said. 
 
    They sat together watching the river roll by for a few minutes. 
 
    "You know part of the reason she left is because of you?" Berthia said indignantly.  
 
    Kirk sighed and nodded. "I ken. I wish I had been able to be kinder to her. But we must not fret over what might have been, or what we should have done." 
 
    Berthia nodded, feeling suddenly reassured. "I love her. She was like the sister I never had." 
 
    "And you're going to miss her very much," Kirk said. "But you must also look after yourself."  
 
    Berthia looked over to him. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You can't sit here, by the river, crying forever. You had a good friend and she is gone, but do not let that define your life. You must move forward, always," he explained. 
 
    Berthia hesitated, then nodded and smiled. "I see. That makes good sense." 
 
    "Tell me," Kirk said. "Why is it that you were always so mean to me, so stubborn and cold and rude, when she was around? You seem like a nice girl most of the time. Did I do anything to offend either of you? I mean before... the incident." 
 
    Berthia felt a tug in her heart. "You were very kind to her. I am sorry for being rude to you. I just... I didn't like the thought that a boy would take my friend away."  
 
    Kirk laughed a little. "Did she fancy me, then?" 
 
    Berthia nodded. "Aye, she did. She thought you were the most fantastic thing in the whole wide world. She loved you." 
 
    "I am very flattered," Kirk replied with a laugh. "But she is a little young for a man like me." 
 
    Berthia laughed back. "Aye, you are." 
 
    "Do you fancy me?" Kirk asked. 
 
    Berthia made a gagging sound. "Not a bit! You're as nasty and smelly as any other boy. Or man." 
 
    "That's good to know," Kirk replied. "I don't want to make another girl leave town." 
 
    "Although perhaps then I could be with my friend," Berthia replied, sniffing again. "I didn't have any other true friends here. They all think I'm fat and dumb and too lowly bred to be friends with them." 
 
    "I can be your friend," Kirk replied with a smile. "I need a friend like you, who doesn't kiss my butt." 
 
    "Really?" Berthia asked, her heart lighting up. "I would love a friend I can trust." 
 
    "Aye, really. So long as you don't start telling me I'm wonderful and perfect for no reason, we can be friends," Kirk replied. 
 
    "Oh, there is no risk of that at all," Berthia replied, laughing. 
 
    *** 
 
    They had spent so much time growing closer and closer together. And he had awoken something in Berthia. Something she didn't even know she had. 
 
    For the first four years they had been friends, she had simply felt reassured and happy to have him. It was not quite like having Alison, but it was a good alternative. She enjoyed talking with him, sitting by the river with him, and watching him joust when he had enough time. 
 
    And then, when she was sixteen, something inside her changed. Suddenly, she felt a pull towards him. Whenever he touched her, she felt warm and excited. She anticipated every meeting, every conversation with him. 
 
    At first she had tried to deny it to herself. To pretend it was something else. 
 
    But it was not. 
 
    And, unguarded, that little seed of affection had blossomed into a full flower of love for Kirk. 
 
    She pinned all her hopes and dreams on the prospect of marrying him. 
 
    And now that Alison was back, she was in two minds. She loved her friend, but she was also afraid for her relationship with Kirk. She wanted Alison to be by her side, but she wanted Kirk's attraction to Alison to stop. 
 
    The two were incompatible. She could not live with her best friends and prevent them from seeing one another. Especially not when, even though they had not yet spoken, there was obvious chemistry building between them. It was only a matter of time until something happened. 
 
    She tried to keep him busy as much as she could. But there was only so much she could do with an independent man. She tried keeping Alison busy, but of course, that could never stop Kirk from finding her. 
 
    And then, as she knew it would, it happened. 
 
    He was gone. She tried to tell herself it was fine, but a sense of dread overwhelmed her. Something was wrong. 
 
    She began looking for him, hoping, in her heart of hearts, that he would just happen to be walking in the gardens, or meeting with his knights, or riding his horse. Anything, anywhere, but talking with Alison. 
 
    But she knew this hope was in vain. It was as though a sixth sense was telling her she was too late. She wandered out into the garden and walked around the castle, slowly making her way towards the kitchen door. 
 
    She saw them, standing together in the garden by the kitchen window, talking and laughing together. He seemed so happy. She seemed too sweet. Berthia felt nothing but pain seeing them so happy together. 
 
    She loved them both. 
 
    She loved them both so very, very much. 
 
    But their happiness right now was destroying her. 
 
    Berthia wanted to run back inside the house. She wanted to weep and shout. She wanted to hide in her room and never come out again 
 
    She was frozen on the spot. 
 
    She watched helplessly as her friends carried on talking and laughing together. Then, just as it looked as though Alison was about to wander into the kitchen again, Kirk leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. 
 
    Berthia saw red. 
 
    This was not right. This was as wrong as anything could be. 
 
    Walking back towards the main doors of the castle, Kirk saw Berthia and, oblivious to the pain he had caused her, smiled. "I spoke to Alison," he said. 
 
    Berthia nodded. "Aye, I saw," she replied. 
 
    "We had a good talk, I asked her about what happened back then, and she says she forgives me," Kirk said with a smile. "I am so glad. Aren't you glad, too? Now, we can all be friends together again, just like when we were young." 
 
    Berthia nodded again. "Aye, it is wonderful," she replied, trying to sound genuinely happy for them. 
 
    Kirk's grin widened. "I think this is the start of something wonderful, don't you? We ought to celebrate." 
 
    And with that, he walked back to the castle. 
 
    As he turned the corner, Berthia collapsed onto the grass, buried her face in her hands, and wept.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison felt a strange sense of peace as she sat in the kitchen sewing. It was nice to know that Kirk and she could forgive one another. That was, of course, a very pleasant thing. She had wanted to reach that level of forgiveness and happiness a long time ago, and it was good they had finally resolved the argument. 
 
    The kiss had been a little surprising. 
 
    She knew she was beautiful. She had been told often enough. But she had assumed she was beautiful for a peasant girl. She never, in a million years, would have thought a man of Kirk's standing would be interested in her. 
 
    And, it had genuinely surprised her when his lips met hers. 
 
    But she also felt a draw towards him. It was like that kiss had dragged out all the love she once had for him. It had not gone away in all those years, it seemed. That love had just been bottled away, waiting for an opportunity to escape, and now it was gushing from her heart, flooding her mind, and wrecking her senses. It was beyond her control, and she felt as overwhelmed with her love for him as she had been back when they were children. 
 
    Of course, back then she would have just repressed it all. Back then, he was an adult man and she was an overly enthusiastic child. 
 
    It was different now, though. He was interested in her, too. Her plain features had blossomed over the years and now she was a rare flower. She was a fully mature woman, inside and out, and she knew how to handle herself. 
 
    Whereas six years ago her love had been very much one-sided, now they were on even ground. It could still go wrong along the way, but at least there was some potential. 
 
      
 
    Hearing a knock at the kitchen door, Alison's heart leapt. What if it was Kirk again? What if he had come back to kiss her and hold her some more? Or, what if he had come for something else? 
 
    Alison adjusted her dress and quickly glanced at her reflection in a pan that was hanging on the wall. She looked acceptable. 
 
    "Come in," she said, holding her breath a little. 
 
    It was Berthia. Alison smiled and stood up, setting her work aside, moving to embrace her dear friend. Although it was not Kirk, Alison felt no less thrilled. She loved Berthia like a sister, and no amount of love for any man would break that bond. And yet, as they embraced, Berthia's hug felt a little weak.  
 
    Alison drew back and looked into Berthia's eyes. Her friend's whole expression seemed so broken. "What is the matter?" Alison asked. "What is wrong? You look so unwell. Here, take a seat." 
 
    Berthia nodded and sat down beside Alison, who held her friend's hand reassuringly, waiting to hear the news. 
 
    "I have come to warn you," Berthia began, looking sad. "I saw you talking to Kirk earlier in the gardens. And I saw him kiss you." 
 
    Alison blushed. "Aye. We were talking and I suppose he wanted to show me that he appreciated me," she replied. "It took me a little by surprise. I think he was quite excited that I had forgiven him, and we can be friends again. Or more than friends, as the case may be." 
 
    "I suppose you are quite happy about your reconciliation?" Berthia asked. 
 
    Something about the tone of Berthia's voice made Alison hesitant to reply. She dismissed that thought and just smiled and nodded eagerly. "Aye." 
 
    "I am glad for all that," Berthia insisted. "But I cannot sit by, knowing how much he hurt you last time, and not speak."  
 
    "Oh, I have forgiven him completely," Alison replied with a sigh of relief. "And I did so before he kissed me. I cannae live forever bearing a grudge against a man for a mistake he made in his youth. And I know what you said about him being our same age when it happened, and I know that he should have thought better... but he made a mistake. I shall not burden him with it forever."  
 
    "It is not about that. Or, not completely," Berthia replied. 
 
    Alison raised an eyebrow. "What, then?" 
 
    "I simply do not want you to go through the same experience again. He is betrothed, and destined to marry, someone else," Berthia said sternly, avoiding eye contact with Alison. 
 
    Alison's heart sank, and she felt a tear building in her eye. "Wait? Betrothed?" 
 
    Berthia nodded. "Aye, there is a woman his mother has carefully chosen for him, who he must marry. He may fall for you, and show you love, but he cannot decide to marry you. And I do not think you would like to be a mistress." 
 
    Despite herself, for a moment Alison genuinely considered the possibility. Would it be better to be a mistress to a man she loved than to be alone? 
 
    She chastised herself immediately. There was no pride in being a mistress. She could not humiliate herself like that.  
 
    "I suppose I have no chance of persuading the Laird, or his mother, of my worthiness?" she asked. 
 
    Berthia shook her head somberly. "I don't want him to hurt you. But you are a simple servant. He needs to marry someone of his standing," Berthia explained. "I do not think his mother would ever allow him. In fact, I do not think he would truly choose you if he had the option. I believe he is just taking advantage of his position to seduce you. And he will break your heart." 
 
    Alison nodded firmly. She felt her heart heavy and sore, but she was glad she had been warned of this early. It could have taken much longer, she could have given Kirk her heart, or more, and then where would she be? 
 
    "At least we shall have one another," Alison said with a faint smile. "Thank you for telling me, you are a true friend."  
 
    Berthia just nodded, but did not look up. 
 
    Alison felt her heart ache even more. "You have not yet told me everything have you?" she asked tentatively. 
 
    Berthia sighed heavily. 
 
    "You can tell me," Alison assured her friend, reaching out and squeezing Berthia's hand again. "If you believe it is something I need to know, however painful it may be, I shall listen to you." 
 
    They sat like that for a moment, in silence together. Alison felt her sore heart beating faster and faster in anticipation. She needed to know. 
 
    "I have one more confession, though," Berthia finally said, still averting her gaze. "And I do not want you to hate me for it, but I must be honest." 
 
    "I promise, I will not hate you for your honesty," Alison replied, shaking her head a little. "Although it may hurt me, I value you as a friend above all else, and I know that you would not try and hurt me." 
 
    A tear rolled down Berthia's cheek. "The woman that Kirk is betrothed to wed... the one that his mother selected for him... is me." 
 
    Alison's heart could have split in two. She felt her breath hitch, and for a moment, she wondered if it really was possible to die of a broken heart. Her whole world was crashing around her. 
 
    Berthia looked up, her eyes full of tears, her cheeks ruddy. "I am so sorry." 
 
    Alison felt the tears welling up in her eyes and her chest aching painfully. "I am so happy for you," she said. "I am so happy for you both. To think that my two friends would find such joy together." 
 
    Berthia sniffed. "You do not need to lie to me. You can be honest. You hate me, don't you? You hate me for taking your man away. You hate me for being betrothed to him, when you love him so much. You do not need to tell me you are happy for us if you are not." 
 
    Alison shook her head and pulled Berthia closer, embracing her. "Of course I am happy for you!" Alison insisted.  "I am just... sad for myself. But I am glad you will have what you deserve." 
 
    And she genuinely was. 
 
    Alison had never expected Berthia to be an emotional young woman. She had never expected her dear friend to find love. 
 
    And she had never thought she would be happy to hear that Kirk was betrothed to some noble woman who wanted him only for his wealth and power. 
 
    The two uniting was that magical solution she could not have even dreamed of. Berthia would know what it meant to feel true, deep emotions, Kirk could be married, and all three of them could remain friends together for the rest of their days. It was not the perfect solution. But it meant nobody had to suffer too much. 
 
    "I shall have a stern conversation with him," Berthia said. "Remind him not to lead on poor servants who he cannot marry."  
 
    Alison nodded. "That is wise. It is not good for him, or for you, either. He cannae have a woman like me without marrying me. So it would break his heart as well as mine. And he cannae be betrothed to someone as wonderful as you and turn his back on her. So it would break your heart, too." 
 
    Berthia smiled. "Men can be so foolish when it comes to love and lust. They do not think properly, and they get themselves, and the women they love, into so much trouble." 
 
    "I could not have guessed he would not have changed all that much," Alison remarked. "I suppose I was hoping that he was a bit more mature as well. I definitely would never have guessed he has become the sort of man who would go behind his betrothed's back and kiss the maid. But... I am not sure I can stay here after all this."  
 
    Berthia froze on the spot. "Whatever do you mean? You can stay here. Just do not let him make any more advances on you. We can all remain together, in the castle, as friends." 
 
    Alison shook her head. "No, I shall not put temptation in his way. I shall wait until you are wed, and then, perhaps, we can reunite." 
 
    "You have just got here," Berthia said. 
 
    "And look at all the trouble I have caused. No, if he shall be like that, then I must depart and give him some time to recover. Give you both the time you need to heal," Alison replied. 
 
    Berthia looked disappointed. "Where will you go?" 
 
    "I think I should go home, or back to my grandmother's village," Alison replied. "It would be for the best, I think." 
 
    She knew that her friend was sad to see her go again. But what other option was there? She could not stay and break three hearts at once, just because of her own selfish desire to spend time with her childhood friends. 
 
    And besides, she thought she had been called to the castle by fate. If it was her fate to become the Laird's mistress, she did not want it. 
 
    "I cannae persuade you to stay?" Berthia asked. 
 
    Alison shook her head. "No. In fact, I would like you to help me pack my bags. I would not like to run into Kirk again on my way out." 
 
    Alison felt her breath hitch as Berthia leapt upon her and embraced her tightly. "I think you are making a very brave decision, and I shall make sure to visit you whenever I can." 
 
    The tears welled up in Alison's eyes again. She wrapped her arms tightly around Berthia and buried her face in her friend's soft red hair. "Thank you. I would love for you to visit."


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Berthia felt a deep sorrow, but also immense relief, as she watched Alison depart on horseback. Now all her problems were solved. She would no longer have to worry about losing her friend or the man she loved. She could have them both. 
 
    She had helped Alison to pack her bags, and then she had made sure that a horse was available to carry Alison to the next town, where she would be reunited with her family. It was the perfect plan. 
 
    Berthia had not honestly expected it to go so smoothly. She had actually believed that something had to go wrong. Her biggest fear was that Kirk would walk in and ruin the whole plan. But he had not, and now it was done. 
 
    She felt like somewhat of a genius. She had successfully got rid of the threat Alison posed, and protected their friendship. It was all perfect.  
 
    As Alison disappeared over the horizon, Berthia sighed and made her way down the castle stairs, looking for the man she loved. Now she could spend all the time she wanted by his side. She could ask him to talk to her; she could move in close and confess her love to him. 
 
    Given enough time to get over Alison, he would perhaps kiss her, ask her to marry him. They could settle down and live happily ever after. 
 
    Eventually Kirk and Alison might find out, of course. But they would understand why she had done this, right? It was for everyone's good. 
 
    She saw Kirk as she walked into the main hallway and smiled at him. But he seemed busy. He made his way to the main door, left the castle, and did not notice her. She pouted a little. So much for spending more time with one another. He was already looking for Alison. 
 
      
 
    She wanted to shout after him that she was gone, that he would not find her, that he was trying to woo and marry the wrong woman. 
 
    But that would betray her. 
 
    There was still time for Kirk to catch up with Alison on horseback. And if he did... Then all her plans would be for nothing. 
 
    No, she had to feign indifference, even as he went looking for Alison. 
 
    But it did not matter. She would see him later. And Alison wasn't there to drive a wedge between them anymore. It would be fine. He could walk around the whole castle if he wanted to. He could spend all day waiting in the kitchen for Alison to return. She would not. 
 
    Berthia made her way up to her quarters and sat down in an armchair. 
 
    She knew she ought to feel bad about what she had done, but she did not. 
 
    It was the right thing. That was what she needed to keep telling herself. 
 
    Just keep repeating that it was the right thing until she believed it. 
 
    Berthia opened a book and stared at the pages, unable to read a single word, she was so lost in her thoughts. 
 
    And yet, despite all the confusing emotions in her mind, Berthia had not felt so at ease since Alison arrived. This entire time, she had felt nothing but stress, and now that Alison was gone, she knew she could relax. 
 
    Alison had no business showing up unannounced after so long. She had no business suddenly becoming so attractive and likeable. She had no business flirting with the Laird when Berthia, a much more eligible woman, was available. 
 
    Alison had overstepped her boundaries as a peasant girl, and she needed to be shown what her place was. She needed to be sent away, so she could do no harm. 
 
    Berthia sighed. 
 
    Who could have guessed that her beloved friend returning would bring so much trouble? 
 
    *** 
 
    The first few days went rather smoothly. Kirk kept looking for Alison, but never said anything about her. Nobody else knew where Alison had gone, either, but they all just assumed she had returned home. And Berthia spent much time in Kirk's company, relishing it. 
 
    It was such a beautiful thing, to be able to spend so much time by the side of the man she loved so much. And as he was clearly heartbroken over Alison's disappearance, he turned to Berthia for comfort and company. 
 
    This was it. This would be her opportunity to show that she was worthy of his love and affection, to show she cared enough about him to look after him as he deserved to be looked after. 
 
    So she did. 
 
    She dedicated much of her time to cuddling him, telling him tales of what was happening in the castle, praising him, and singing to him. It was all she could wish for. 
 
    And although she missed Alison, she now fully accepted the sacrifice. Alison's presence and later disappearance had helped Kirk and Berthia grow closer than ever before. 
 
    Perhaps Alison was right. Perhaps fate had brought her back to the castle. Just not for the reason Alison had assumed. 
 
    It was all going so well. 
 
    And then something changed. 
 
    *** 
 
    A few days after Alison left, at dinner, something had come over Kirk and his mother, Corina. They were both quiet, and Kirk did not touch his food, instead gulping down two whole goblets of wine in mere seconds before nursing another one. 
 
    The bad mood was contagious, and Berthia was slowly put off her own dinner, until they were all just sitting at the table, Corina and Berthia picking at their plates, and Kirk gulping down wine like a common drunkard. 
 
    Berthia wanted to pass commentary on the situation, but she had an uneasy feeling that it was something to do with her, or with Alison, and that she did not want to start discussing it. 
 
    Unfortunately for her, they could not all sit there in angry silence forever. Eventually, Corina cleared her throat and, as if on cue, Kirk looked up across the table. 
 
    "Have you seen Alison?" Kirk asked, looking down again at his wineglass, then up, staring through Berthia, his expression sharp and accusing.  
 
    Berthia shook her head. "Not at all. Although someone mentioned she might have wanted to go home." 
 
    "Would she not have told you, her best friend, that she was going home?" Corina asked. 
 
      
 
    Berthia felt a little nervous. Something was wrong. "Aye, I suppose she would have. Come to think of it I do think she mentioned something about feeling uncomfortable here, and wanting to go back to her family. Shame she left without saying goodbye, but I suppose something happened that meant she did not wish to stay here any longer." 
 
    Berthia knew she was rambling. And she quickly realized that neither Kirk nor his mother were falling for her casual effort at accusing him of scaring Alison away. 
 
    "I overheard you two talking earlier," Corina said, making eye contact with Berthia. "You have a chance to explain to Kirk what you said. In fact, you have had several days to be honest with us, which you have not done. So you have another chance to explain what you said." 
 
    Berthia blushed and looked away. 
 
    "You must tell him," Corina carried on. "Do not make me have to tell him for you. Be responsible and explain it yourself." 
 
    Berthia drew a deep breath and tried to brace herself. 
 
    "Berthia... what is my mother talking about?" Kirk asked. 
 
    "I am so sorry," Berthia said, breaking down in tears. "I... I told Alison that you would not be interested in her." 
 
    "What? Why?" Kirk asked, slamming his wine glass down on the table. "You knew full well I was falling for her. You knew all along. I was open and honest with you about what I wanted. Wait." He glared at her and gritted his teeth. "Is this that same childish nonsense that drove us apart in the first place? Are you worried that a relationship between myself and Alison would drive you women apart?" 
 
    "Not at all," Berthia replied, shaking her head. "I no longer think that way." 
 
    "Then why would you tell her I did not want her? Why would you tell her to leave?" Kirk asked. 
 
    "Because I love you!" Berthia exclaimed, bursting into tears. "I love you so much, and I did not want to lose you. But I did not want to lose her, either. I spent all these years living by your side, slowly falling in love with you. And you never so much as noticed me. And then Alison comes back after six years away and sweeps you off your feet just like that." 
 
    Kirk fell silent and looked into his wine glass. 
 
    Berthia sniffed, trying to hold back her sobs. 
 
    "What exactly did you tell Alison?" Kirk asked her eventually. 
 
    "I said you were betrothed to me," Berthia replied. "And that your mother would not allow you to marry anyone else." 
 
    "My son is free to choose whoever he wants to marry," Corina said with a stern tone of voice. "I do not take kindly to your assault on my character." 
 
    "I am so sorry, Lady Corina," Berthia said, bowing her head. "I was not thinking. I was just... I love your son so much. I thought that, perhaps, should he have no other option, he could grow to love me, too." 
 
    "I understand," Corina replied. "Never for one moment must you believe that I do not understand the love and pain you are feeling. But love and pain do not justify what you have done." 
 
    The women were interrupted as Kirk's chair screeched backwards, and he stood up. Berthia shuddered. Kirk was a tall, imposing man, and his face looked so dark and angry suddenly. 
 
    "Please, forgive me," Berthia said, sniffling. "I honestly did not mean to hurt you, but I acted selfishly and thoughtlessly."  
 
    "I know you did," Kirk said flatly, glaring at her. "I know full well what you have done, and it is ridiculous." 
 
    He began to walk around the table, slowly but surely, one footstep after the other. She could not watch. She was terrified. 
 
    This was the most powerful man for miles around. The Laird of Caithness. A formidable warrior, and a beloved leader. If he chose to let out his anger on her, then nobody would judge him for it. They would all assume she had done something which merited such punishment. 
 
    And she had. 
 
    As he walked up to her, she felt her heart beating hard and fast in her chest. This was it. 
 
    He could strike her. 
 
    He could banish her. 
 
    He could send her to prison. 
 
    He could do anything he wanted to let her know just how much she had hurt him, just how wrong she had been. 
 
    And she would forgive him for it. 
 
    Always. 
 
    "Please," she pleaded one last time under her breath. "Please, please forgive me for all that I have done." 
 
    Kirk leaned over her, and she flinched. 
 
    "Of course you are forgiven," Kirk said hugging her warmly. "You are my dear, dear friend. And I am sorry that I do not love you." He rested his head on her shoulder as he embraced her, rubbing her arm softly. "I cannae help that I do not love you. If I could fall in love with you right now and take your pain away, I would. You are my dear friend, and you mean that much to me. The least I can do is forgive you." 
 
    Berthia burst into tears again, turning in her seat and wrapping her arms around the Laird. He was too kind. He was too good. He was too perfect for this world. 
 
    He would never be hers. But that was fine. She knew now that she did not deserve a man as good as Kirk. 
 
    "I only wish I knew where Alison was," Kirk said. "So all this confusion could be made clear once again." 
 
    Berthia nodded and smiled. "I know exactly where she is. I shall show you, if you like."


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alison felt more at home with her grandmother than she had felt in a very long time. It was where she belonged. 
 
    Sure, there was an odd sense of emptiness about coming back, leaving the castle, Berthia, and Kirk behind her. She longed for them all very much, and it would have been nice to stay. 
 
    But it was clear that she was not supposed to be there. Her mere presence was driving a wedge between her dearest friends, and possibly threatening their betrothal and their married life together. 
 
    They did not need her. 
 
    Alison's grandmother, however, needed her very badly. And Alison was glad she could be of use to someone. 
 
    The old woman was a little hard of hearing and almost entirely blind. When Alison had left, her younger sister, Ella, had moved in to care for their grandmother. But Ella had a sweetheart, who had proposed to her mere days before Alison returned. 
 
    Ella was to be wed next summer. 
 
    And their younger sister, Heather, at seven years old, was still too little to look after their grandmother on her own. 
 
    Besides, Heather was a beautiful, charming little girl who had been planning her wedding day since she was four. No doubt, by the time she was old enough to care for their grandmother, she would already be betrothed to some nice boy from the village. 
 
    Both her sisters were more than eligible for marriage when their time came. 
 
    But Alison knew she would never be able to wed any man but Kirk. And if not him, then she chose nobody. 
 
    It brought her great satisfaction to care for her grandmother, to cook and clean for her and support her in her trade of mending dresses. Alison knew that even if it was not the most adventurous of lives, it was at least purposeful and meaningful. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at where her grandmother was, using her sense of touch to mend a dress, working delicately and slowly over it.  
 
    Her grandmother was such an inspiring woman. Her ears and eyes had been failing her for years, getting progressively worse, and still she persevered. Her children had all flown the nest, her husband had passed away, and still she persevered. 
 
    She ran a small trade mending dresses and shirts for the people of her town, and she was very much respected for her ability to make fine, beautiful stitches, even though she was mostly blind. 
 
    But despite her strength and independence as a person and a seamstress, she needed help with many other things. Cooking, cleaning, going to the shops... Most tasks were hard for the old woman. Being blind was bad enough, but also being hard of hearing and suffering stiff joints on top of her blindness... that was too much for her to cope with on a daily basis. Having grandchildren was her blessing. 
 
    As soon as Alison had arrived over six years ago, her grandmother had put the girl to work. She had looked after the house and the cats. She had told her grandmother stories. She had learned to sew. And although at first Alison had thought all these things were just for the old woman's selfish benefit, now she was coming to see that all this hard work served a purpose. 
 
    As an adult woman, Alison possessed all the skills she would need in life, wherever she chose to live and whatever she chose to do. 
 
    Hearing a loud knock at the door, Alison almost jumped out of her skin. They were not expecting any guests that day. 
 
    But her grandmother was not in the habit of getting into trouble, either. Quite the contrary; people often stopped by to praise the old woman's needlework, drop off an emergency sewing job, bring her some fresh baked goods, or just have a leisurely conversation. If not all four. 
 
    Alison looked over her shoulder and, sure enough, her grandmother was already standing and undoing the latch, muttering under her breath. 
 
    Alison sighed, smiled, and turned back to the cooking. She needed to focus on her own business, and not worry so much about what her grandmother was or was not doing, who she was or was not seeing. It was no good being nosy about these things. 
 
    Unless the old woman needed help with the latch. 
 
    Alison prepared herself to dry her hands and walk over to open the door. But no, it was not needed. The latch clicked as it undid, and the door creaked in its frame. 
 
    As the door opened, Alison heard her grandmother speaking in her usual loud tones with the person on the other side. And, as usual, they could not get a word in edgewise. Alison laughed a little under her breath. No matter who it was or what they were doing, Alison's grandmother had to tell them all about her day and thoughts first. 
 
    And, being hard of hearing and mostly blind, the old woman did not always realize when the other person was trying to speak. That, or she realized and ignored them anyway, feeling that what she had to say was more important than letting anyone else speak. 
 
    But when he did speak, his voice sent shivers down Alison's spine. She spun around on the spot, locking eyes with Kirk over her grandmother's shoulder.  
 
    For a moment, she did not believe he was actually there. She shook her head a little, as though attempting to dispel an illusion. "Ki- My Laird?" she said. 
 
    Her grandmother grew pale. "The Laird? I thought it was Mr. Havisham. I am so sorry, My Laird. Forgive my rudeness, do come in." 
 
    "No, no, I simply want to talk to Alison," Kirk replied. 
 
    "Of course," the old woman replied, stepping aside. 
 
    Alison dried her hands on her apron and walked up to the door. "Whatever are you doing here?" she asked. 
 
    "I am here to tell you that I love you," Kirk replied.  
 
    His voice was so earnest, and yet the words he was saying were so wrong. 
 
    "But no... you cannae love me," she said, shaking her head. "You are noble, and you are betrothed."  
 
    "No, that is not the case," Kirk said with a sigh. 
 
    "Please, allow me to explain," came another familiar voice from behind him. 
 
    As Berthia stepped out, Alison saw that she was looking downtrodden and disheveled, like she had not even bothered to prepare herself for the journey. "Are you well, Berthia?" Alison asked, reaching out and taking her friend's hand. 
 
    "Aye and no," Berthia replied. "I am fine, but I have done a terrible thing. I lied to you when I said that the Laird was betrothed to me. The truth is, he is not betrothed to anyone. He is free to marry who he chooses. And he would rather choose you." 
 
    Alison gasped. "You... lied to me? Why?" 
 
    Berthia shook her head. "I love him. I truly do. I thought it was for the best that he and I should be wed. Now I realize I was simply justifying my own wretched selfishness." 
 
    Alison shook her head. "I can scarcely believe it." 
 
    "I am so sorry for what I said, and what I have done," Berthia said, embracing Alison. "I did not mean to hurt you, Alison."  
 
    A sensation of warm comfort flooded Alison's chest, and she wrapped her arms tightly around her friend. Like that, they both began to sob a little.  
 
    "Please forgive me," Berthia said between sobs. "I do not want to lose you, my friend." 
 
    Alison kissed Berthia's forehead softly, a tear landing on her friend's face. "I forgive you. You may be a little rude and inconsiderate at times, but I know you truly love me."  
 
    "I only wish I had a way of showing how much you both mean to me," Berthia said. "Of taking back the harm I have done."  
 
    "You have proven yourself by bringing me here," Kirk replied. "Were you a wicked woman, you could have said you did not know where Alison was."  
 
    Alison nodded. "Aye. You did much more than you needed to. You could have pretended not to know where my grandmother lived, and left the Laird to find me on his own. Instead, you reunited us, and you are making great efforts to mend the harm you have done." 
 
    Berthia shook her head a little and sighed, choking back another sob. "I was wicked and selfish, though." 
 
    "And you have corrected it," Kirk replied. "You have done what is right. So you were wicked and selfish, but now you are good again. Do not fret anymore." 
 
    Berthia, apparently becoming suddenly self-conscious, released Alison and stepped aside, leaving the two lovers facing one another. 
 
    Alison smiled warmly at Kirk. He was so gentle, so loving. No other Laird would have been this forgiving towards a woman who plotted against him. No other Laird would have been so considerate of Berthia's nature, or her feelings. 
 
    The ridiculousness of the situation suddenly struck her, and she managed to repress a laugh. A Laird. Standing in the middle of a pile of weeds in her yard. Declaring his love for her. 
 
    "But now I must know... what does a noble man want with a simple little servant like me?" Alison asked with a slight chuckle, realizing how out of place the Laird looked in his fine clothes, standing in her shabby back yard. "What can I possibly do for you? I have no wealth, I have no status. I cannae even read." 
 
    "I do not care," Kirk replied. "I think you are beautiful and charming, and I loved you from the moment I saw you had returned." 
 
    "Is that so?" she asked back, trying to sound nonchalant, but knowing that her cheeks were betraying her by blushing bright red. 
 
    "Alison, please, come back to the castle with me and marry me," Kirk said. "I want you to be my wife, to live by my side forever." 
 
    "And Berthia?" Alison asked warily, glancing over at her friend, who also appeared nervous. 
 
    "She may live in the castle with us, if that pleases you," Kirk replied. 
 
    Alison hesitated. "But my grandmother needs me here, to care for her." 
 
    "Then she may live in the castle with us. If it means I can wed you, I would let the entire town move into my private chamber," Kirk insisted with a grin. 
 
    Alison laughed a little. "That sounds dangerous. You should not let a woman have so much power over you." 
 
    "Ah, but sense doesn't come into it," Kirk replied. "The heart wants what the heart wants, and I want you, at any cost. I want you, now and forever." 
 
    Alison wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his. "I have waited nearly ten years for this day," she replied.  
 
      
 
                          The End 
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    CHAPTER ONE  
 
      
 
    Walking into the Laird's chamber, Heather, the young chambermaid in her early twenties, looked up and down the room. To an inexperienced eye, it would look clean enough already. But she did not have an inexperienced eye. 
 
    She could see by the faint layer of dust on the mantelpiece that the fire needed sweeping, that the bed covers were not entirely straight and that a single flower from the vase on the table had begun to slightly wilt. She could see a few drops of red wine on the stone floor, and that a couple of books had been put back in the wrong place. She could see that the pillows needed plumping, and the blankets and furs needed beating. 
 
    Most men would not care about such minor details. Most men would gladly live under much worse circumstances, Heather knew this. She knew that this room, had it belonged to anyone else, could be overlooked. 
 
    But their Laird was a fastidious man. He liked to make sure that rooms were spotless, well-arranged, and, above all, beautiful. He insisted upon feeling at peace in his home. And, he seemed to be one of those people who was particularly sensitive to any changes in their environment. If his furniture was out of place, and dust lay on his ornaments, he could become stressed and distracted, and eventually leave the castle to relax in the wilderness. 
 
    Most of his servants rolled their eyes and did their best to impress him, thinking it ridiculous that such a strong, powerful man could be so averse to uncleanliness that he would rather be in a forest than a dusty room. 
 
      
 
    Heather understood the Laird's demands completely. She was a meticulous perfectionist herself, and took great pride in her work as chambermaid. She appreciated that there was someone else in the castle who would not simply chase her away from their ornaments, or ask her to throw a blanket over an untidy, sweaty, crumpled bed. She was never disturbed by what she found in his room. She took great pleasure in ensuring that the Laird's room was absolutely spotless, perfectly organized, and beautiful from top to bottom. It was, in her mind, almost a creative, meditative process.  
 
    Besides, being in the Laird's quarters meant not being anywhere else in the castle. Because, however much she loved her home, there were aspects of it she despised. And, the messiness of the nobles' quarters was the least of her concerns. Whenever they saw her, the noble ladies had to make a show of disgust. She was not sure why they had to act so disgusted to see a servant. After all, was it not more disgusting that they were using bed pans to avoid getting up at night? Was it not more disgusting that they left powders and ointments cast across every table in the room, after finishing painting their faces? 
 
    Their husbands' advances were most unwelcome as well. Unlike the noble women, the noble men found Heather anything but disgusting. And, she found them at least twice as repulsive as she found their wives. Being in the Laird's quarters was the only way of avoiding them. 
 
    And, even worse, everywhere else in the castle she could run into her husband. For many women, this would be a good thing, a nice little lift in the middle of their working day. But Heather dreaded it. 
 
    Bending over to pick up her duster, she felt a sharp pain in her back. He had struck her hard there last night. She had been worried that something had broken, but now it felt more like a pull than another fracture. She was grateful for small mercies.  
 
    Catching a glimpse of her face in the mirror, she was horrified by how much the bruising had spread down over her eye and cheek. It was greenish yellow now, but still spreading out from what remained of a black and red center. She hated it. But she had not seen her face without a bruise, scrape, or cut for years. It was like she was permanently painted with the marks he left behind on her.  
 
    Looking more closely, beyond the superficial bruising, she could see the faint scars that had been left behind by more serious injuries. Especially the mark in front of her ear, where he had struck her with a knife, almost cutting her ear clean off, leaving her dark hair matted with blood so thickly that she had to cut some of it off to clean it. 
 
    The hair had grown back, but even a year later, the scar remained.  
 
    She knew she ought to cover it up somehow... but how, and for whom? She had a distaste for the ointments and powders which the upper class women used to conceal their flaws, believing them to be haughty and unclean. She was not so proud as to use something she found uncomfortable in order to impress people who did not care. 
 
    Everyone knew that her husband was a brute to her. Everyone would know that beneath the lotions lay bruises and cuts. And if she covered them and acted as though she were emotionally as well as physically shattered, they would pity her. 
 
    She was too strong to tolerate pity.  
 
    It was not as though they would forget simply because she plastered some ointments on her face and wore long sleeves to cover her arms. No, they would assume she was hurting and try and care for her and fuss over her. As a teenager and a young bride, she would have appreciated all that attention. But now, she avoided it like a wild beast avoids fire.  
 
    Several years ago, during the most painful time in her life, she had found no comfort in others' attention. It had felt hollow, insincere. Like they were simply saying the things they had to, out of an obligation to society. Or even worse, like they were demanding that she stop being sad, because her sorrow was ruining their day. At no point did she feel supported or loved. 
 
    And how could they support her? They did not know her life. They did not know her pain. She was a shattered woman, with nothing left to live for. She had lost everything that made her life worthwhile. And then, she had lost some more. Heather had, in the space of a few months, lost everything she had ever possessed. How could they understand that? 
 
    She used to have friends. But every time someone claimed to understand her pain and support her, she recoiled. How much of a friend could they be if they lied about that? 
 
    They never understood. 
 
    And now, she was utterly alone. 
 
    She turned to the bed and began stripping it down. Every sheet she lifted weighed a ton against her bruised arms. Although they were slowly healing, her elbows were swollen stiff from where her husband had grabbed them and dragged her by the arms into the bedroom, throwing her down onto the rough bed. 
 
    Even though she had given up on fighting and went limp for him to do as he pleased, his violence did not cease. It was as though he were not reacting to her, but to something deep in the back of his mind. She could be a corpse, or a ghost, or a sack full of grain, and he would still rip at her, strike her, and throw her. 
 
    Still, the pain of the bruises and cuts was easier to endure than the pain of spending time with Duff, whether he was drunk and violent or not. Although the abuse and the sex were terrible, it was nothing compared to his company. 
 
    When drunk, he was loud and aggressive and rambled in a slur that was impossible to understand, making continual demands that turned to tension as she failed to understand a single word he said. 
 
    When sober, he was angry and petty, always looking for flaws in people or things, always looking for money he could seize or the next best deal on his favorite ale.  
 
    It was not as though Heather had not tried to connect with him. She had made every effort she could. 
 
    He was terrible at conversation. With no education at all, not being too bright, and having a boorish nature, he had no redeeming qualities at all. She had tried to find something in him which she could love, or even simply care for. Something which his parents had seen in him. Something which her parents had seen in him, when marrying her off to him. 
 
    But there was nothing. He did not know of literature or high society. He did not even know of the music and folk tales which entertained the rest of the town. He had no sensibility at all. And, he was sensitive about his lack of artistic and intellectual qualities, lashing out at anyone who suggested he had anything to learn. 
 
    Unlike the few others in the town who lacked creativity and sensibility, he was not even a hard worker. As the head cattle herd of the town, herding the castle's cows across the flats, one would have thought him to be a hard worker. He was not. He despised all forms of labor and was continually looking for ways to avoid doing his job. He would claim the weather was too warm or too cold, too dry or too wet, and not take the cattle out. He would pass the job to someone else. He only maintained his position due to luck. 
 
    Even this she might have been able to tolerate had he not been so viciously jealous of her. He could not stand working with the cattle as she worked in the castle all day. He believed that she got to enjoy an easy life of luxury, just idling in the castle all day, talking with the wealthy and eating fine food. Nothing anyone said would convince him otherwise. 
 
    But Heather did not care that he didn't believe she was working. She did not work for him, but for herself. For her freedom and her happiness. 
 
    Heather caught her breath a little. She was so sore. She sat down on the floor a moment and sighed. She wanted to carry on working, of course. She loved it. But pain made anything difficult, and she needed to catch her breath. 
 
    She laughed a little to herself, thinking of how Duff would react to seeing her have a break, sitting on the floor. How he would shout if he knew! She was not allowed a minute's rest at home. Any rest she got was already considered too much. He would be so angry... 
 
    Of course, he would always be angry at her. Never be pleased with what she did. He was unable to be happy. Neither of them had been happy for a very long time. And she couldn't blame him for that. She could blame him for being angry and violent and drunk. She could blame him for being idle and uncultured and stubborn. She could blame him for every bruise and mark on her body. But she could never blame him for being unhappy. 
 
    Not after what they had lived through together. 
 
    And, deep down, she felt that she was not much better than him. However kind and gentle she was, however hard she worked, however reasonable she tried to be, she feared that the pain had left a scar through her heart and soul, making her an undesirable, despicable human being. 
 
    Perhaps she only thought Duff was different because she was his victim? Perhaps the whole castle saw her as just as terrible as Duff was? 
 
    But she could not bear the thought of leaving. 
 
    At least she could take pride in what she did here. At least this would lead to something worthwhile. At least this meant something... 
 
    And, in a world where very little meant anything at all, that tiny bit of meaning was so comforting.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    Heather had been only sixteen when she married Duff. Their parents had arranged it when after a clan battle, many young men had passed away. The battle had claimed around a quarter of the eligible young men, and injured a further quarter. With only half of the unwed, fit, young men with acceptable employment prospects left, Heather's parents had become desperate to lock one down. 
 
    They had gone from home to home and spoken to as many potential suitors as possible. In that sense, it had been a fairly normal arrangement. But they had done this quickly and chose Duff within a week of beginning their search. 
 
    It made perfect sense to ensure their daughter was wed, before all the eligible men were swept up by the other young women. But Heather could sense there was something wrong with Duff from the start. Even before they were married, his attitude concerned her, and the way people looked at her on her wedding day confirmed it: Duff was one of the least respected young men in the village. 
 
    Still, she had held her head high and gone through with the marriage. Her parents seemed so happy, and her parents-in-law seemed so happy, she did not want to disappoint any of them. 
 
    And then, within a couple of days, she had seen the other side to Duff. The demanding, drunken, loud, aggressive side. 
 
    At first, she had listened to her mother-in-law. It wasn't Duff's fault. He had a problem. He would learn eventually, if she treated him right. And she believed it. After all, Duff was such a good young man to his parents. So Heather tried to emulate them. She brought him his dinner on time. She made sure to get a job, to help him keep the house. She cleaned and tidied. She did everything he asked and did so with a smile. 
 
    It didn't work. 
 
    It seemed that the kinder, gentler, and more perfect she was, the more he despised her. He went from being loud and aggressive to being physically violent towards her. No matter what she did, the better she was, the worse he treated her. 
 
    Heather put in even more effort to make Duff happy. She was convinced if she got things right, he would be proud of her. Perhaps, he was just as much of a perfectionist as she was? She always tried her hardest, but she was never satisfied with the results. She simply did not feel she had ever done enough. And she had always been this way. 
 
    In her eyes, her husband's anger did not stem from his own insecurities, but from her inability to meet her own high standards. She tried and tried and tried again, the whole time hiding her shame from the rest of the town. After all, why would she want to advertise that she was such a terrible wife that her husband had to beat her for it? 
 
    Her parents passed away without ever knowing what a horrible life they had cursed their child to. And then the violence began to escalate. Once again, Heather bore her burden. She did not want anyone to know about her suffering. 
 
    Now, more mature and wiser, she realized she was married to a man who did not care for her and who would never be satisfied; who would never appreciate all that she did for him. 
 
    But it was too late. Her parents were dead. His mother had one foot in the grave. Heather had no other living relatives. She was too ashamed to ask for support elsewhere. She was trapped in a marriage that was sure to destroy her. And nobody could help her now.  
 
    It was only after years of marriage, and producing one child together, that Heather had finally allowed her hope to rise. Their son, Boyd, had mellowed out Duff and provided Heather with so much relief from her own perfectionism and fears. 
 
    From birth, he had been a fat, healthy, happy child. The whole village commented on how beautiful and robust he was. He slept well, learned to laugh and talk and walk very young, and generally charmed everyone who saw him. 
 
    Both parents were so proud of him; they had made their greatest effort to make his life good. 
 
    Duff had worked harder than he had ever worked in his entire life. 
 
    Heather had relaxed her perfectionism and relished the mess and fun of her toddler. 
 
    It was so beautiful. 
 
    Boyd had held them together briefly. Very, very briefly. He had brought them both so much joy, and they were almost a happy family. Duff no longer struck her and all but completely stopped drinking ale. He showed her love and affection and, for the first time, appreciation. 
 
    He appreciated that she had given him a healthy son. He appreciated that she had quit her work and relaxed her perfectionist standards to give their child room to grow. He appreciated that she provided him with a hot meal and a hug after a day of working hard to feed his family. And, he appreciated every little lesson that Boyd learned from Heather. 
 
    Boyd was the glue that stuck this fractured family together. Finally, as though her job was done, Duff's mother passed away peacefully in her sleep on her grandson's first birthday. 
 
    And although Duff was sad, he persevered, living and working for his wife and child, who he loved dearly. 
 
    And then, one morning, when Boyd was two years old, he had been found in his cot, face red and sweating heavily. Heather had felt her blood run cold. She knew that illness was not uncommon - Boyd had already suffered a few fevers - but this seemed different. This seemed to be draining the very life out of their son. 
 
    She tried and tried again, using cold water to cool him and attempting to persuade him to take oats or milk. But he did not eat, or laugh, or play anymore. He just lay in his bed, face red, eyes weeping, sweat drenching his bed clothes every hour. 
 
    The Seer did his best, but there was nothing that would help the child. Boyd finally joined the ancestors on the other side. 
 
    When Boyd died, Heather had been by his side, holding his little hand, feeling so utterly helpless and powerless as his life slipped away. All this love, all this work, all this time, and yet it was not enough. She was not ready to say goodbye. 
 
    Duff had been working in the field. With a sick child, there had been even greater pressure on him to work, to pay for the doctors and the Seer to provide care and medication. He did not know his son had died until he arrived home, after sundown, to find a shroud draped over the boy and a candle lit by his cot. 
 
    Duff's drinking resumed shortly after the funeral. Heather felt almost relieved. She could not bear to lay with him and risk falling pregnant again. At least if he was drinking and depressed, he would not impregnate her, he would not force her to carry a new child. Secretly, as he spent his days drinking, she sneaked into the forest and ate herbs known to make women barren. Her child had been taken from her, and she would never have another one. 
 
    Others in town, who did not know of her pain or her thoughts on the matter, tried to reassure her by telling her that many women who'd lost a child went on to have another. That she could have another baby, two babies, five or even ten babies. They thought they were being comforting. But Heather found the very thought to be horrifying. 
 
    Nobody and nothing could replace her little boy. He had been her beautiful treasure. And now, he was gone. She would not see him again as long as she lived. Her only comfort had come from knowing she would see him in the afterlife.  
 
    And in that comfort, she found her downfall. She was now trapped once again in a loveless marriage to a drunk and careless man. She was barren on top of that. And the only thing that had made her life worth living was now dead. 
 
    She had to join him. 
 
    Using the same herbs which she had used to end her own fertility, she had attempted to take her own life. Fistful after fistful of them, she swallowed the herbs until she felt sick, returning home to rest and then sneaking out as soon as she felt well enough to eat some more. 
 
    Nobody else noticed. They did not notice how pale her face was, how her hair was falling out, how her hands shook and her voice slurred. Nobody noticed she was dying. They thought she was either grieving or suffering at her husband's hands, and looked away. 
 
    Only Duff had managed to stop her, not with kindness, but with violence. He had followed her out to the woods and, seeing her consuming the poisonous plants, lifted her and threw her into a large oak with full force. 
 
    The pain causing spasms throughout her belly, she had vomited all the herbs she had eaten. He had slapped her across the face, thrown her back again, and punched her in the gut until her stomach was completely empty. Then, he had dragged her to her feet by her hair and locked her in the house. 
 
    And then it was history. Although before he had struck her from time to time, now he beat her mercilessly. As she healed from the poisons she had slowly been killing herself with, the pain in her stomach and chest was replaced by pain in her arms, legs, back, and face. Any sign of sorrow was enough cause. 
 
    It was as though she could not even grieve any more. Whenever she complained or wept, he would beat her. When he saw her looking at Boyd's empty cot, covered with a sheet in the corner, he took an axe and cut it to pieces in front of her. When she rejected his sexual advances and said she did not want another child, he pinned her down and forced her. 
 
    In his own way, he probably believed he was protecting her from herself. He believed that if he punished her enough, she would stop wanting to take her own life. If she was in enough pain, scared enough, she would stop thinking about death and start living in the now. 
 
    So he forced her to be normal. As brutally as he could, he forced her to work and clean, to eat and drink, to make love to him and to stay home where she could be watched. Suddenly, she was a prisoner in her own home, abused so violently that she couldn't help but live. 
 
    When she had first married, Heather had actually held hope for the future and for her life with Duff. Even after losing Boyd, a quiet part of her had believed they could rebuild. She had believed she could make herself barren and carry on living with Duff, in that same marital bliss, overshadowed by the loss of their child. 
 
    She had hoped their loss would unite them over what they once had, and they would be able to live on with the memory of their son in their hearts. 
 
    At least, the last hope she held was that she would die and join her son, and her husband would follow shortly after. Then they could all finally be together and happy once again. Free from mortal suffering, they could be a true family. 
 
    But Duff had broken that. He had taken every small piece of hope she held in her heart and torn it to shreds. Her hope for her life, for her future, and for their family was gone. Her hope for him and herself was gone. No food or drink, no sex or sleep, no music or art or firelit tale could lift her heart. Now all she took joy in was her job.  
 
    When she worked and cleaned, she could free her mind of all pain. 
 
    Wiping away the dirt and grime, she felt as though she was wiping away her guilt. Tidying the rooms felt like putting her life in order. Seeing the gleaming results made her feel she had worked well. 
 
    In a sense, she knew it was sad that all she had left was work. 
 
    But at least she had something.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Pain had made Heather so beautiful. It was no secret to Alan, Laird of Edinburgh, that she had lived a hard life. But he did not draw away from it. Rather, he found it morbidly fascinating. 
 
    He did not know the details of her suffering, but he knew she had no family living besides her husband, and that they did not have any children. He knew that Duff beat Heather and treated her terribly. Alan could see the shadows of the pain on her skin, the weight of her burdens reflected in her eyes, and the strength she had etched into her lips. Her whole body had been consumed by pain. 
 
    And yet, he had always found her beautiful from the first day he had laid eyes upon her. There was something angelic about her perseverance. Something like a chrysalis about her current state. She was a sorely tormented little caterpillar, bruised inside and out. And she had wrapped herself in her chrysalis, made of stoicism and nihilism, hiding from the world, but also from her own pain. 
 
    Alan knew that one day she would break free of that shell and emerge, a beautiful butterfly, blossoming under the pressure of her former life, breaking free of the chains she used to protect herself, and flying into his arms for good. 
 
    Yes... He wanted to have her. 
 
    He had wanted to have her since he first saw her in his room with a battered face, lip still bleeding and a bruise above and around her left eye. 
 
    At the time, she was a simple maid, wandering about the rooms of the castle, meticulously dusting each individual ornament until it shone. She was so hurt, her clothes were so plain; she had every right to be angry at life and to be idle at work. But she was not. She was so serene, so focused on doing a good job, so gentle and persistent. 
 
    It was then that he had wanted to tear her away from Duff. The brute didn't deserve her. He was hell-bent on ruining this wonderful human being. And Alan was equally determined to save her. He couldn't bear to see Duff beating her and dragging her down continually. Every new bruise he saw on her, he felt in his own skin. 
 
    But the best he could do, considering the circumstances, was hire her. She would be free, for a few hours a day at least. So that is what he did. He paid her to become a chambermaid for himself and his closest friends among the nobility. He made sure that she spent as much time as possible in his room. He had always been particular about cleanliness, but he had become even more demanding, knowing that Heather enjoyed it and that she would gladly spend all day cleaning his room. 
 
    She had been confused at first, but the more work he demanded, and the more praise he gave her for being clean and detailed, the happier Heather became. 
 
    Normally, he would not observe his servants at work. As Laird, he had better things to do than see what a maid did with her day. In fact, he didn't know most of his servants by sight, let alone by name. He didn't even know most of the nobles who resided, temporarily or permanently, in the castle. He could walk about the castle and would only know who was a servant and who was a guest by their clothes and how they addressed him. 
 
    He had too many tasks to attend to, too many important people to meet, too many battles to avert and loans to grant. He didn't have time to spend watching the comings and goings of the people in the castle. 
 
    But Heather was different. Every little movement was so purposeful and yet so fine and elegant, like she was a faerie and not a woman. Watching her was less like observing a human and more like watching a gently flowing brook, the water passing by each hurdle gracefully, striking against the banks, and yet always smooth and purposeful.  
 
    He found great peace as he watched her and would often get lost doing so, trapped by her swaying dark hair, the swish of her skirts, and the glow of the fire in her amber eyes. She was something so magical, he dared not disturb her. So he did not. He watched, intently, like a cat watching a small bird, unsure whether to pounce yet or not, desperate for a taste, taunted by her movement. 
 
    He would often sit in his seat in the room, sipping a drink or contemplating a matter discussed at court, as she busied herself around him. At first, he would always focus on whatever tasks he had. But as time passed, he would look at her more and more often, until, by the time she left, he was wholly focused on her. It was impossible to resist. 
 
    Alas, today he could not enjoy his favorite view. Today, he had to meet with an important member of the clergy from England, and had not been able to wait and see Heather. He had tried to schedule the meeting so that he could watch her a little before leaving, but when the Bishop had arrived early, the Laird had been forced to greet his guest.  
 
    And he could not rush the meeting, either. Hour after hour passed, and he wondered if he would see Heather before afternoon tea, or at all, that day. He knew it was important to discuss matters of how he could assist the Church's role advancing into the less civilized parts of the Highlands. But he also loved Heather's company and knew he would think up a much better solution with her as inspiration. 
 
    Marching back towards the room after his guest was taken aside for a light meal, Alan could only hope she was still there.  
 
    She was. Meticulous as always, she had still been working on the bedside tables when he walked in. But she was not standing today; she was collapsed on the floor by the bedside table, still cleaning it. Anyone else might have assumed she was simply attempting to reach better, or getting a bit idle. 
 
    Alan knew better. He had seen her do this before. When she was so injured from her husband's abuse that even standing was painful, she would clean sat down, or on her hands and knees, to take the pressure off her feet. She didn't like being seen doing this, so he stopped in the doorway and observed. 
 
    She looked as lovely as ever sitting on the floor, chest heaving, sweat dripping down her forehead. Nothing that happened to her and nothing that she did made her any less beautiful to his eyes. She could be covered in bruises and blood, and he would still think her beautiful, even as his heart ached for her. 
 
    He wanted to save her. To spare her the pain of her wretched life. But Duff would not sell, and Heather would not betray Duff. He could go against the wishes or one or the other, but he could not interfere in a marriage that both parties still desired, however much they appeared to hate it. 
 
    The door creaked as he leaned on it lightly. 
 
    Heather leapt to her feet instantly, almost toppling over the bucket of suds she had brought for the floors, a panicked look spreading across her face.  
 
    "I am so sorry, my Laird!" she exclaimed. "I did not mean to be idle." She curtsied deeply and avoided his gaze. 
 
    He walked up to her and, seizing her hand, guided her so she was standing upright. "It does not trouble me, Heather. You seem to be in pain. Do you need to rest?" 
 
    She shook her head. "Not at all, my Laird. I am quite well." 
 
    He raised an eyebrow, questioning that statement. As his blue eyes met her amber ones, she blushed and looked aside again. 
 
    "You do not look well," he said flatly. 
 
    "I am simply a little sore, my Laird," she apologized, curtsying low and bowing her head in shame. 
 
    "Then rest," he replied. 
 
    Heather shook her head.  "I cannot afford to take a day off, my Laird. My husband needs the money. I need the money." 
 
    "You need not leave. You can stay here and rest with me. Nobody would question that you were working if I say that you were. Nobody would know, and you would still be paid," the Laird insisted. 
 
    Heather shook her head again. "I would know, my Laird, and I do not wish to be a burden upon you." 
 
    "It is no burden, in fact, I would pay you to sit down and rest," he said. 
 
    "I cannot accept that, my Laird," Heather said, looking alarmed. 
 
    "I said you are to take a seat," he replied, indicating the chair by the fire with a sweeping gesture of his hand. "And rest. That is not a request, but a command from your Laird." 
 
    Heather seemed taken aback by this. On the one hand, it was not in her nature to be so idle and casual with a man who was her superior in every sense. But, on the other hand, Alan knew she could not offend her Laird by disobeying his direct command.  
 
    Making sure she followed, he began to walk over towards the fireplace, where he sat down in the large armchair and sank into its plush covers.  
 
    As he sat down, she, too, moved towards the chair she had been presented, looking immensely relieved as she took the weight from her legs and sank into the pillows. She let out a gentle sigh, so quiet Alan barely heard it. Her face was still red with shame, but her eyes and mouth relaxed in relief as she was no longer in as much pain.  
 
    Lifting her feet slightly from the ground, her skirts bunched slightly, revealing a slim, white leg, covered in small scars and light bruises. Alan could not help but look, until his eyes were suddenly drawn to a huge purple mark that peered from underneath the edge of her shoe, red all around it. He could see that the flesh of her ankle was pressing against the sides of the shoe, red, bruised, and swollen. 
 
    "Your ankle looks very sore," Alan remarked. "I shall ask the Seer to visit you and apply some ointments to it."  
 
    "I cannae afford the Seer, my Laird," Heather replied quietly. "I suppose I could afford him for one or two little ailments, but how can I justify spending all my earnings on him, when I shall be bruised every single day?" 
 
    "Then I shall pay him to see you," Alan replied. 
 
    Heather's face glowed with gratitude, but she still shook her head. "Duff would become enraged were another man to enter our home, my Laird, much more so if he found out you paid for my care." 
 
    "Then I shall have him tend to you here," Alan said. He could not allow for her to carry on in pain, after all. 
 
    "You are too kind to me, my Laird," Heather replied, her voice shaking ever so slightly. "I am not sure how I could ever repay you for your kindness." 
 
    "You need not repay me," he said with a smile. "You are a good and hardworking woman. And if your husband will not sell you to me, that I might protect you for all time, at least I shall ensure that he harm he does to you is healed." 
 
    Heather blushed and looked aside, clearly unsure what to say. The flickering fire reflected in her amber eyes so wonderfully. He could tell how grateful she was, how much she might be willing to sacrifice to thank him. 
 
    A less scrupulous man might take advantage of such a situation. But Alan wanted her to be happy for her own sake. It was not that he had not made advances... but he respected her rejections. Every time he had asked her to come to his bed, she had refused. And every time, he had nodded, apologized, and left it at that. 
 
    Of course, he could take her by force or by law, if he wanted to. But how could he rip her away from a man to whom she was loyal? Duff may be a monster, but he and Heather were lawfully and honestly married. It was not Alan's place to intrude upon that. 
 
    But it did not stop him from asking, even when he knew he would be rejected. Because he still hoped that one day, she might say yes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The day carried on and once again, Heather vanished to complete tasks elsewhere about the castle. She was looking much better, albeit still walking with a limp, and she seemed almost cheery as she insisted she had tasks to do that simply could not wait, and that she was more than prepared to attend to her remaining duties. 
 
    He did not have to maintain a pretense of disinterest, but nevertheless, he did not ask her to stay. And even though she was gone, he remained, sitting by the fire, looking into the amber flames and imagining her amber eyes burning just as brightly. 
 
    He could not stop thinking of her. She was simply such a wonderful, magical woman. And he knew that he loved her. In fact, he was rather certain that she also loved him. She had that manner about her that all women had when in the company of a man they desired. She looked at him the way an animal in heat looks at a mate. She became anxious when he was near, and he had caught her, from time to time, watching him in awe. 
 
    And more than that. She was so careful and sweet, so kind to him. Beyond his body, she cared about him and his wellbeing. 
 
    Even women who desired him were usually comfortable taking his money. No matter how noble or lowly the woman, no matter how much she craved the Laird's company and body, they would never reject a gift. Even something extravagant, such as new dresses or jewels.  
 
    Not Heather. 
 
    She did not want to be a burden to anyone, much less to the only person who seemed to care for her. She did not care that he had more wealth than she could imagine. She didn't need any gowns or jewels. Just a little kindness and a safe job within the castle walls. 
 
    And yet, he wanted to give her absolutely everything her little heart desired. 
 
    It was so painful knowing she belonged to another man. But belonging to someone did not mean being loved by him. It did not mean being respected by him. As far as Alan could tell, Duff only held onto Heather because he could, out of a sort of blind jealousy and possessiveness, not unlike a child refusing to part with a toy it did not play with.  
 
    Duff was also, unlike his wife, more than happy to accept the Laird's gifts. Whenever Alan gave Duff some money, or a good meal, or a barrel of ale, in exchange for Heather's company, or a few hours of her labor, Duff agreed without consulting with Heather. In fact, he was eager to ask for more, for whatever he could get out of the Laird. 
 
    Duff did not love Heather. He just felt entitled to her. 
 
    Heather deserved to be loved, she deserved to be held and protected and cared for, every day of her life. She deserved better. 
 
    He had tried and tried to take her away from Duff. He had run out of ideas. He had lay awake at night, weeping for the pain she lived in, praying that she summoned the energy to leave Duff. Every day that passed, another small part of his heart died knowing that she was not with him. 
 
    He would give her the life she deserved. A life of peace and quiet and love. 
 
    Heaven knew she had suffered too much already. 
 
    Something had happened. Before she began to work there, something awful had happened. But nobody would tell him what it was; only that it had. He had his suspicions. 
 
    It was not common for a married woman her age to be childless. She had no other living family. She seemed to have no friends, either. And this did not seem to be due to Duff. A true friend, or an aunt, would not abandon her simply because Duff was intolerable. Something had cut her off from the rest of the world. Something which people would not speak of, which brought shame to everyone. 
 
    Alan respected that. He was curious, but not enough to put pressure on her. 
 
    After all, if he scared her, she might stop coming to see him. 
 
    He waited for his afternoon scones and tea. It was the only way he could guarantee to see her alone every day. When she was working, there was a chance that another maid would be assisting her, or going about their business nearby. And Alan could not demand that Heather clean on her own. 
 
    But for afternoon tea, he had her all to himself. Nobody was to disturb him, and she would sit by his feet as they drank tea together. He had developed a taste for various herbal teas traveling through England, and although it was expensive, he enjoyed it. He never told Heather how much tea cost, as she might then stop accepting it. 
 
    He knew it was wrong to obsess over another man's wife like this; however undeserving Duff was of Heather and all her charms, beauty, and individuality. He knew that was not how God made man and woman; he knew that Heather belonged to someone else. But he couldn't help himself. 
 
    Before he met her, he had been in a dark place. Her company had lifted him out, brought him great joy and peace, given him something to fight for and to live for. He had been a man on the verge of surrendering his Lairdship or worse, of ending his own life. And then she came along, and it was a ray of sunshine through the clouds. 
 
    And all for one reason. 
 
    She reminded him of his first wife, Fiona. 
 
    Married at the tender age of eighteen, her at only sixteen, she had fallen pregnant almost immediately.  
 
    Their marriage had been arranged from birth, but he had not met her until a few days before the wedding. At first he was apprehensive, but as soon as he laid eyes upon her, all his doubts were dispelled. She was slightly curvy, with a wide hip, but still young and firm, with black hair flowing down to her waist and amber eyes that glowed like a sunrise. 
 
    And, from the look on her face, he could tell she was quite taken with him as well. The blush on her cheeks, the sweetness of her smile, and the fire in her eyes all betrayed her instant love for him. 
 
    Alan had been intensely attracted to Fiona. Although they were young and inexperienced, after their wedding, they wasted no time making love as often and as intensely as possible. They spent most of their time in bed for the first few weeks. Within four months, she had her first missed menses since she came of age. It was fairly obvious that she was with child, and the whole Lairdship rejoiced at the news. 
 
    Although she was young, there were no doubts that she could carry the child. Younger, poorer women regularly bore children that were strong and healthy, after all. 
 
    She was tall and beautiful, with a well-formed figure for her age. Because of her wide hips, the doctors saw no risk of complications from pregnancy. They kept a close eye on her, due to a family history of minor pregnancy issues, but nothing seemed to be happening. 
 
    In fact, her figure remained fairly sleek as the months progressed, and she did not suffer nausea, nor faintness, nor any other common ailment. She was radiant and full of life and energy.  
 
    Alan had never seen her so beautiful, nor loved her so much, as knowing that she was carrying his child inside her. And the reassuring words of the doctors, combined with his family's own assurances, left him certain that no harm could come to her. 
 
    The Seer claimed otherwise. He warned Alan and Fiona of the risks and begged her to take a root that would end the child. Fiona rejected it and became enraged with the Seer each time he made the suggestion. She would shout at him and throw whatever she had in her hand. 
 
    Before long, the Seer was evicted from the castle and told to return only once the child had been safely delivered. 
 
    A couple of days later, Alan awoke to a sopping wet bed. He had assumed Fiona's waters had broken. But as he cast the curtains open to awaken her, he saw it was not simple water, but a torrent of blood that had emerged.  
 
    Her face was blue and lifeless, her amber eyes closed, her pale lips parted. She seemed to be at peace. 
 
    Alan was so shocked he did not know what to do. Reaching for her small bump, he felt it, too, was cold and hard and still. They had both died. He knew then that there was nothing he could do. She had died so suddenly overnight that he had not been disturbed for even a moment. And by the time he felt the bed was wet, she had been dead for hours. 
 
    Losing Fiona had left a deep scar in the young man's heart and for years, he had refused marriage. He did not see who could possibly replace her, who could possibly erase that image, etched in his mind, of Fiona's lifeless body, the blood of his child pouring from between her legs. The very thought of remarriage disgusted him. 
 
    His parents had passed away without managing to persuade him to marry, and as soon as he was Laird of Edinburgh, the people no longer pressured him to marry, instead accepting that such a noble, busy man could not afford to waste his time on women. 
 
    And for many years, that had definitely been the case. There were battles to be fought, treaties to be signed, and enemies to be subdued. A wife was not a priority. 
 
    But now, he was not averse to marrying again. He was thirty years of age, strong, healthy, and understood the value of a good wife to support a Laird. He had killed or converted his enemies, secured his borders, established various excellent trade deals, and generally made life better for his people. 
 
      
 
    And now, he was ready to wed again. He met with many beautiful, powerful, noble women. And, although he was no longer repulsed by the idea of marrying them, he found that a decade of being a single man had hardened him. He could not stand their mannerisms, their faux sweetness, or their hunger for money and power. So he met with young women from England, and the surrounding clans and tribes. But none had caught his eye, either. 
 
    He had been determined to marry, though. He no longer feared remarriage. 
 
    No, now the only reason he could not remarry was... Heather. She was all he wanted any more, all he would have. After being so disappointed by so many women, she was a breath of fresh air. 
 
    At first, he had assumed it was simply her good and kind heart, her cleanliness, and her position of powerlessness that he was drawn to. He had been raised to believe that a noble man could never fall in love with a simple servant girl. So he assumed he loved her as a friend, as a sister, or even as a sort of mother figure. 
 
    It had not taken long for him to realize that his love was very much the love men felt for their wives. 
 
    As she walked into his chamber and set down his tray with tea and scones, he admired her. A full body with amber eyes and black hair. A gentle face. Sweet, deep pink lips. He knew exactly why he had been attracted to Heather. 
 
    She was so chillingly similar to Fiona; Alan would have assumed they were sisters. But they were not, nor was Heather Fiona reborn. Heather was her own woman, a more mature, adult woman, who had lived through hardship, much like Alan himself had. 
 
    And, in many ways, that was better than Fiona. Fiona had been sweet and naive and pure. Her anger at the Seer had been the only outburst Alan had ever witnessed. 
 
    But this made Fiona weak. This made her someone who needed protecting and hiding away from the world. 
 
    And although Heather was strong, and did not need protecting, he wanted to. He wanted to pull her into his lap and hold her and never let her go. 
 
    Looking at her, he saw a second chance. Not another opportunity to save Fiona. He could never get her back. But an opportunity to save someone. A chance to have a wife he could protect and care for.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    Heather looked into the Laird's eyes and felt her heart melt. How was he so good and kind when the world was so rotten and wrong? How could he so generously welcome her into his room and look after her, offer her a place to rest her feet and drink tea and enjoy the sort of delicate sweets and cakes that she could not afford to eat at home? She felt so unworthy of all his love and care. 
 
    She sat by his feet, as he insisted, and waited as he poured them each a cup of tea. 
 
    "Have you been to the Seer yet?" he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. He was so caring. "Not yet, my Laird." 
 
    "I shall ask for him to visit tomorrow," the Laird replied. "He shall see to you first thing in the morning, in this room." 
 
    Heather rested her head on the Laird's knee, enjoying the sensation of physical contact that was not painful. She craved it. She needed it. To be touched and not feel pain, not recoil, not weep. The warmth of a loving body. The strength of his leg, completely relaxed and unused, the muscles in his thigh gently supporting her instead of kicking her. 
 
    They were not supposed to sit like this together. He was a Laird, and she was a simple maid. Not to mention, she was a married woman. But these were the sort of gentle moments she had enjoyed at home with her parents. The sort of rest and repose she lacked with Duff. It was hard to believe that these quiet, restful moments were more harmful than the violence she experienced at home. How could this be wrong when it felt so wonderfully right?  
 
    She jumped as his hand rested on her head. She was used to this preceding her hair being pulled and her face being slapped or even punched. But as she waited, she remembered who it was, that no violence would come from this wonderful man. 
 
    The Laird stroked her hair gently as she raised her cup, with shaking hands, to her lips. In an effort to calm herself, she sipped her tea. She had never even tasted real tea before he gave her some. She knew that people brewed all manner of leaves and fruits into hot drinks, but she had only ever sampled ones made of the local shrubs and weeds, such as nettle tea, or blackberry tea. 
 
    The drinks the Laird ordered, whatever they were made of, were different. Rich and sweet and exotic. Like nothing she had ever tasted before. 
 
    And the scones... They were just like the ones her mother used to make for her, so heavy and buttery. The only difference was that the Laird's were laden with thick cream and plum jam, whereas Heather's mother had to use such valuable foods sparingly. 
 
    Heather was slightly ashamed of how eagerly she ate and drank when she had tea with the Laird. She felt as hungry as if she had not eaten for weeks. But it was not only the food. It was the safety. It was knowing that she was cared for and protected. 
 
    Not that she thought he minded her gluttony. More than anything, he always seemed happy when she ate heartily, almost proud that he had provided for her. 
 
    Tucking her hair behind her ear, he leaned in and pressed a lip to her cheek softly, inhaling as he did so and sighing. Her cheek felt like fire was coursing through it, all the way down to her heart, all the way back through her brain, wiping her mind and stunning her. She didn't react. She never did. She would always freeze when he kissed her, stroked her, held her. 
 
    A part of her was afraid that he would do something. She was afraid he would seize her, abuse his rights as her Laird, make her his. She was afraid of being thrown back and raped. A part of her was afraid he would one day lose control and stop respecting her protests. 
 
    A part of her was afraid that he would not.  
 
    "As always, my bedroom door is always open for you, and there is still a space in my bed for you to take," he said.  
 
    "I know, my Laird," she replied, her voice trembling a little. "And I am thankful. I hope that you understand when I do not accept your generous offer." 
 
    "I understand completely," he replied. "Although, I do not like it." 
 
    "You have the power," she said, her hands shaking even more. 
 
    "I will not do anything that you do not ask for," he replied, still caressing her hair gently. 
 
    She knew she would never ask. She could never ask. It wasn't right. She had a man she had sworn herself to. 
 
    She could never say it was not tempting. Laird Alan was one of the most stunning men she had ever laid eyes upon. His face was chiseled perfectly; his hair was thick and soft, like it belonged to a younger man. His blue eyes were as deep as the ocean, yet as bright as the skies. And his strong body, so well built, and yet so gentle... He was like a mighty ox, vast and powerful, at least twice as big and heavy as her, and yet he moved as gently as a padding cat and as harmlessly as a light little field mouse.  
 
    She could imagine that strong body gently caressing her, holding her, guarding her as he took her, made her his own. 
 
    But, more importantly, he was a good man. She felt at peace in his company. She felt safe, and happy, like she had once upon a time, so many years ago. She knew she could trust him. 
 
    He would not throw her back onto the bed or table and just take her against her will.  
 
    He would not hit her for resisting, choke her, or slap her when she was not enthusiastic enough. 
 
    He would not degrade and insult her.  
 
    It had been many years since she had been made love to like a woman wants to be. And even then, her only memories of Duff being kind and gentle were now tarnished by Duff's current violence and boorishness. She could not see those days in the same light any more. 
 
    But Alan would be a fresh start. 
 
    He continued to stroke her hair with one hand as he sipped tea with the other. He was so strong and yet so gentle.  
 
    She had developed a distrust of men, thanks to Duff. After all, if the one man responsible for caring for her was not capable of treating her with kindness, and all the men who had been her friends had turned their backs on her, then how was she to trust a man who had nothing at all to do with her? 
 
    Duff made her fears worse, insisting that any man who was kind to her was just as bad as he was, waiting for an opportunity to abuse her, and that she would not be treated with any sort of respect by anyone but himself. 
 
    And the Laird was the strongest, most powerful man she had ever met. 
 
    The first time he had asked her to kneel before him, she had been scared to her very bones. He had not only the physical strength, but the authority to make her do exactly what he wanted from her. He had the power to make her his own, to hurt her if he wanted to, to break her if he wanted to. After Duff, he was the only person who could do as he pleased with her and suffer no consequences.  
 
    However gentle he was as she sat by his feet that first time, she was shaking with terror. 
 
    And the first time he had asked her to lay in his bed, she had reluctantly followed, obeying her Laird's commands fearfully, until he realized it was against her will. She had been laying on his bed, shedding her dress, revealing her body to him. After all, what could she do? She could hardly reject her Laird.  
 
    But as she hesitated at her blouse, looking up at him with eyes full of tears, he had been alarmed. Realizing that she was only undressing out of obligation, he swiftly lifted the blankets and draped them over her modesty. 
 
    "You never have to do anything that you do not wish to, Heather," he had said. "I shall be here if ever you are ready, but if you do not want us to be lovers, I would rather be a friend to you than an enemy." 
 
    If anything, his respect for her decisions, especially in the face of his own passions, made her desire him even more. He had not changed her opinion of men. But he had changed her opinion of him. He was different. He could be in her presence, desperate for her body and her love, and yet hold back. He cared about her as a person. 
 
    Nobody else did. 
 
    Nobody else cared one ounce if she lived or died, if she was hurt, if Duff abused her, if she was lonely or scared. Nobody would miss her if she disappeared. Except Alan. 
 
    She looked up into his shining blue eyes, so full of love and hope and kindness. He was her guardian angel, her protector, her saint. He would save her someday. She knew it. Just not yet. Not today. 
 
    Were it up to her, she'd throw herself onto his bed and allow him to ravage her however he pleased. If she were his, she would allow him to pull her hair and slap her, to throw her back and force himself into her, to bite and scratch at her flesh. Nothing would be too much for him to do to her. Even the worst of pains, she could tolerate if it were for him.  
 
    Though he probably never would. She thought he might be more of a gentle type. He would cradle her and kiss her, caress her sore body with his feather light touches, inhale the scent of her hair and skin, and make love to her as sweetly as possible. 
 
    But she was not his. It was not up to her. It was all up to Duff. 
 
    It was a woman's duty to remain loyal to her man until the day one of them passed away. Everyone knew and understood this. There were only rare circumstances under which a separation was possible, and none of them applied to her.  
 
    The only one that possibly could, being sold by her husband to another man, Duff refused. He did not care for the Laird's attraction to his wife, and he did not care for Heather's fascination with the Laird. And although selling Heather to Alan would solve both his problems, getting rid of her on his own terms, Duff would never sell her, not even to their Laird. He loved money, but he also thought he was a clever man. 
 
    Every time the Laird asked for Heather's company, Duff would set a fee and stick to it. He despised Heather and the burden she was to him. He despised the Laird for encroaching on what was not his to encroach upon. But if he was paid, Duff could turn a blind eye to almost anything. 
 
    The only thing keeping him from selling Heather entirely, as far as she could tell, was that he believed he would make more money in the long run if he kept using her to extort the Laird, slowly accumulating money and goods over time. 
 
    That was his master plan, and he would not give it up for anything.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    "I do not like the way the Laird looks at you," Duff remarked, already slurring his words thanks to the last four jugs of ale.  
 
    "I know," Heather replied quietly. 
 
    He had already been drunk when she got home from working at the castle. He had drank a further four jugs of ale since then, and was starting on the fifth. She never knew what to do with herself when he drank like this. Sometimes he demanded food, sometimes he demanded sex, but most of the time, he simply expected her to sit there and listen to his ramblings as he continued drinking and complaining, until he eventually passed out on the kitchen table. 
 
    "I have a proposal," Duff said to Heather with a smile that was more grimace than friendly. "I have a proposal that will get us both what we desire."  
 
    "What might that be?" she asked. 
 
    He took another swig from his jug. "I think, if the Laird still wants to buy you, I ought to sell you to him." 
 
    Heather felt her heart lift, like every chain around it had loosened. "You do?" she asked. 
 
    Duff nodded. "Aye. I think he ought to have you, and I ought to have a lot more money than I do. It is a fair trade. Setting the world to rights, as it were. Don't you think you would enjoy that, Heather?"  
 
    He looked up at her. His eyes were cold and hard as stone. 
 
    Heather froze. Duff would never agree to sell her. He had something else in store for Alan. Something wicked. "What type of trade, exactly, would this be?" 
 
    Duff laughed a little, as though mocking her naivety and guarding his own secrets, and drank from the jug again. Then he looked wistfully out the window. Heather's eyes followed Duff's, landing on the axe mark on the window sill, where he had attacked the empty cot and destroyed it forever. That axe mark was all that remained of Boyd's in the house any more. 
 
    "I think he ought to surrender the Lairdship to me, or at least a title of nobility," Duff replied. 
 
    Heather grumbled under her breath. "You are too drunk, Duff," she said. 
 
    "I am, but I am still correct. He will give up the Lairdship, given enough pressure. He has paid before, for things he need not pay for. He is soft and weak," Duff explained, peering into his jug and swishing the ale. "If he shall pay for your company, or give me gold for letting you dust his shelves, then imagine how much he would give up to make you his wife?" 
 
    "But how would we persuade him to accept such a deal?" Heather asked. "As Laird, he can simply demand me, why would he give up that authority for your permission to marry me?" 
 
    "Because it shall be against your will. And you shall say so and fight and insist that he pay me. Coming from your lips, he would do it," Duff replied. 
 
    "I cannae do such a thing!" Heather exclaimed, disgusted. "After how good and kind our Laird has been to us? How could you think of that?!" 
 
      
 
    Duff looked up, his grey eyes meeting hers, but he did not seem angered, only confused and tired. "Because in this world, every man must look out for his own hide. Our Laird is not good and kind. Nobody is. He is simply too foolish to protect that which is his. And I will not refrain myself from taking what I deserve, just because he is too weak to defend it." 
 
    Heather was somewhere between angry, horrified, and disgusted. "Why would you think I would assist in such a plan?" 
 
    Duff threw his jug at her. "Because you are my woman and you will do as I say! I need the money, Heather! We both need the money! I'm the head cattle herd, you're working at the castle, and we still live like lowly pig farmers." 
 
    Having dodged the jug and seen it fly into the ash of the fireplace, Heather swiftly procured a new one for Duff, so that he would not have another reason to be angry. As she did so, she could hear him rambling, mostly to himself, about how much money they made and how little they had. 
 
    To Duff, their lack of money was a complete and utter mystery. He knew they earned well, and he knew they had not been robbed, and he knew they lived frugally in terms of clothing and food. He suspected Heather was giving money away, overspending on basics, or buying too many clothes. After all, where else could the money be going? 
 
    Heather knew exactly where the money went. Right now, she was wearing a good amount of it, soaked into her tattered house dress. But she could not say anything. She had already tried to explain to him that if he drank less, perhaps they would have more money. She had been beaten for daring to challenge his drinking habit and for suggesting he was the one spending the money. 
 
    Duff stood up and marched over to her, snatching the new jug from her hands and marching over to the barrel in dreadful silence. 
 
    "Why is he so special to you?" Duff finally mumbled bitterly, pouring himself another jug of ale from the barrel. "What makes him so grand?" 
 
    "He is not special to me," Heather replied. 
 
    "Of course he is. You spend so much time with him. You used to talk of him so much, before I showed you what I think of that. You used to describe him so well, with so much passion. And I bet you still feel like that about him. So why is he so special?" Duff elaborated. 
 
    Heather shrugged, but dared not reply. 
 
    Duff returned to his seat and took a long drink of his jug. "Go on then, tell me why you pay him so much attention? Tell me why, when I propose to take his wealth, you resist it?" 
 
    "It is because he is our Laird," Heather lied. "I cannae allow you to get us on the wrong side of the Laird."  
 
    Duff hesitated, then smiled a sharp smirk, as though mocking Heather for her devotion to him. "Well, at least I know you're a well-trained little lady," he finally said. "I agree. We cannot afford for me to be the Laird's enemy." 
 
    Heather just waited for Duff to say something else. But he was just smiling giddily, rejoicing in the pleasant fog of alcohol and whatever simple daydreams a man like him could have. At least, he was not shouting at her. 
 
    She did love Alan, of course. But Duff could never know. She would not live if he were to find out. And yet, it was so easy to keep him from discovering her secret. When she claimed to love him, he believed her. When she said she did everything for him, he trusted her. As long as it massaged his ego and was put in the simplest terms possible, Duff could believe it. 
 
    Even though she defended the Laird, even though she spent every minute she could by his side, even though she never initiated sex with Duff, nor gave him her affections, her husband could not believe that any woman could find him unattractive, much less his own wife. 
 
    He was not smart enough, observant enough, nor loving enough to realize he had lost her long ago. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sitting on the edge of the Laird's bed, enveloped in blankets, Heather felt the tears pouring down her cheeks. She did not expect this. She had expected nothing but harm from other people for so long. And here was the most powerful man she had ever met, putting her desires before his. 
 
    "Why would you do such a thing if you did not want to?" he asked, sitting beside her. 
 
    Heather shook her head. "I am used to men taking whatever they want. I thought that my Laird would also." 
 
    Alan held her hand in his, squeezing it gently. "You deserve better than that, Heather," he insisted. "You deserve a man who cares for you."  
 
    "I am not sure I deserve anything anymore, my Laird. Surely, if there was anything I deserved, God would give it to me?" she replied. 
 
    "God put you here, by my side, did He not?" Alan whispered back. 
 
    Heather's heart ached for her Laird. He was handsome, and he was kind. He had proven himself a true gentleman, the likes of which she had never met before. But how could he understand her life, all she had gone through? He could not share in her pain. And that kept her from being drawn to him. 
 
    She had suffered greatly. The loss of her parents, the loss of her child, the loss of her marriage. She had lost so much, and every time it had hurt. 
 
    And in many ways, her pain made her who she was. Pain had molded her, formed her, given her life and energy to carry on. She was made of pain. 
 
    How could a man who had been raised to become a Laird, who had lived in luxury his entire life, who could get whatever he wished for, understand the pain of loss? 
 
    His parents had lived to a ripe old age, and besides their deaths, he had not suffered any losses that Heather knew of. He did not have that same hole in his heart that resided in hers. 
 
    "Please, say you will leave Duff and come live with me?" Alan said. "I cannae leave you at his mercy, if that is how he treats you." 
 
    "I cannae," Heather replied softly. "I am sorry, my Laird, but I must remain loyal to Duff, even if he were to kill me."  
 
    Alan's brow furrowed. "How can you be loyal to a man who may kill you? Your life is worth more than that." 
 
    Heather sighed heavily and wiped the tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand. "My Laird, my life is worth nothing to anyone. It belongs to Duff, and whatever he does with it is nobody's concern but his and mine." 
 
    "Do you truly believe such things?" Alan asked, wrapping an arm around her and drawing her in close.  
 
    Heather nodded. "Aye, my Laird. I know them to be true."  
 
    Alan kissed her gently. She had never felt such love as that. His lips on hers. His desire for her. Her love for him. As the kiss broke, she opened her eyes and looked into his shimmering blue ones. 
 
    "You are worth very much to me already, and I am sure that your value to myself can only grow the more I learn about you," he said. "Please, promise me you shall make an effort to value yourself. I command you to look after yourself." 
 
    Heather hesitated. "I am not sure that I know how, my Laird," she replied nervously. 
 
    "Then I shall teach you. I want to see you here, every morning and every afternoon, to enjoy yourself however you see fit in the privacy of my chamber," he said. 
 
    She felt her heart do a little somersault, like it had never done before. 
 
    *** 
 
    Heather jumped after hearing a thud, drawn out of her daydreaming and back to reality. 
 
    Duff had passed out over the table, drunk. Heather used to be indignant when this happened. But now it was a quiet blessing. 
 
    If he was unconscious from alcohol, then he would not be able to force himself on her, or to shout at her, or to hurt her. 
 
    The rare nights when he was sober were her worst. He would stay up all night, shouting at her, hitting her, and rambling about the many people he believed were conspiring against him.  
 
    But most nights, like tonight, there would be a few hours of blissful quiet where she could tidy the house and get some rest.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Heather woke at daybreak. Duff was still asleep on the kitchen table. A morbid little voice in the back of her mind hoped that he would be dead, so that all her problems would be gone. She told herself off for being so wicked, although she could not help but carry on hoping. 
 
    No such luck. 
 
    Getting dressed and beginning her morning duties, she heard him grunt and saw him stir. He would be awake soon, but she never knew what to do with herself when he was like this. Nothing was right. 
 
    As Duff awoke, Heather felt a chill run down her spine. She knew it wouldn't be long before he was angry again. As his eyes slowly focused on her, he grumbled. 
 
    "What are you doing just standing there?" he said, his voice growling. "Go get me some water." 
 
    Heather nodded and rushed over to the pail, dipping a cup into it and bringing it to Duff, who seized it, took a light sip, and poured the rest down his face, to liven himself up. He then dropped the cup and rubbed his temples, already suffering from last night's drinking and clearly none too happy about it. 
 
    "Come here," he said to Heather. 
 
    She stepped even closer to him, already afraid.  
 
    He grabbed her hair and pulled her towards himself, right up so her face was inches from his. He stank of alcohol and morning breath. "Are you ready to hear my plan?" he asked her. "Or shall you rebel against me again like the worthless little wench you are? Will you listen to your husband for once in your goddamn life?" 
 
    Heather felt like he was about to rip her scalp off. "I shall do all I can, my love," she replied, whimpering. 
 
    He pulled her even closer, so their noses touched. She almost vomited from the smell. "Even if it hurts your beloved Laird." 
 
    "You know I cannae hurt him," Heather replied, already knowing she would be hit for this. 
 
    Much to her surprise, he simply released her hair, snorted derisively, and rubbed his head some more. She lifted her hand to her head. It felt like it was on fire. 
 
    "You will do as I say, or you will face the consequences," Duff replied flatly. "Who shall rescue you then? I suppose you think your Laird will marry you and save you? No, he will marry a noble woman. And who will protect your worthless hide when your Laird has married someone worthwhile?"  
 
    Emboldened by her husband's sudden gentleness, Heather shook her head. "He is a good and kind man. Even if I were not his wife, he would care for me and respect me. Even if he were married, he would protect me." 
 
    "He fancies you, any man with eyes can see that, but do not for a minute think that he has any love or respect for a pathetic little wench like you," Duff said with a mocking laugh. "He looks at you, and he sees a pair of bosoms and a couple of holes he fancies. And he knows that because you are poor and weak and downtrodden, he has a fairly good chance of getting the lot." 
 
    "He is not like that," Heather said quietly. 
 
    "Of course he is," Duff replied, standing and walking over to the ale barrel for a bit of hair of the dog. "All men are. The only reason we endure the incessant nagging and boredom of having a wife is because we get to use her body as we like. He is simply too weak to take what he wants. Unlike me. Unlike us." 
 
    Heather shook her head again, still defiant. "I shall not do it, not to him." 
 
    "Even now? Even knowing that he only wants you for your body, you are not willing to take money or power from him?" Duff asked, incredulous. "You women truly are clueless. You shall never be the wife of a Laird by wooing him. He will never take you, worthless old woman with a barren womb. The only way you could ever be the wife of a Laird is if you persuade him to surrender the Lairdship to me." 
 
    "But if I do not matter to him, why would he give up a Lairdship for me? Why would he offer to buy me?" Heather asked, her voice shaking. 
 
    "Probably because you are the only person in all of Scotland weaker than him," Duff said, swigging from his jug again before carrying on. "He's thirty and not yet remarried, is he not? He had one woman, and that was a marriage his parents arranged and forced her into. No woman will take him of her own will, then. He cannae persuade the fine young noble ladies to go to bed with him, so he's resorting to prostitutes. I bet that is what he thinks you are: a prostitute. That if he pays me enough, he can have your holes all to himself." 
 
    "He has offered to buy me, I do not see why you would not," Heather insisted, tears in her eyes, pain in her heart. "You seem to despise me enough." 
 
    "Because you are mine," Duff replied. "And men will always defend that which is theirs. I do not see why you are so saddened by this. Most women would be glad to be married to a man who desires them. I do not see why you seem intent on joining him." 
 
    "Because it would be better to lay in his bed a sinner than to remain your wife," Heather said, becoming increasingly frustrated, her tears flowing freely. 
 
    "He would make you a mistress, a concubine. He would use you as a piece of meat until his next wife comes along," Duff replied, glaring with an infernal rage in his grey eyes. 
 
    Heather collapsed on the floor and began to sob, not in fear or sorrow, but in sheer frustration from knowing she would never escape this man. 
 
    "Heather, you are mine, now and forever. The only way your life shall ever be good is if you take what we need," he said. "You can be the wife of a Laird. Or, at the very least, the wife of a high-ranking noble. Imagine the power and the wealth. Imagine not having to work another day. Imagine not having to come home to this miserable little cottage ever again. We could live a life of luxury within the castle walls, as we deserve." 
 
    "I would rather live in a ditch than hurt someone so noble as our Laird," Heather said, her voice already broken by heaving sobs, her hands shaking.  
 
    Duff laughed loudly. "He is not noble, you dumb little woman. How many times do I need to tell you? He is simply a soft-hearted, soft-headed little coward who would rather give up all he owns than get into an argument with peasants or women. He has the whole Lairdship fooled, thinking he is a gentle man out of the kindness of his own heart. But I know better." 
 
    "How could you know better?" Heather exclaimed back. "You know nothing of honor, or bravery, or strength. How could you claim that you are better than a Laird, when you are no better than a little boy?" 
 
    The slap across the face barely stung anymore. She was so numbed by anger, despair, and the constant blows, that she heard it long before she felt it. It took a moment for her to realize that he had leapt across the room and squatted down specifically so he could slap her. 
 
    She looked into his eyes. 
 
    He slapped her again, hard enough to make her fall over on the dirt floor this time. He had struck near her ear, and as his hand met her face, white lights flashed behind her eyes and an echoing, ringing sound spread through her ear, drowning out the sound of her husband shouting at her. 
 
    She did not get up, she just lay there and watched him as he shouted, her hearing slowly returning to her. 
 
    "You will do as I tell you!" Duff shouted, slapping Heather again even as she lay on the ground and grabbing her dark locks halfway through. Standing up, still gripping her black hair, he wrenched her to her feet, forcing her to stand again, and slapped her once more. 
 
    Heather just braced herself and took it. There was nothing more she could do. She had tried everything else in the past. Fighting back only made him hit her harder, and carry on for longer. Pleading only egged him on and made him enjoy it. And attempting to calm or seduce him only led to being violently raped. 
 
    The best she could do was let it happen. 
 
    Apparently realizing she was enduring everything he was giving her, Duff decided to escalate, picking her up suddenly and throwing her hard against the solid stone wall beside the fireplace. 
 
    As she felt the pain wash through her body, Heather realized she was not breathing and suddenly gasped for air. It hurt to breathe. She was slumped over against the wall, with her sore back resting on it. She could feel the warm trickle of blood travel down the back of her head and trail along her neck, stopping as it reached the top of her dress and soaked in. 
 
    The same morbid little voice wondered whether she would die, and considered that it would be for the best. 
 
    "You had best not be injured," Duff said, as though she had chosen to be cast into the wall, and not been forced by his hand. "You have plenty of work to do, and I'm not just talking about your cozy little game of dusting shelves and idling about the castle all day." 
 
    Heather did not have the strength to respond. Her back and head hurt immensely. She felt the tears were flowing. She wondered if they had even stopped from when she was on the floor, or if she had been crying the whole time and was only noticing her tears again now. 
 
    "Why do you do this?" she finally whispered, staring at her feet, resting in the ashes of the fireplace, last night's discarded jug beside them. "You get so much from the Laird already." 
 
    "I want more, Heather!" he shouted back. "I want to bleed the man of all he has. What makes him deserve it as good men like me suffer?" 
 
    Heather dared not reply. Whatever she said would just fan the fire of his anger. She carried on staring at her own feet and the jug, wondering why she, a woman who enjoyed cleaning and tidying so much and relished a tidy room, had to live in a house that was so unclean and untidy, such an absolute mess. 
 
    She could hear Duff going about his business, pouring himself another jug of ale, the amber liquid dripping from the edges of his jug onto the floor. 
 
    "Perhaps I could persuade the weak fool to surrender the Lairdship tonight?" Duff laughed. "Perhaps he would trade all his power to become a cattle herd and marry you? I don't think he would want to, but I bet if he's desperate enough for a woman in his bed, he'd trade lives with me. Then he could live in this pig sty and you could spend all day cleaning my room and spending his money on pointless things."  
 
    So the plan was going ahead? 
 
    Of course it was. 
 
    It was never her choice to make, she never had a say in these things. She simply had to go along with anything her husband told her to do. And now, she would have to manipulate the Laird into surrendering as much of his life as possible. All so that her idle, wicked husband could lead a better life and drink away an entire Lairdship's income. 
 
    Heather knew it was not her fault that any of this was happening, but her heart ached. How could she do such a thing to the man she loved? 
 
    She wanted to leave and run away forever. 
 
    She wanted to throw herself in Alan's arms and confess to him everything.  
 
    But Duff's words had planted the seeds of doubt in her mind.  
 
    Perhaps the Laird truly did only see her as a piece of meat, as a mistress to have until it was time for him to marry a more worthy woman? Perhaps the only chance she had at a decent life was with Duff? 
 
    What a miserable thought that was.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    The castle slept. The moon shone down across the courtyard. A woman ran across the garden and sneaked into the scullery door. The scullery was cold and dark, but that was better than finding another maid in it, sat up late, washing or peeling potatoes for the next day.  
 
    Heather left the scullery and hoped she would not run into any guards on her way to the Laird's room. There was the odd patrol from the knights, but they generally overlooked servant women wandering into the nobles' quarters. They understood. It was the guards who would stop and question them for daring to be in the wrong part of the castle. 
 
    She did not want to do this. No, that was not exactly true. She wanted to do this very much. Only not for the reasons she had to. If she did not, Duff would surely kill her. 
 
    In a sense, to be killed would be an easy way out. She would not be beaten anymore. She would not be alone anymore. A few years ago, she would have not made this journey. Instead, she would have stood in their kitchen and in no uncertain terms told Duff she would rather die at his hand. 
 
    But things were different now. Alan had instilled in her some sense of self-preservation, some desire to carry on, some sense of self-worth. She wanted to live. And if she wanted to live, she had to do as Duff said. 
 
    The plan was simple. Heather would creep into Alan's room and seduce him. He would draw her to his bed and begin to undress her. She was to allow him to begin. Kissing him and caressing him, she was to undress him fully before he finished undressing her. She was to show off her body to him, so that his hands would begin to roam.  
 
    The goal was to persuade him to get as close as possible to penetrating her, so that there would be no question, when Duff broke into the room, that he had witnessed an act of betrayal. So Alan had to be mere seconds away from entering Heather. 
 
    She was not to let him. As soon as he was naked and had removed her undergarments, she would call out Alan's name, which was the cue where Duff would break in, see them kissing, and demand repayment. It was all set up so that Alan would never know Heather had intended for them to get caught. 
 
    Of course, Heather could see the flaws in the plan. For starters, it assumed Alan would not question her motives, nor Duff's presence. It also required for Alan to accept her offer, and for Duff to hear her shout and come in at the right time, without it being too obvious. And then they still relied upon Alan being as weak as Duff thought he was... which he was not. 
 
    The plan was destined to fail. 
 
    She was furious that she had to do this. But Duff was right. What choice did she have? She had her husband, and that was all. However horrible, cruel, and unintelligent he was, he was all she had left in the world any more. And, in a terrible, morbid sense, he was her last reminder of Boyd. 
 
    She couldn't afford to lose Duff. She couldn't afford to anger him. All she could do was persevere, listen to his rambling, follow his plans, and hope that they did not get into too much trouble before he gave up or died. She hoped one or both of them would die before his behavior got them arrested. 
 
    Moving in through the door to Alan's room, Heather felt her breath hitch slightly in anticipation. As though forgetting her reason for being there, her body began to prepare itself, a warm sensation radiating from her stomach. She wanted this. She wanted it in the flesh, in full. Not as a lie. She didn't want to climb into his bed and arouse him only to betray him and demand his money. 
 
    She needed to go through with this.  
 
    Walking up to the bed, she sat on the edge. Although the door had not awoken the Laird, the movement did, and he sat bolt upright, as though anticipating an attack. Seeing who it was, he relaxed, but remained sat up, staring at her in pure confusion. For a moment, his face was pale, as though he had seen a ghost. 
 
    "Heather?" he finally asked under his breath. "Is anything the matter, my lovely? Why are you here at this hour? Do you need help?" 
 
    Heather swallowed hard and nodded. "I do," she replied. "I need you to help me." She began to drop her dress from about her shoulders, reaching up to loosen it some more when it did not fall free fast enough. 
 
    As the dress pooled around her waist and the subtle cling of her undergarments revealed much of her naked body, Alan gasped, his hand reaching out and resting at her waist. 
 
    His strong, large fingers felt almost heavy as they caressed her waist, down to her hip, and back up again, before cupping her breast gently and softly squeezing it. 
 
    "Are you certain?" he asked her, looking deeply into her eyes. 
 
    "I have come to my senses," she said, leaning in to kiss him. "I want you, my Laird."  
 
    But just as their lips were about to meet, he drew back and shook his head, sinking back into his pillows. "I am sorry, Heather. But not tonight. It would not be right." 
 
    Heather paused. "I beg your pardon, my Laird?" 
 
    "I understand that this must be an important step for you but I simply cannot follow through with this tonight. Perhaps if tomorrow you still feel the same way, we can try then?" he suggested, in a tone of voice more weary than helpful. 
 
    Heather was taken aback. The Laird had never not been interested in her. What could bring such a sudden rejection? Did he know? She felt a chill as she wondered what he thought of her, how disappointed he would be if he knew why she was there. She felt wretched. How could she put her husband's pointless, hopeless plot before the only man to ever treat her with kindness? 
 
    "I am sorry if I hurt you," she began. "If there is anything…" 
 
    "Not at all," he interrupted. "It is not anything you have done or failed to do. It is simply a bad day, or, better said, a bad night for me. I appreciate your company, though. It helps with the pain." 
 
    "You can tell me, my Laird," Heather whispered gently, laying down on top of him and resting her head on his warm chest. "You can trust me, my Laird."  
 
    For a moment, they lay like that, breathing gently, taking in one another's warmth, and Heather wondered if he was going to tell her after all. But then, with a shuddering sigh, he began. 
 
    "I was once married. This most people know. We were young, but we were in love and happy. She became pregnant not long after the wedding, and we were so excited to have a child," he explained. "The Seer tried to warn us. He said the pregnancy could not last and begged us to end it with an herb - a root - he knew of. But we did not listen. One night we went to bed, and I awoke to blood. Everywhere in the bed, cold blood." 
 
    Heather shivered as he said this, wondering if it was the same bed they were laying in together. 
 
    "She died that night," Alan concluded. "I had lost them both before the sun was up." He had tears in his eyes, but was rigid and stern. "I had lost them both before I even awoke. My wife and my unborn child, both gone. That was twelve years ago today. Twelve years since I lost her. When I awoke and saw you sitting on the edge of the bed, I thought for a moment you were her... an angel come to visit me. Alas, it was not." 
 
    "I have a similar experience," Heather confessed quietly, averting her gaze. "I, too, have lost a child. And, in a way, a spouse."  
 
    Alan wrapped his arms around her suddenly, squeezing her in his tight embrace. "Tell me," he said, his voice shaking with slight urgency. 
 
    "Duff and I had a child. A son. He was healthy and strong. He did so well. And then one day, when he was two, he fell ill. We both did all we could to keep him alive and provided for. But it was not meant to be. He passed away as I sat by his side, watching, helplessly," Heather explained, feeling the tears slowly building up as she spoke. 
 
    "And Duff?" Alan asked. 
 
    "He never was the same after we lost Boyd. He never loved me again. I have been so lonely for so long," Heather said, looking up into Alan's blue eyes, barely seeing him through the blur of her own tears. "I made myself barren with some herbs. I even tried to poison myself with them. My life was so wretched without my child. And even today, I wonder if I did the right thing by living." 
 
    She pushed herself up on her hands, so she was looming over Alan. "I don't know if I was ever meant to have a child, my Laird. I clearly was not meant to be happy. Perhaps, I was never meant to be at all?" 
 
    "Of course you were meant to be," Alan replied. "You had to exist, so you could help me heal and bring me joy." 
 
    Alan wrapped both arms around her and kissed her, biting her lips softly and pulling her close up against his chest. It was so sudden, she almost pushed him away in shock. But he was so gentle and loving, she melted in his arms, relaxing and kissing him back. She realized that under the covers he was already naked. 
 
    They were almost there. All she had to do was call out Alan's name, and she would have done her part. But she could not. She could not betray this man, who shared her heart and soul, for the one who had spent the last few years breaking them. 
 
    She knew what the plan was. But how was Duff to know they had kissed already? How was Duff to know anything? She collapsed back on the bed beside the Laird and smiled. He looked into her eyes and smiled back. Duff wouldn't know what was happening, or how far they went. He didn't need to have anything to do with it. They could make love, over and over, in Alan's bed, and then she could tell Duff that the plan had failed. 
 
    Even better, they could keep attempting the plan every night, and she could enjoy Alan's love every night, always telling Duff that nothing had come of it. He wanted to take the Laird for a fool? Then Heather would make sure that Duff only made a fool of himself. 
 
    She would not let him ruin this. 
 
    Alan leaning over her, his hard muscles glistening by the light of the fire, his pain in her heart and her pain in his, was the perfect experience. It was what she had always desired, what she had been anticipating for years. This was what her honeymoon should have been. This was what Duff should have been like. This was what she deserved. 
 
    Discovering that Alan shared her experience of heartbreak was comforting. Sharing her own experience with him was liberating. It was as though years of fear and guilt, anger and regret, sorrow and doubt, were all washed away, revealing her shining soul underneath. She felt valuable. She felt important. She felt whole. She felt like a human being again.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE  
 
      
 
    Alan was in ecstasy. After all this time, after all this loneliness, he had Heather. 
 
    Waking up to what he had believed to be Fiona's ghost was a shock to the system, and had momentarily subdued his lust for Heather. He had been so eager to fly into Fiona's arms, that when he realized it was not her, all his desire had been quelled, as though he had awoken from a daydream, or broken out of a feverish delusion. 
 
    After all, Fiona had been his original love. She had been the one for him all along. And Heather, at that moment in time, had felt like an imposter, stepping into the place where he had imagined Fiona. 
 
    But she was so much more than that. She had lived the same things he had lived. She had endured the same pains he had. Somehow, discovering that Heather, too, had lost a child and a marriage made Alan all the more interested in her. She was not an impostor taking Fiona's place. She was an angel, come to relieve some of the pain from Fiona's death. 
 
    All of her pain and all of her sorrow suddenly made sense. As did her loyalty to Duff. She was a woman who had been thoroughly broken by life, who was not even sure whether she wanted to live or die, who did not know what direction she was headed in, only that it could not possibly get any worse. 
 
    And he loved her to the core for it. He loved that there was finally someone who understood him. Someone who did not begin to feign sympathy for his loss, or to criticize him for ignoring the Seer. Someone who just wanted to hold him and kiss him and spend the night in his bed. He did not feel healed. But he felt better than he had felt in years. 
 
    She felt so warm and soft beneath him. Only now did he realize just how much he had missed the sensation of a woman's body pressed against his own. But he was naked, and she was not yet. He lifted his hand to the front of her undergarments, gently unfastening the top of the shift dress and pulling it down a bit. 
 
    There was no pretense of modesty or innocence. No coyness or blushing or giggling and hiding of body parts. As he pulled the shift dress open and down, she lifted her back to release it, simultaneously revealing her large, perfectly formed breasts. 
 
    He slipped the shift from about her body and admired her. Those full breasts, that small waist, gently scarred from bearing a child, just as Fiona's would have been, those wide and strong hips. Heather did not look so different from how he had imagined Fiona would have looked as she grew older. Her amber eyes glowed in the gentle moonlight that fell from the window, and her lips parted as she lightly panted in anticipation. 
 
    He reached down and began to explore her smooth flesh with his hands. 
 
    She felt so wonderful beneath his hands. He caressed her, hearing her moan softly. It had probably been a long time since she was treated with kindness. Probably as long as it had been since he felt the soft skin of a woman beneath his fingertips. He gripped her hip, feeling the firm yet full curves, only just pliable as he squeezed and pulled. He slipped his hand down the side of her hip, and she arched her back, allowing him to reach underneath her and squeeze her full buttock, enjoying how large, round, and firm, yet supple, it was. 
 
    He leaned in again, kissing her gently as his hands roamed all over her. 
 
    Alan wanted to take her, to make her his own then and there. But he also wanted to savor the moment. He did not mind if they did not make love until the morning. He wanted to discover every last inch of her flesh, to see every single freckle, to taste her and feel her in all her glory. This was not a meal to be consumed with too much haste.  
 
    And yet, she spread her legs as she moaned into the kiss, and his body moved between them instinctively, as though drawn together by unseen forces. He wanted to enjoy a woman for the first time in over a decade. And it was clear enough that she wanted it, too. 
 
    He had been waiting too damn long. 
 
    Just then, the door slammed open. Alan startled, leaping from the bed and seizing his sword, anticipating an attack. But it was Duff. 
 
    Once again, Alan was stunned briefly. A sort of panic hit his heart. Even though he was the Laird of Edinburgh, he was also only a man. And he knew full well how any man would react to seeing his wife in bed with another man. 
 
    It didn't matter that Duff did not care about Heather. However much he abused her, Alan knew, deep down, that Duff would kill to keep his woman. Alan smiled nervously before forcing his expression into something sterner and more commanding of respect. He got no reaction. He shrugged a little, unsure what to do next. This was not a situation he had mentally prepared himself for. 
 
    The other man just stood there, staring at Alan, naked, and Heather, half undressed in his bed. He was silent, glaring, fuming with rage. For a few, painful seconds, they all remained just as they were, frozen on the spot, the only sounds the still crackling embers in the fireplace and the hoot of an owl outside the window. 
 
    "What is happening here?" Duff said. From his tone of voice it was as though he was attempting to sound angry, but all that came out was sorrow and confusion. His hand patted his own hip nervously. "Heather, what are you doing with our Laird?" But he did not look at her as he addressed her. He only looked at Alan. 
 
    It dawned on Alan that Duff was, yet again, drunk. Which means he was even more likely to be violent and unpredictable. 
 
    "I am sorry, Duff," Alan finally said, shaking his head. "I should have known better."  
 
    Duff ran up to Alan. A glint from his hand revealed that he was carrying something. Something dangerous. The hand lifted as he ran. Alan saw that Duff was bearing a sharp knife, which he brandished angrily at his rival. 
 
    Alan was not sure whether it was the courage which alcohol had inspired, or sheer obliviousness, but it seemed as though Duff was not considering the sword which Alan was firmly gripping. A seasoned soldier, Alan waited, counting his own breaths, until the last minute, when Duff reached him and finally made his strike, straight down towards Alan's bare chest.  
 
    Alan lifted his blade and parried the knife easily. For a second, Duff seemed confused that his tactic had not worked. He furrowed his brow and looked at the knife and the sword for a moment. He drew the knife back and began to haphazardly swing and stab at Alan, in an obvious attempt to cause whatever damage he could. Duff's drunken, sloppy movements were no match for his own skill and strength.  
 
    All that Alan felt right now was anger. Not because he feared for his life, not at all. But rather, because of how oblivious Duff seemed to the consequences of his own actions. Not only had Duff rushed into his room uninvited and drunk, but he was violently attacking the very Laird of Edinburgh. If he failed, he would end up in prison or dead. And if he succeeded, the Lairdship would be cast into turmoil, and Duff would still end up in prison or dead. 
 
    Becoming tired and frustrated from his failed attacks, Duff grumbled and dropped the blade before leaping at Alan with his bare hands, reaching for the Laird's throat, shouting incoherently about his wife. Once again, Alan knew precisely what he needed to do. 
 
    He cast his sword aside and easily diverted Duff's clumsy attempts at grabs and punches. It was annoying, but it was better than taking them. Finally, Duff managed to grab onto Alan's arm, and began reaching for the Laird's neck. 
 
    Alan was a man of honor. He was tempted to pick his sword up again, but he did not. Generating immense force, he lifted Duff and threw him down hard onto the stone floor. There was a loud cracking sound and Duff cried out in pain so loudly that Alan wondered if the guards would have heard it.  
 
    For a moment, Duff squirmed in his place and groaned, still rambling about Alan stealing Heather, about plots against him, and about how certain he felt that he was on the brink of death. 
 
    After a solid few seconds of squirming, Duff seemed to realize that he was not gravely injured, much less mortally injured, and he sat up on the floor, staring at the wall. Alan was still tense, in case Duff attempted something else. But the fight was over. 
 
    Duff was obviously ashamed. A drunk and a coward he may be, but he knew when his honor, what little he had, was insulted.  
 
    Duff glared. "Heather, you betrayed me, you were supposed to call for me, not cuckold me."  
 
    Heather averted her gaze. 
 
    "Don't you dare ignore me, you old hag," Duff shouted. "You are the reason this plan has failed! You ruined it all and made a fool of me." 
 
    Alan shook his head. "What is this he is talking about?" he asked Heather. 
 
    "I am only telling the truth," Duff replied. "She and I had planned to usurp you. She was going to lay with you, and I was going to walk in, discover you, and demand a reward. Or else kill you." 
 
    Alan felt a chill run down his spine.  
 
    "But it's no matter; this deceitful wench has betrayed us both. I shall take her home, and I hope beat her to death," Duff said with a sneer. 
 
    That was the final straw for Alan. 
 
    Although he had his questions about Duff's claims, Alan would not tolerate this brute of a man threatening to kill the only woman the Laird had loved in years. 
 
    "You shall do no such thing," he said, glaring at Duff. 
 
    Duff laughed loudly. "I shall do as I please. She is my woman, and if I wish to take her home and beat her until she dies, I will. It's not as if anyone else in town cares." 
 
    "I could kill you right here and now, you bastard," Alan growled. "I tried to be reasonable with you, but it seems you had a plan of your own. So I shall make a proposal to you: either leave immediately and never return, or die."  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Heather felt many things at that moment. Fear. Anger. Shame. Jealousy. Joy. Everything came at once as she observed Alan staking his claim to her. She was afraid of what Duff might do. She was angry at what he had already done. She was ashamed of what she had done. She was jealous of Alan. And she rejoiced at the words that came from his lips. 
 
    She would be free. Finally, she would be free. 
 
    The Laird had claimed her and sent her husband away. One way or another, Duff would no longer be a part of her life. The chains about her heart were broken, and it was free once again. 
 
    Duff snorted a little and shook his head. "My Laird, you cannae be but in jest. I have been nothing but a good cow herd for you…"  
 
    "No," Alan replied. "You have been nothing to me. You have not been good to me, you have plotted against me. I am not sure why you would assume I should overlook a threat upon my life. You will leave now, or die now." 
 
    Duff hesitated a second and, looking into Alan's eye, seemed to realize the Laird was serious. "Come, Heather, we must go," he said. 
 
    "She shall stay with me," Alan replied. 
 
    All the blood drained from Duff's face. "Ye cannae do that!" he exclaimed. "She is mine!" 
 
    "Leave, and I will make her my wife and look after her for good. Stay, and you will die, and I shall still make her my wife," Alan said, not fazed by Duff's angry glare or raised tone. 
 
    "I am a good and decent cow herd, my Laird, and I do not appreciate a noble such as yourself stealing my wife from me," Duff replied. "You may have many powers over the little folk such as myself, but we still deserve to be protected, to be treated with honor and dignity. You cannae go taking another man's wife just because you are angry at him. I made her what she is today. I own her. And I will not give her up without a fight. Mark my words, if you take her from me, you will pay." 
 
    Alan listened carefully, nodded slowly, and smirked. "Very well, Duff, if you are prepared to fight to keep your wife, how about we duel for her?" 
 
    Duff stopped rambling, and his hand began to shake. 
 
    Alan's smirk grew wider. "I said, we ought to duel for her. Come with me. Fight me. And if you win, you may keep her. If I win, I may keep her." 
 
    "And what happens to the loser?" Duff asked. 
 
    "He dies," Alan replied. 
 
    Duff immediately shook his head. "Keep the wench. She is not worth so much to me." 
 
    "At least one thing you are correct about..." Alan mused. "You are a coward. Just not the sort of cow herd you seem to think."  
 
    Duff had no pride left to defend. He stood, dusted himself off and grumbled under his breath. For a moment, Heather thought he was going to finally leave, never to return. But in his usual manner, Duff needed to make sure everyone knew he was displeased and uncomfortable. So he stood and paced a little, rambling to himself, until even Alan had become confused and alarmed. 
 
    "Duff, you must leave now or else I shall kill you," Alan reiterated. 
 
    Duff shrugged, sniffed, and began walking towards the door, stopping in the open doorway to look back over his shoulder. 
 
    "He will never love you, Heather. Never as I did. And you shall never bear him a child. What good are you to one another?" Duff slurred. "A barren woman and a weak little Laird. What a fine match you are." 
 
    And with that, he immediately left, presumably to gather his belongings and run away as fast as he could. After all, the only person he truly cared about was himself. His life had been threatened twice already, and he was no doubt in a deep panic. Heather knew at that moment that she would never see Duff again. 
 
    She did not feel sad. 
 
    She did not feel sorry for him. 
 
    All she felt was immense relief that he was gone. 
 
    As Alan walked over to the bed and sat down beside her, Heather suddenly felt another fear spread throughout her. Although he had claimed her, could the Laird truly forgive her for plotting against him? Could he look beyond that and love her still? 
 
    "Did you plot against me with your husband, Heather?" Alan asked gently. "Is what he said true? Were you a part of it?"  
 
    And there it was. She felt numb and averted her gaze a little. What could she say? She could lie, of course. She could claim she knew nothing of it. But what good would that do? What sort of a new beginning was it, when their relationship would be founded on a lie? 
 
    But if she told the truth, then the Laird would know she had been part of a plot to rob him of his wealth, possibly even his title. She had been mere seconds away from allowing her husband to claim the Laird's life. 
 
    "Aye, my Laird," she confessed, bowing her head in shame and fear. "Aye, I helped my husband to plot against ye. I did not know anything of his murderous intentions, if he truly had any in the first place. But we did plot together to deceive you, and to use my infidelity as blackmail to demand wealth and a title." 
 
    "That is a ridiculously stupid plan," Alan said flatly. "I refuse to believe you had a hand in plotting it." 
 
    "I did not. I simply did as I was told," Heather replied. 
 
    Alan sighed heavily. "That is nevertheless serious. How can I know that you will not plot against me again? How can I know that you will protect and uphold me, now and forever?" 
 
    "I did not want to hurt you, my Laird," Heather replied, tears in her eyes. "I did not want to hurt you. I could not. I love you. But I was so afraid. I thought I had nothing in this world but Duff. And I was at risk of losing him if I did not do as he said." 
 
    "You had me," Alan replied, wrapping his arms around her gently. "I would have taken you in and defended you." 
 
    "I did not know that," Heather whispered. "I was afraid that you would not truly love me; that you would reject me and then I would have nobody at all." 
 
    "I would never reject you, my love," Alan replied. 
 
    Heather sobbed. "I know that now." She buried her face in his chest. 
 
    He held her close, and she could hear his heart beating hard and fast in his chest. It was wonderful, magical; so precious.  
 
    Suddenly, he seized her shoulders and separated them. She froze, staring up into his beautiful, soft blue eyes. She sighed and smiled. He smiled back. 
 
    "I love you, Heather," he said, looking into her amber eyes with more love than anyone had ever gazed upon her. "I want to be your all."  
 
    "And I want to be everything to you," Heather replied. "I will stop at nothing to make you happy, my Laird." 
 
    This felt right. It felt good. She was not sure why she had waited so long for this moment, why she had assumed it was wicked or wrong. What was wicked and wrong was remaining with a man who beat her and hurt her, inside and out, for years, when a better man was there to save her. 
 
    She relaxed and sighed, kissing Alan softly. It had been so long since she had surrendered herself willingly, so long since she had been made love to. She needed it. She needed to finish what they had started earlier. 
 
    Heather fell back on the bed, the blankets sliding from her, revealing her bare body yet again. His hands never once seized hers, grabbed her neck, nor tore at her hair. He was pure love. He kissed and caressed. He whispered sweet nothings into her ear. Everything she thought she did not deserve, he did for her. 
 
    She had never enjoyed sex so much until that moment. In fact, she wasn't sure she had enjoyed sex at all before then. The rhythmic rocking of his hips, the way their bodies fit together so perfectly, and the tenderness with which he treated her were a world apart from anything she had ever experienced before. 
 
    She felt complete again. She felt like a person again. He did not care that her womb was barren. He did not care that she was small and weak. He did not care that she was scarred and broken and sad. Because, in many ways, he was also scarred and broken and sad himself. And maybe, just maybe, they were scarred and broken and sad in opposite places, so that they would fit neatly together, like two parts of a whole, completing one another for life. 
 
    They were clearly made for one another physically, their bodies united so seamlessly, so pleasurably, so perfectly. So why would their souls not be made for one another as well. 
 
    Lying in bed beside a Laird, Heather would have never believed she could be so lucky. After a few minutes embracing, he had fallen asleep holding her. She did not know or care whether he could marry her after this. Perhaps, all he wanted was a mistress? But she would gladly play that part. For Alan. 
 
    Being a mistress to a Laird, comfortably in his bed at night, protected and well-fed by day, surrounded by beautiful things and noble people, did not sound like any version of hell she knew of. It was far better than sleeping under Duff's limp and drunk body, in a dirty, cold house, all alone in the world.  
 
    Of course, people would frown upon her behavior if she were to become Alan's mistress. 
 
    But it didn't matter. 
 
    This life could only be better than what had preceded it. 
 
    
The End 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Silena tugged against her restraints. The ropes were cutting into her wrists, and the sack was inducing claustrophobia, making her heart pound like a wild beast. This was not the way any noble young woman expected to be treated. But she was not just any noble young woman. She had been raised during times of war, an orphan alongside her older brother, and she had learned how to be safe, how to endure pain and hardship, because all knew that one day she might need to. 
 
    And the day had finally come. She was tied up and gagged like a pig, thrown into a sack, and tied to the back of a horse, riding as fast as the wind. 
 
    She was not sure what had happened, who these kidnappers were, or where they were taking her. All she knew was she was not safe. Nobody would take the sister of a Laird for no good reason. It was not wise to demand a ransom from him, much less to inflame his ire. 
 
    And it was not as though they could not know who she was. Unlike many noble ladies, she was very much in the public eye as much as possible. Men for miles around knew her face and knew who her brother was. 
 
    Even had her face escaped them as they bundled her unceremoniously into a sack, like a beast they intended to drown, they surely would have seen her red gown, emblazoned with the Lairdship's shield, a belt in Clan Davidson's colors. There was no mistaking her. 
 
    But as they knew who she was, she could rest assured she would at least be safe a while. 
 
    Had they wanted to kill her, they would have done so already. She knew this. It bought her some time, at least. These were not opportunistic rogue kidnappers. These were men on a mission, sent by someone, to find her, to seize her, and to bring her back home. 
 
    And yet, these were strong, healthy men. They knew precisely what they were doing, how to handle her, how to restrain a feisty young woman without injuring her. They were no cheap mercenaries. These were experts, no doubt sent, not against her, but against her brother, Laird Ronan.  
 
    Ronan was the Laird of Inverness, and the recently appointed head of Clan Davidson. He was strong and kind, but that did not mean he was loved. To say that a man of his stature acquired enemies would be an understatement. He collected them. The simple fact of the matter was: if you were a Laird, you had rivals pursuing your wealth; if you were young, you had rebels doubting your abilities, and if you were new, you had people willing to stab you in the back at a moment's notice. Ronan was all three of these things. 
 
    But despite Ronan's abundance of enemies, one particular name stood out to Silena as clear as day. 
 
    Clan Stuart. They had to be the ones to blame. None of their other enemies would be so bold as to seize Silena on her own lands. None of their other enemies had the wealth, the power, or the motives to seize her. And, this was bad news. 
 
    Clan Stuart were not people one wanted to associate with. They were just primitive enough to be willing to destroy their enemies in the most brutal and horrific of ways, just heathen enough to be able to slaughter without mercy. And yet, they were just civilized enough to have the tools and wisdom to act out their brutal plots, just Christian enough to have God on their side as they attacked. They walked along the line between man and beast. 
 
    And now, Silena was at their mercy. 
 
    She should never have gone out. She should have listened to her brother. Someone as important as her should not wander alone. He had told her time and time again that it was not safe for her, that she needed an escort at all times. He warned her that, however much she knew how to fight, all it would take was for her to be outnumbered by men, and she would be gone. 
 
    She had not listened. She thought she would be fine. After all, she was a strong woman from a warrior bloodline. Many of their female ancestors had been powerful warriors from the Highlands and Shield Maidens from the Norse settlers. And she herself had been taught self-defense, and how to wield the dagger she carried at all times. She felt safe. 
 
    And the waterline of the Isle of Skye was so peaceful, it brought so much joy to her heart. The gently lapping waters reminded her of their mother's eyes. She hadn't been able to stay away, instead finding herself drawn to it again and again, always on her own, always at sunrise. That was when her mother had died. The water was where her mother's ashes had been emptied. Silena could not be kept from this place no matter what. It was exactly where she wanted to be, and she could not fathom how such a peaceful, familiar environment could pose any risk to her. 
 
    But of course, it had. 
 
    It was such a blur. She had been leapt upon and thrown to the ground. As she fell, her dagger slipped from her belt and into the waters. Not that it would have helped against such overwhelming force. Her first fear had been a wild animal. Round those parts wolves and bears were numerous. Even a deer, if it felt so inclined, could flatten, trample, and gore a human to death before they could stop it. 
 
    The next fear, as she heard a man's voice cry out and felt the strong hands grip her throat, had been rape. A beautiful woman such as herself had suffered many run-ins with uncouth young men who did not see that they had no right to gaze upon, much less touch, a noble lady. And yet, all had backed down, whereas these men continued. 
 
    No, it was not some primal urge that drove her attackers. They had planned this, and they would not be stopped. 
 
    She was still afraid, of course. She was terrified of what might happen to her as time went on. But she had to remain calm. She had to focus on what was to come, and to make plans for when she came face to face with her enemy. She needed to find out under whose orders she had been taken, what for, and what was to come of her. 
 
    She would get no reply from the thugs that had collected her. After all, they were not only savages, but clueless savages at that. They knew no more about the man who had ordered her kidnapping than she did. No... she probably knew more than them already. 
 
    Silena was an important figure. Her brother was most likely the true target, and perhaps, she would be treated with some dignity later. That is, provided she acted in a way that won over whatever sensibilities the vile beasts of Clan Stuart had. She doubted they had any respect for the Laird of Inverness, much less for his sister. And she was not sure if such terrible brutes would dare treat a woman with dignity. Not even their own women were always treated with respect, so what chance did an enemy woman have? 
 
    No, the only thing she could rely on to preserve her life was her position as Ronan's sister. And even then, she had to be careful not to endanger her brother, nor the Lairdship, as she fought to keep herself alive.  
 
    After all, she owed her brother all that she had. She owed him her very life. 
 
    Ronan had ascended to the throne very young, aged only fifteen, when Silena was eight. Losing her parents had been hard, but seeing her brother take over the Lairdship was even harder. He did not have the strength, the experience, or the respect to carry the role. And, she was furious to see him taking their father's place, ruling over that which he did not deserve to rule over.  
 
      
 
    Her brother had tried time and time again to win her heart, and yet, even as the courts and the nobles gave in and accepted him in his position of power, she had remained stubbornly opposed to his authority. She could not respect him. He showered her with gifts and affections. 
 
    But he would never replace their parents. 
 
    Under all this affection, Silena had grown used to very fine treatment, as a sort of compensation for the trauma she had endured. She had tried to remain keen and strong, as her mother had always wanted her to. As a teenager, she had worked hard to keep her skills sharp. And somehow, as the years went on, those skills rusted up, and now, a fully grown woman, she had gotten used to being pampered and treated with nothing but kindness.  
 
    But there was not kindness for her now. Right now, she was simply a prize, an item to be taken. And her lack of training, her lack of foresight, had made her vulnerable. 
 
    Of course, a young woman could not do much against several strong, armed men. Fighting was not an option.  
 
    But perhaps she could have run. Just stabbed one of her assailants and, as he recoiled, slipped from his grasp and fled across the stepping stones, cutting through the river, further down the bank.  
 
    She was small, slender, and lightly dressed. Had she been trained, she would have been able to outrun those big, cumbersomely dressed men.  
 
    And yet, no matter how many times she reviewed the incident in her mind, imagined a better ending... that was not what had happened. She had been caught, and nothing could change that.  
 
    She cried out through the rag, biting down on it, tugging against the restraints, wondering if she'd perhaps fall from the horse. They wouldn't want her injured or dead. Otherwise, she already would be. So, perhaps, if she threatened to injure herself, the men would have to stop, to tie her up better, or to wait for a cart even. 
 
    The longer it took before she was at the enemy's gates, the more likely it was that someone could rescue her. The more distracted these men were, the more likely they were to make a mistake. 
 
    She almost succeeded in falling from the horse's back, but felt her clothes and the bag seized, and she was hoisted back into position. 
 
    A sharp blow between her shoulders reminded her that she was not in friendly hands. She cried out again, her voice all but completely muffled. They did not care about that. She wriggled again and another sharp blow left her whole back feeling sore.  
 
    Perhaps, they had nothing against injuring her if necessary. They could, of course, just say it was an accident. She shivered. She couldn't afford to test that theory. If they had no problems injuring her, then she would worsen her chances of escaping at a later date. The only thing left to do was wait and see what exactly her situation was. 
 
    Giving up briefly, she wept. She had to be strong, but it was so hard. All she could think of was how terrible this was, how much everyone was about to suffer.

           If she could write back home, the very first thing she'd tell them would be not to bother. To leave her. That she would escape, or kill herself, rather than let them look for her.  
 
    Her brother would surely already be arranging a search party. And the people would be angry, prepared to lay down their lives to rescue their Princess. 
 
    She had done this to them. She had allowed herself to grow weak, put herself in danger's way, and got kidnapped. And now, the whole Lairdship could be lost...


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO  
 
      
 
    The war between Clan Davidson and Clan Stuart had been going on for generations and generations... longer than anyone could remember. It had all began with a feud of some description. Something small, everyone was sure of that. What the whole of Clan Davidson agreed on was that Clan Stuart acted unreasonably and disproportionately to the actual argument. They went too far, and physical conflict began. 
 
    At first, it was small things. Of course, Clan Start started it all, stealing cattle and pushing little old ladies over when they were walking home. Almost childish. But then there were stabbings and fights, building up to brawls and arson. 
 
    Before long, the two Clans were going head to head in battle, actively attempting to wipe one another out. The battles were brutal and bloody, ending in half of all the soldiers dying on each side each time.  
 
    In fact, that was the only reason the battles reduced in frequency at all. It was hard to sustain a state of constant war when all your young men had died in it already, and the women and older men were having to be recruited. A mere three generations ago, both Clans finally agreed to stop the battles and only fight when instigated. Of course, that was often, but the mortality rates decreased enough for both populations to be happy. 
 
    As a result of the constant warring, the last people who would have known the cause of its start had died early on in combat, before they could record the start of it. All that remained for the average person was a keen hatred of their rivals, and a desire to drive them into the dirt.  
 
    Only the Seer, through the ancestors, could tell why they hated one another so much. And he refused to speak. He believed in forgiveness. He believed that if the hatred and anger of that original feud were to be reignited, the people would start fighting again, setting everyone back. 
 
    The people were unsure of the Seer's gentleness towards their bitter rivals, but due to his powers, both Clans respected him and his peculiar ways. 
 
    So he forgave them, and waited for them to forgive him in return. 
 
    Forgiveness was not forthcoming from anyone else. The Clans despised one another. Although the members of each Clan rarely met, this did not stop the hatred. If anything, it fed it. 
 
    When people do not meet, they tell stories of one another, and hear stories of one another. Through the generations, the tales of the wickedness of Clan Stuart got worse and worse, more and more dramatic and extreme. What was once a mere cautionary tale with a little balance and perspective would descend to a raving condemnation of Clan Stuart. 
 
    They were brutes. Unintelligent, uncivilized monsters that could not tell their face from a dinner plate. 
 
    They were insane. Driven by their own faulty beliefs and faith, always out of their minds on drink and mushrooms.  
 
    They were chaotic. They did not strike like normal people, but, rather, acted at random, as though driven by some sort of a demonic force. 
 
    Above all, they were bloodthirsty. They wanted nothing short of seeing Clan Davidson reduced to a pile of flesh. It was all that would satisfy them. 
 
    That was why Clan Stuart needed to be annihilated.  
 
    And when someone other than the Seer demanded some form of reconciliation? They were accused of utter betrayal, of belonging to the other Clan, and evicted. 
 
    It was rarely considered what happened to them after eviction. Nobody liked talking about it. It was obvious they would die of exposure, die of hunger, or be killed by Clan Stuart. But acknowledging this meant acknowledging that they were not in bed with Clan Stuart, acknowledging that a perfectly normal member of their Clan had sympathized with the enemy. And that was impossible. 
 
    To Clan Davidson, Clan Stuart were a sort of a myth. Silena had heard so many tales of their supposed violence and wickedness, even magic. It seemed everyone had a story where they, or a member of their family, had run into the wicked enemy, and had suffered brutally at their hands for no reason at all.  
 
    Silena had been taught from early childhood to fear them and all that they did, to understand that they were monsters with powers of magic, wickedness beyond her wildest imagination, and strength and intellect that were, somehow, at once immense and far beneath Clan Davidson's. 
 
    As she was taken from the horse's back and unbound, Silena's worst fears were confirmed beyond all doubt. She was in Aberdeenshire now. Right in the heart of Clan Stuart's territory, the vast castle of the Lairdship stood all around her, towering up to the heavens. She was in their courtyard. All around, she could see faces with the usual dark hair and brown eyes of these strange people. 
 
    It struck her that she had never seen a member of Clan Stuart before. Not in person. Only in the artwork of Clan Davidson's scholars, most of which had never seen anyone from Clan Stuart, either. As she was marched in through the castle doors, she was taken aback by how ordinary they looked, how human. 
 
    And yet, they felt scarcely human to her.  
 
    She did not want to be, but she was, and now she had to seriously contemplate what may befall her among these wicked people. The way they looked at her as she was marched into the great hall sent shivers down her spine. It was like they were looking at a beast, a horrific creature of some description. They were scared, yet they gritted their teeth. They were in awe, yet disgusted. She felt like some strange beast being exhibited. 
 
    And then, they were gone. 
 
    She was walked into the great hall, which stood all but bare. There were no people on the floor; only up on the throne could she spy two people. One seated, the other standing, bowing his head meekly, offering the seated man wine.   
 
    The seated man was ignoring the servant, his keen, hawk-like eyes fixed on Silena as she was all but dragged into the room. His black hair was tousled and streaked with premature greys, but his face clearly showed he was no older than thirty. Upon his head rested a solid crown, boldly boasting his wealth and power. 
 
    Clearly the Laird of Aberdeenshire. She knew his name, Eadan, but had always assumed he would be an older man, monstrously disfigured. His youth and beauty took her by surprise. He was strong, no older than her brother, and fine featured, with golden eyes that pierced her soul. Her first thought, before she could stop herself, was how wonderfully handsome he was, how much she immediately desired him. 
 
    And yet, she knew she should not. She could not. She began looking for flaws in him, for a feature, any feature, that she could be repulsed and disgusted by. 
 
    He had a cold cruelty to his face that took the color from his lips and cheeks and made his eyes hard and glassy. He looked emotionless. No, worse than that. He looked like the sort of man who took pleasure in brutality, who adored draining the emotions of others and feeding off them, whose only emotion was a borderline sexual thrill experienced only in the dungeons and on the battlefield. 
 
    Yes, he might look more beautiful and more human than any other member of Clan Stuart she had seen so far. But she could tell right away that on the inside, he was the ugliest and most monstrous of them all. 
 
    "Do you know why you are here?" Eadan asked, his voice slow and taunting. 
 
    "Do you know who I am?" she asked right back, glaring at him. 
 
    He smirked. "Ah, good, so you do know why you are here." 
 
    "Ye cannae take the sister of the Laird from her own lands!" Silena exclaimed, puffing out her chest and holding her head high. "You must return me." 
 
    "Why would I do that after going through all the trouble of seizing you?" he replied, his voice still mocking her. 
 
    "You cannae do this!" she insisted. 
 
    "I do as I please. And, it pleased me to take you. Your fate depends on how appropriately you treat a man of my stature," Eadan said with a wicked grin. "After all, you may be the sister of a Laird, but I am a Laird, and Laird of the very grounds you are standing on." 
 
    Silena spat on the floor before her. "That is what I think of these lands, and your Lairdship. That is all it means. You shall fall, and your Lairdship shall fall." 
 
    He laughed loudly. "Tough words from such a small, weak, outnumbered, surrounded little girl," he finally said. "You are my captive, on my lands, and you shall do as I ask, no more, no less." 
 
    "I would rather die than give in to your demands," she said, her voice beginning to tremble as she realized how true his words were. 
 
    "Very well, if you must know, let us simply say that you shall serve me however I request, and that if you become defiant, my requests shall become... exotic," he replied.  
 
    Silena hesitated, wondering what he meant. But of course, she knew. She simply did not want to know. She did not want to believe any man would make such a suggestion of her. 
 
    "Are you not going to ask me what sort of request I may make of you?" he asked, standing up and walking down from the throne, towards her. "I am sure you would love to know, would you not?" 
 
    "I know," she whispered back, shaking her head. 
 
    "Oh, but perhaps you need to be told," he said, finally face to face with her. 
 
    Silena felt a chill run down her spine and tears stinging her eyes. He was so tall, at least a foot taller than her, if not more so. And his vast shoulders and chest were even larger up close. His face was even colder even crueller, and, although she was scared, she also knew there was not preventing him from touching her. 
 
    He reached out and his guards stepped aside, releasing her arms so she stood on her own. His hands clasped her waist. "You will be mine," he said softly. Too softly. 
 
    His hands began to caress her waist, travelling up until they cupped her soft breasts. As he stroked her, one of his hands seized her chin, tilting her head up forcefully, making her look into his eyes as he laid claim to her body. 
 
    No man had ever touched her like that before. No man had had the audacity to do so. And yet this man... he owned her now. She was his prisoner now, his slave. A tear escaped the corner of her eye and ran down her face. As he saw this, he grinned, his pupils dilated, his nostrils flaring slightly. He liked that. 
 
    "You will suffer eventually," he remarked casually. "That is your fate, Silena. But you do not need to suffer the whole time you are here. Do as I ask of you, and I shall ensure you are cared for." He began to lean in, his lips approaching hers, his breath warm on her mouth. 
 
    She couldn't help herself. It was an explosion of rage, brought forth by the realization that one of her beloved protectors was dead. She flew at the Laird. She slapped his face and dug her nails into his hand, shoving it away from her breast as he recoiled slightly, more in surprise than pain. 
 
    He glared at her. "You little wench," he growled. "Very well. If you shall act like an animal, I shall have you treated as an animal."  
 
    Silena did not care; she stepped in closer, reaching her hand up to slap him again. A hand seized her arm, holding her in place. His hand lifted, palm open, as he brought it down against her face.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Silena shivered as she awoke, feeling the damp in the air penetrating her lungs and sinuses, leaving her feeling stuffy. The floor beneath her was cold and damp. She could feel it soaking through her skirts, her feet and knees were especially cold, and felt as though they were having the blood drained from them, they hurt so much.  
 
    Looking around, she realized she was in a cell. Of course. It was cold and uncomfortable. She breathed in deeply again, trying to counteract the cold and dampness of the air. All she managed to do was make herself cough at the sheer amount of mold and mildew spores in the air. 
 
    How did she even get there?  
 
    She must have passed out. Or, been knocked out. She was not like the other noble ladies, prone to fits of fainting. But she had been out cold, nonetheless. Yes, she began to remember. He had struck her. No man had ever struck her before.  
 
    Although she had been raised to fight, all of her battles had been with other women, or when she was a child, other children. Even as she continued trying to maintain her training, she had never fought with men in earnest. No man had ever hit her. 
 
    And now she knew why. A simple slap from a strong man such as Laird Eadan, and she was out cold. How much of a brute did a man have to be to strike a woman like that? 
 
    As she attempted to sit up, she realized she was sitting up. The chains about her wrists rattled a little, holding her on her knees, back to the wall. She felt suddenly dizzy at the realization that she was not standing, as if the world around her had begun to spin until it finally set itself up right. It felt weird and wrong. 
 
      
 
    She wasn't sure whether to be grateful they had chained her up, so that her entire body was not resting on the cold, wet ground, or to be irate that these monsters were treating a lady, a Princess in her own Lairdship, with so little dignity and care.  
 
    She moved, realizing there was some give in the chains, a sort of pulley system. With a little effort, she could approach the door. She slowly tried to stand. It was difficult, but she could just about manage it. Her legs felt numb from kneeling in the cold, damp puddles beneath her wall, and her feet were clumsy, as though they were not yet awake. She shuffled up towards the door, falling over at one point when her chains ran out of give. 
 
    But no, there was a little more in them. Whatever system this was, the chains simply grew heavier and heavier the further away from the wall she walked. With great effort, she drew herself up and pulled hard on the chains, feeling them grow heavier and heavier until, mere inches from the door, she could no longer move. 
 
    Heavy and wooden, even if she were not chained, it would be impossible for her to push it down. This was a real dungeon cell. She knew there were some like this in her own castle, but she had never seen them before. No... She had seen them once, when she was a young child. But she had not seen them since then. She had forgotten just how horribly cold and damp they were, how bare the cells, how pointlessly cruel. 
 
    She listened carefully, expecting to hear sounds of torture. After all, it was a dungeon, and not only that, but the dungeon of one of the most brutal Clans in all of Scotland. And yet, nothing. It was so silent. Then a sound reached her ear. 
 
    She could hear footsteps outside. Not walking, just shuffling, like someone weary of standing all day. She was scared, but she knew she had to cry for help. Sure, the person stood outside was probably an enemy. No, they were certainly an enemy from Clan Stuart. So they would not be amiable to her. 
 
    But, perhaps, they did not know they were guarding the sister of Laird Ronan. Perhaps, they would be cowed by her status and agree to support her. Perhaps, they would take pity on her and help her escape. Such things were possible, at least in the tales she had grown up listening to. 
 
    Before she could cry out, a wooden board was removed at the bottom of the door, letting a flash of light in. 
 
    The plate slid in through the gap under the door. She lifted the bread from it and sniffed. It was somehow stale and damp. But that did not matter right now. 
 
    "Sir, please help me," Silena said in a hushed voice. "I am Silena, sister of Laird Ronan and Princess of…" 
 
    "I ken who you are. Now eat your lunch," the guard blurted out.  
 
    Silena sniffed. "I am sure that if you ken who I am, you would not give me stale bread." 
 
    "I will give you what I have been given to give you," the guard said. "No special treatments, Princess." 
 
    "Well, I certainly shall not eat that," Silena said. 
 
    "Fine, then starve," the guard said, his hand reaching in the gap, groping around, feeling for the wooden plate. 
 
    For a moment, time felt almost suspended as the fear of the situation flickered before her. Of course, she had to eat what they offered her. There was no other source of food, and she had not eaten for at least a day, if not longer. She had to eat to retain her strength, otherwise she would not be able to fight back, much less escape when the opportunity came knocking. She felt a fool as the guard's hand seized the plate and began dragging it towards the opening, but she was too proud to reach for it by now. 
 
    Silena eyed the piece of bread that had escaped. The moonlight shone down onto it from the tiny window as it was drawn out of the cell and left on the floor. She contemplated grabbing it again, in the brief seconds as the guard replaced the board that had been blocking the door. But she was better than that. She had to be strong. 
 
    Next time they offered her some bread, perhaps she would take it. Perhaps, indeed, it would be a better meal now that she had rejected her first. And if not, she would just have to eat it anyway, and make sure she was strong enough for whatever nightmare was going to come after her next.  
 
    *** 
 
    Awaking to the sound of footsteps outside her door, she wondered if it was already morning, and if breakfast would be much better. She felt her stomach grumble in anticipation and was embarrassed to realize that it was still night, as the moon shone through the window brighter than ever. Perhaps, the footsteps were just patrol? 
 
    But no, they had stopped right outside her door. Maybe someone was taking pity on her after all and bringing her some food? She smiled as the whole door opened, and stood up, ready to move towards it. 
 
    It was not a guard that stood behind the newly opened door. She froze in her tracks. It was Laird Eadan's vast figure that was outlined by the pale flicker of torches in the hallway. He stepped in, pulling the door shut behind himself. She stood there and watched, frozen in fear and bewilderment. 
 
    He looked stunning. He would have been such a handsome man, if his eyes were not so cruel, his face so slack with drink. He grinned. She felt a shiver run down her spine and smiled meekly at him as he began to approach her. 
 
    "Laird Eadan…" she began. 
 
    He laughed quietly. "You can save the formalities, lassie. The time to try and be nice and polite to me is over. Now is the time for your punishment to begin." 
 
    She barely had it in her to fight back as she felt him shove her against the wall, his huge hand wrapping around her wrists, lifting her up. She fell, limp, and simply hoping that he would hit her hard enough to knock her out again, so she would not feel whatever torture he had ready for her. 
 
    And then, it happened. 
 
    He shoved her skirts up, revealing her bare lower body, and seconds later, she could feel something hard and hot pushing painfully into her, pushing past the dryness, ripping her flesh, forcing her open like a knife cutting a wound. 
 
    She was not young or foolish enough to not know what was happening, but it was baffling nonetheless. 
 
    She never expected it to be like this. She thought she would marry her betrothed, a nobleman from up North, and he would take her. She thought it would be sore, but romantic, loving, and meaningful. 
 
    This had a different meaning entirely. As though outside her own body, she could hear her voice begging him to stop, telling him he was hurting her, asking him to do anything except that. And she could hear him, replying, telling her to be quiet and accept her torture. 
 
    His body was strong, and as she pleaded, he gripped her thighs, lifting her up to impale her harder. She felt like a limp puppet in his hands, a toy for him to twist and bend to his every need. She tried to move as far away from him as possible, writhing and pushing back, tensing her muscles to try and force him out, but her every movement seemed only to please him, bringing forth deep, animalistic groans. 
 
    It hurt, and yet as he moved, her body betrayed her. She found herself hot and sensitive to his touch, the pain mixing with pleasure until she was no longer sure of herself. She hated him for it. She wanted him to stop. She had never asked him to do this, and she never would. 
 
    But right then and there, as he kept using her sore and weak body, she felt a distinct wetness, a tight pleasure deep in her belly, and she knew what was about to happen. It terrified her. She could not allow herself to be used like this. She could not allow him to play her body like an instrument. She had to avoid it. 
 
    Unsure whether to feel fear, anger, or relief, she realized that he, too, was near to completion. She just had to hold out a few more seconds, and she would not have to embarrass herself in front of her abuser. She made great effort to think of anything except what was happening. His body pressed hard into hers, and he held perfectly still, so she could feel him pulsing and throbbing. 
 
    And then, it was done. It was all over. He pulled away from her, looking down in surprise as he finally noticed the streaks of blood mixed with their fluids. He let out a slightly confused, slightly awkward laugh. "So, you were a virgin after all?" he remarked, reaching down and touching the blood, black in the faint moonlight. "Disgusting. I'll have to have a bath." 
 
    Avoiding eye contact with her, he turned around and made his way to the door, fumbling with it until he managed to drag it open. 
 
    As soon as the door slammed shut and the lock clinked, her legs gave out under her and, collapsing onto her knees, Silena began to weep. All she wanted was to curl up and shut out the world. But she couldn't even do that. She could just kneel, skirts still bunched about her waist, knees in the wet, cold ground beneath her, tears falling and landing in the white and red puddle just in front of her, hoping that at least next time, he would have enough mercy in him to kill her when he was done. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    She had not eaten for three days. He knew that with the fat she had on her hips she could go another thirty without dying, of course, but that was beside the point. He expected her to eat, he provided her with food, and he was, quite frankly, insulted that she would not take it. She was his pet, his toy, his plaything, at least until her brother came to claim her. And, he could not accept any pet of his that would not obey his every command. 
 
    They had tried giving her a few different foods. They had tried leaving the food in with her, in hopes that its presence would tempt her. But it was not working. 
 
    The guards had removed several days of rancid food from her cell, and she had bit one when he tried to feed her bread by hand. At least, that is what the guard said. Eadan knew it was just as likely that the guard had tried to force chunks of bread into her mouth until she choked. And, he didn't blame them for treating her with disdain. 
 
    She was, after all, the enemy. She was a Davidson, someone to be feared and despised, someone to not be trusted. It wasn't even as if she was a normal member of her society. No, she was an important figure, someone who, no doubt ,wanted all of Clan Stuart dead. 
 
    He didn't blame Silena for not eating, either. He understood why. She had gone from a noble lady to a mere slave overnight, and she was not adjusting well. Not to mention, all the food was coming from a Clan she despised, who were torturing and tormenting her. Why should she put so much trust into them as to eat the food they gave her? For all she knew, it would poison or kill her. 
 
    Normally, he would not care about either problem. His guards had to look after his prisoners, whether they wanted to or not. And, his prisoners could starve for all he cared, if that was the pathetic death they chose for themselves, he would allow it. He didn't care either way. 
 
    And yet, Eadan did care about Silena. He should not. She was lower than a worm, more worthless than dirt, and barely a quarter as useful as either. She was a prisoner, an enemy, and a mere beast to be used as he pleased. After all, Clan Davidson were no better than dogs or sheep, or any other pack animal that could be taught a few good tricks. 
 
    He had told himself that he would use her body to please himself, treat her like filth, not trust her, and then, when her brother came to claim her, give her back. Or, if he did not come for her, kill her, and make a nice big show of it, too. 
 
    But he was having second thoughts. 
 
    He wanted to do better for her. He wanted to make sure she was taken care of. He knew what a lovely life she no doubt had before he kidnapped her, and he knew what a good person she seemed to be. He sighed and rubbed his temples. It was deceit. It had to be. 
 
    Surely, this wicked woman was using her wits to trick him into liking her, so she could convince him to release her, or put himself at risk. 
 
    It was possible that even her kidnapping was planned. They knew that he would eventually order to have her taken, and they planned it so he would eventually fall for her and could then be captured and killed himself. 
 
    But he did not want her to suffer and starve. Standing up, he marched out of the great hall and down towards the dungeons. 
 
    He made his way into her cell. She recoiled, glaring at him with blazingly defiant eyes, already wet with tears. She gritted her teeth. It would not take a genius to see that she was scared and hurt, that she expected him to pin her down and rape her again. He had not even seen her since that night. Of course, she would assume that was all he wanted of her. 
 
    "Hello, Silena," he said, forcing himself to smile and gently closing the door behind himself. "How are you today? Still not eating your food, I see?" 
 
    "I have not forgotten what ye did to me," she hissed under her breath. "You are a wicked, wicked man. You are a snake."  
 
    He felt the corners of his lips twitch in genuine pride. "Aye, I am very wicked," he admitted. "One has to be, when one is surrounded by such horrible witches and monsters as Clan Davidson." 
 
    "After all you have done to me... Kidnapped, imprisoned, starved and raped, and you expect me to believe you are the victims, that we are monsters?" she asked. 
 
    "You say that as though your brother would not do the exact same thing, had my sisters not been killed in one of the fires you set a few years back," he remarked coldly. 
 
    Silena froze. "We would do no such thing." 
 
    "You did," he said flatly. 
 
    "What do you want? To set me aflame to atone for that as well?" she asked bitterly, looking down to avoid eye contact. 
 
    "I did not mean to hurt you," he replied with a sigh. "You are very beautiful. And, you are mine. I did not know you were a virgin."  
 
    Silena spat on the floor. He wished she wouldn't do that. But he expected no better of Clan Davidson. She looked up into his eyes again. "What? Did you think I was a whore like your sisters no doubt were? Did you think I would have given myself up before marriage like your people do?" 
 
    He growled. "I simply assumed that a woman of your age might be wed. Although with your looks, I suppose it's no surprise that no man wanted you." 
 
      
 
    "You did," she said, maintaining eye contact. "I guess that makes me better than every woman from your wretched inbred Clan." 
 
    He gritted his teeth. "You are so ungrateful for all I do for you!" he exclaimed. "Have I not brought you a good meal?"  
 
    "You feed me like a dog," she said. "And, I will not lower myself to eating like a dog." 
 
    "Well then, perhaps you should lower yourself to pleasing a man," he said, stepping in towards her. 
 
    Her face grew pale as she realized what she had started. He almost wanted to move away. But no, she was doing all of this on purpose. She was trying to get under his skin. And she would pay the price.  
 
    He pushed her back against the wall. It was wrong. She was not some peasant to pry open and use like a tool for his pleasure. For a moment, he wondered if he would want his sisters treated like this, if they had ever been captured by Clan Davidson.  
 
    But that was beside the point. Clan Davidson would have done it either way. And, he was going to take Silena either way. She could not expect preferential treatment from him. She could not twist and bend him to suit her wants and needs. She wasn't a Princess here. She was just another imprisoned whore, and she would be treated with the same dignity any whore deserved. 
 
    She gasped as his hands explored her. He could see her eyes, pleading for him to stop, begging him to get it over with. But he liked this. He liked using her. He liked seeing her pain and panic as her plans backfired. He groped her breasts and squeezed them, feeling how full and soft they were, looking up at her face as he did. 
 
    Silena was gritting her teeth, tears dripping down her cheeks, breath hitching as she panicked, unsure what to do or say, knowing that nothing she did would stop him, nothing would save her. She clearly wanted him to hurt her, but that was too easy, wasn't it? If he bit her hard and slapped her and hurt her, then she would be able to continue feeling like a victim, to continue suffering, to continue innocent. 
 
    But if he made sure that wave after wave of pleasure took her body, then she would have no remaining power to resist.  
 
    She knew what he was doing, of course. But what could she do to stop it? She didn't want to enjoy it. She wanted to be a blameless victim, not an accomplice in her own suffering. She wanted it to hurt.  
 
    If he was a good man, he might have walked away. If he was a kind man, he might have hit her a few times, so she could continue being a victim. 
 
    But he was not a good or kind man. He had a mean streak a mile wide, and her discomfort aroused him almost as much as her beauty and arrogance. He continued feeling her, kissing her, groping her, making sure to get as many soft sighs and moans and whimpers out of her precious lips as possible. After all, the more she enjoyed it, the more she hated it. And the more she hated it, the more he enjoyed it. 
 
    Standing up straight, he lifted her against the wall, her chains rattling. As he tried to lift her by her thighs and pull her legs apart, he felt her muscles tense feebly, trying to stop him from separating her limbs, from reaching his prize. 
 
    He leaned in, kissing her cheek and neck, gently prying her thighs apart and pushing in between them. She cried out and began to sob. 
 
    "But you're not even a virgin," he whispered into her ear gently. "What are you protecting? Who are you saving this for?" 
 
    Her sobbing grew louder. But she was too weak from not eating to resist him as he teased her, letting her know that, like it or not, it would happen soon. She stopped wiggling and resisting, and her cries faded down to a whispering sob again as she came to terms with what he was about to do to her. 
 
    "Good," he whispered into her ear softly. "Remember, you should be grateful any man wants to eat some filthy leftovers like you." 
 
    He could feel her hot tears landing on his chest as her head collapsed onto his shoulder. This. This was just what he needed to motivate him to continue. 
 
    He barely remembered the first night he had owned her, filling her body so deliciously. He was living it all over again. She was delightful. There was no dryness this time, not after all the care she had received. She was ready. 
 
    And, he wasn't about to finish as fast this time, either. About halfway through, he could see the dismay on her face as she realized he was going to carry on. Her eyes begged him to stop. But her body begged him to keep going. 
 
    So he did. He kept going and going until he knew she was close, until he knew they could finish together.   
 
    A few moments later, he came back to his senses and looked at her. He was still holding her body up, and her face was mere inches away from his. 
 
    She wasn't crying this time. Now, she was glaring at him, furious, her face red with anger and arousal, tears brimming in her eyes, but not leaving them.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    "They wish to know when the girl shall be executed," the consul said, casting a knowing glance towards Eadan. "I understand that she is a... favorite of yours. But nonetheless, the people are expecting an execution, to avenge Garbhan's death." 
 
    Eadan nodded. "I understand that. But it is not up to the people. It is up to me, as Laird, to decide if, and when, I shall kill my prisoners." 
 
    "If?" the consul asked, raising an eyebrow gently. "I understand that she is your current favorite toy, but she is, nevertheless, a prisoner, and an enemy of ours. She must be made an example of, to ensure that the people can trust you as their leader." 
 
    "I am no longer sure that is a wise choice," Eadan explained. "I was in the heat of anger at the time. Killing the sister of another Laird is no way to make amends." 
 
    "We do not need to make amends," the consul said with a slightly humored laugh. "We merely need to continue to suppress the enemy. Right now, we have the upper hand, we have their Princess. We can defeat them if we continue to dominate them like this." 
 
    "And if we do not?" Eadan asked. 
 
    "It does not bear considering," the consul replied flatly. 
 
    Eadan rolled his eyes. "Of course it bears considering. This war has gone on a long time. Do you think at no point has anyone had the upper hand? We must look towards making amends." 
 
    "We shall have the upper hand from now onwards. Such a position is unheard of in the whole history of the war," the consul replied. "This is monumental." 
 
      
 
    "You say that, and yet is Garbhan's death, the loss of my dearest friend and cousin, our best strategist, not a monumental point in this war?" Eadan asked. 
 
    "As if those pigs could make use of their situation," the consul spat. 
 
    Eadan shook his head. "They are as human as you or I, and just as capable of defeating us if they get enough of an edge. We must look towards peace, not revenge." 
 
    "That is not what you said when you ordered Silena's kidnapping," the consul replied. 
 
    "As I said, I was in the heat of anger. Killing her would not bring Garbhan back." Eadan sighed. "It would simply be another death to add to the horrific tally. We cannae do this any longer, consul." 
 
    "You are in the heat of something else at this moment," the consul remarked. "Do not think that nobody can tell." 
 
    "I do not care what you can tell," Eadan said with a faint laugh. "Aye, I fancy her. She is a fine young woman, beautifully built, and with the temper of a raging fire." 
 
    "Sounds absolutely charming," the consul said sarcastically. "Almost like a wild boar. Why would you choose her over any of the lovely, eligible young ladies in Clan Stuart?" 
 
    "Because I pick what I pick. Ye cannae argue with what the body wants," Eadan said, winking. 
 
    "We are on the very brink of a rebellion. I do believe that your inability to keep your genitals restrained is a bit less important," the consul spat. "She is nothing but a filthy Davidson whore, and she shall take you and deceive you. I do believe she has washed your mind already." 
 
    Eadan did not mind joking. But such an insult made his blood boil. Before he could stop himself, he leapt to his feet and flew at the consul. Eadan's sword was drawn in one smooth motion and swung towards the consul swiftly. The man shrieked like a little girl as he anticipated his doom, not fast or strong enough to fight back or stop the attack. 
 
    Eadan pressed the flat of the sword hard against the consul's neck, making the man shake uncontrollably and whimper like a child. There was already a tear in his eye, a dampness about his nose, and the scent of urine on him. 
 
    "My dear consul," Eadan began, his voice sugary sweet. "I do not mind a little joking. I do not mind joking about my sex drive, or my impulsive nature. I know my own flaws, after all. And, I do not mind your advice; after all, that is what I have you for. But if you for one moment forget that I am your Laird and your master, and a thousand times the man you are - if you for one moment treat me as your equal, to be disgusted in, to be commanded and controlled and corrected, then you shall lose your tongue..." he pressed the fingers of his left hand to the consul's mouth. 
 
    "You shall lose your manhood..." his knee lifted to slam into the consul's groin. 
 
    "And then, you shall lose your head," he finished, pressing the flat of the sword even harder against the consul's neck, cutting off his breathing briefly. 
 
    The man wheezed, and Eadan slammed the sword against his throat hard before withdrawing it. 
 
    "I shall do as I please. And, if matters concern you so much, perhaps you ought to do your job and write me a speech," Eadan whispered, still menacingly sweet. "Write something about how I intend to keep her and humiliate her forever. It is not far from the truth." 
 
    "The people wish to see her die," the consul said, his voice squeaky with pain and fear, eyes wandering, wary of the immense man before him, and the sword still dangerously close to his throat. 
 
    "Nobody shall see her but me," Eadan insisted. "They shall not see her live or die, eat or dance or mate. She is my toy, my plaything. And until her bother repays his debt in blood, mine she shall remain." 
 
    The consul pursed his lips. "I am only attempting to protect you, My Laird. The people will rebel; they want the Davidsons dead, not in our midst. They want her head to roll." 
 
    Eadan stepped back and sheathed his sword. "Then tell them whatever they need to hear to allow her to live with me. I cannae believe you do not know a way of persuading them to give me my space." 
 
    "You are making a grave mistake, My Laird," the consul said, feeling his neck as though making sure there was no blood, then lowering his hands to feel his crotch, where a distinctive warm, damp patch had appeared on the front. He pulled his tunic down to cover it, face red with shame. "The people have rebellion brewing. I can sense it. We have seen all the signs. If you do not do as they please, you may be killed by the mob or, even worse, usurped and made a prisoner of your own clan." 
 
    "I am the best Laird that Aberdeenshire has seen in two hundred years," Eadan replied flatly. "I do not see why anyone should forget that overnight. They may disagree with how I carry myself, how I conduct my business, and where I stick my manhood, but they will not kill me or dethrone me over one little girl in my dungeon." 
 
    "Do not be so sure, My Laird," the consul said, eyes stern. 
 
    "That sounded awfully like a threat," Eadan said, raising an eyebrow. "Care to explain yourself, consul?" 
 
    The consul shook his head slowly. "It is not I that threatens you, My Laird. It is life itself. And one of these days, it will act on its threats." 
 
    "Until then, I shall do as I please," Eadan replied with a grin. "If you do not mind, I need a nap. And I believe that you need a bath." 
 
    Leaving the blushing, fuming consul behind himself, Eadan made his way to his quarters. He wanted to see her, but it was yet too soon. He had to behave himself, to wait until the evening at least, if not until night fell. He wanted her. Talking about her like that had aroused his passions, and attacking the consul had fuelled his thirst for power and control. Dominating her would be the perfect way to quench both desires at once.  
 
    And yet, the consul's words echoed in his mind. Although he was given to dramatics and exaggeration, the man had a point. The people needed an execution, and they did not trust Silena. 
 
    Sooner or later, he would need to decide what he was to do with Silena. But for now, he was not sure what. He could not kill her. Not only could he not bear to, but the soreness of losing his own sisters and his beloved cousin Garbhan was still fresh in his heart. It was this pain that drove him to attack Clan Davidson. If he inflicted the same agony on Laird Ronan, good, gentle, sweet, just Laird Ronan, then there would be two bitter and cold men fighting one another. 
 
    No, Silena had to live. For everyone's sake. 
 
    But beyond that, he knew not what to do. 
 
    He lay back on his bed, staring at the gently rising fire. She was lovely. And yet, she despised him. She could never love him, or show him the respect he was due. So if he were to return her to her brother, he would never see her again. Even if the Clans reconciled and the war came to an end, Silena would show no interest in him. 
 
    He could not kill her, but he could not return her either. So the obvious solution was to torment her, to detach himself from her and hurt her until he stopped feeling anything resembling love for her. He could think of a thousand ways he could disfigure her body and shatter her soul, destroying everything that he loved about her, physically and mentally.  
 
    But that felt like too much. She was already so hurt just by being kept in a cell and fed plain food. She already wept and bled enough every time he made love to her. Perhaps, she felt she was already being tormented. Perhaps, she was already suffering as much as she could. 
 
    It was no wonder that she did not like him. He had not exactly begun their relationship by gently wooing her. He had kidnapped her, imprisoned her, turned her into a slave and raped her over and over again. Why would she like him? Why would she want anything to do with him? 
 
    She didn't seem to understand that her treatment was very much exclusive. Most people, most women, even, would not be treated with the kindness and respect he showed her. Were she anyone else, he would have already flogged her in public, starved her down to the bones, allowed her to be fornicated by every single soldier in the castle, and then decapitated. 
 
    She may not enjoy her lot right now, but it was by far the best that any prisoner or enemy of Clan Stuart's had been treated for decades. 
 
    He sipped the red wine. Perhaps, he ought to pay her another visit tonight? Take her sweet body and make it his own again. He could be gentler, let her know how much he enjoyed and appreciated her figure, make sure she relished him and climaxed for him again... 
 
    It would still be force, though. 
 
    He didn't want to take her by force. He wanted her to kneel before him in deference. He wanted her to see him as her brother's equal. He wanted her to look lovingly up into his eyes as she admired and tasted his body, to give herself to him wholly and gratefully. But that would never happen.  
 
    As far as she was concerned, he was nothing but a monster. He was a wicked brute who would take advantage of his beautiful young prisoner however he pleased, and then proceed to kill her brother if he wished to. 
 
    And he agreed. He knew he was a monster. He wasn't sure what he could do about it, or if he even wanted to change anything about himself. He hadn't even contemplated the possibility of changing. Not until he met her. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    He wasn't sure why he kept returning to her, especially considering how ungrateful and spiteful she was towards him. But he returned night after night. He knew she hated him, but he adored her. He wasn't sure he could call it love, per se. The more he thought about it, the more he realized how unkind he was to her, how cruel. He doubted he could be like that towards someone he genuinely loved. But he liked her, and he enjoyed her company and her soft body. That was all he needed. That was all he could have. And he would enjoy it; relish it, until he could take it no more. 
 
    Although it was several hours until he could see her again, he was already anticipating tonight's visit. He could barely hear the men speak around him. It was as though their voices were a gently murmuring brook in the background of his thoughts, as he got lost in his own fantasies of taking Silena, suspending her from the walls, perhaps as usual, perhaps upside down, and using her to his complete satisfaction. 
 
    None of the people present mattered. Only Silena. He had never cared about anyone before this. He only wanted to destroy or avoid everyone. When his sisters died, the only person he had trusted was Garbhan. And now his cousin was dead, he trusted nobody. 
 
    Around them, the soldiers and a few of the wealthier merchants drank and made merry, glad enough to simply be so close to their Laird. They seemed to genuinely enjoy his company, to genuinely believe he loved and cared about them, that he was going to defend them and make them prosperous. 
 
    It wasn't as if that was all false. After all, so long as they remained loyal to him they would ascend to heights which they could only dream of otherwise. He was not about to betray any of them, or stab them in the back. They would be rewarded for serving him well. But that was not because he cared about them. If they died, he would not weep. He simply did not care whether they succeeded or failed, so long as he emerged victorious above all. 
 
    "You are lost in thought again, Eadan?" a warlord from the grasslands asked, sipping his ale. "Or is the wine making your thoughts weak? You should drink a nice strong drink." 
 
    Eadan shook his head. "Wine is good for me. It makes sure everyone knows I have enough money and power to go to France." 
 
    The warlord laughed. "You do not need to go to France for wine, Eadan." 
 
    "You do for good wine," Eadan replied. "Quite frankly, if you do not like wine it is because you have merely sampled English wines." 
 
    The warlord shrugged. "Then, if the wine is fine enough for your delicate noble palate, there is something troubling you?" 
 
    "He has much on his mind as of now," the consul said with a slightly patronizing smile. "Especially with the situation with Clan Davidson." 
 
    Eadan nodded. "Thank you, consul, but that is not something I wish to discuss right now."  
 
    Eyes landed on him from across the table, as his guests fell silent. Around them, the party continued, oblivious to the tension between their various rulers. But between the Laird and his guests, there was a sudden chill. 
 
    "Why would ye not discuss such a vital matter with us?" the Bishop asked, pouring himself another ale and burping. "We are your soldiers, your spiritual, physical, and legal warriors, elevating you to the place you wish to be in. And, it was agreed she would be made an example of." 
 
    Eadan shook his head. "She is being made an example of, and she will continue to be." 
 
    "When will you kill her?" the warlord asked. 
 
    Eadan shook his head again. "I am not certain." 
 
    "You should just execute her tomorrow, give the people a show," the warlord remarked bluntly. "I do not see why a man would wait." He looked up at Eadan knowingly. 
 
    Eadan smirked. "You know precisely why a man would wait." 
 
    "There are plenty of bonnie lassies around, Eadan. And I daresay that many are far more pleasant than a Davidson," the warlord remarked. 
 
    The consul just nodded in agreement, earning himself a glare. 
 
    "There are other reasons, also," Eadan explained. "As I said, I am not yet prepared to discuss these matters. I must think them through." 
 
    "I ken what you're doing," the Bishop said. "And yet surely, enough time has lapsed that, if Laird Ronan wanted her back, he would have paid."  
 
    Eadan shrugged and nodded. "I concede you that. He is showing no sign of caring about her. But surely, that is as meaningful as if he came to fight for her?" 
 
    The warlord raised an eyebrow, drained his glass, and raised his eyebrow again. "Go on." 
 
    "I would do anything it took to bring my sisters back from the dead. If Laird Ronan is not coming for Princess Silena, he must not care for her," Eadan explained. "Perhaps, we can persuade her to join us and serve us, either to tell us about the habits of Clan Davidson, or even to serve as our spy." 
 
    The Bishop laughed. "Ye cannae put so much trust in a woman. Sure, her family may despise her. But then, she would betray everyone, not just one side." 
 
    Eadan shrugged. "It is worth the risk." 
 
    "Is it?" the captain of the guard asked. "I am not so sure." 
 
    "I am keeping her," Eadan said. "I am not sure why so many men feel the need to question my choices in that regard."  
 
    "Because she is a woman," the Bishop insisted. "And we all know how men react to women. We are protecting you from her wiles, so that you do not condemn a Lairdship with your member." 
 
    "The soldiers are growing restless, the people even more so," the captain of the guard said. "My Laird, the time has come to end her." 
 
    Eadan glared at all of them. "She is my prize. And I believe I can win her over, or at least make more use of her alive than dead." 
 
    "If her own brother does not come to her aid, then she is useless, Eadan," the warlord said flatly. "Think with your big head for a moment, and you would see that." 
 
    The Bishop nodded in agreement, forcing a lump of meat and potato pie into his mouth and speaking through it. "The only reason you see her as useful is because she satisfies your carnal desires." He took a swig of ale to wash down his pie. "She is of no use to the Lairdship." 
 
    Eadan looked to his consul. Of course now, of all times, the man chose to remain quiet, looking nervously about the room like the weasel he was. Eadan groaned. "None of you have met her. You do not know what her use may be." 
 
    "You will not allow anyone to meet her," the consul said. 
 
    Eadan shot him a glare. "I believe I have a consul to support me, not to stab me in the back," he snapped. "If ye cannae defend me, then silence." He finished his glass of wine angrily and poured himself another. 
 
    "We are simply trying to look after you. That woman has some sort of a spell over you," the captain of the guard insisted. 
 
    "I shall do with my quarry what I wish," Eadan snarled. "She is mine to have and to use, and I shall kill her if, and when, I am ready." 
 
    "She is using ye to keep herself alive," the Bishop said. "She has tricked you, and if you do not kill her, she will use her magic to overtake you with demonic forces and kill you. Mark my words, the woman must die for her witchcraft condemns us all."  
 
    "Her brother would rather see her die than return for her," the warlord said with a shake of the head and a wry smile. "That says all we need to know about her usefulness." 
 
    The captain of the guard nodded. "Aye, the people are more useful to us, and we are angering them by refusing to kill the wench." 
 
    Eadan rose to his feet. "Ye shall all be quiet and listen to me," he roared, glaring at the room as silence fell. Suddenly, it was not only the four men at his table who listened to him, but the hundreds that spread out before him at their own smaller tables. The guests put their jugs and glasses down and turned in their seats to better see their Laird. 
 
    "I ken that you all have some sort of an opinion on what I ought to do with my slave, the lovely Princess Silena," he remarked. "I have heard that you think I ought to kill her tomorrow." 
 
    The crowd cheered in agreement, their faces lighting up with hope and excitement. 
 
    "No, she is mine. I have stolen her. I have claimed her. And only I may choose what is to be done with her," Eadan snapped, causing the crowd to fall silent again. "I am your Laird. I am the most successful Laird we have seen in generations. I have risked my own life, and lost my own family, to ensure that we regain the lands that were once ours, that our enemy is decimated, and that our people thrive. And if you believe all that will be turned about and I shall endanger you all for the sake of some petty woman, then you have too little faith in me. You are all weak and fools. I am the only person who has guided you to greatness. And if you wish to continue along that path, you shall give in to my desires." 
 
    It was the drink speaking as much as it was Eadan himself. He should, perhaps, have been a little quieter, a little more reasonable. But he had already started, and he would finish.  
 
    "I am going to say this once and once only: I shall not kill her. I do not know what I will do with her. Perhaps, I shall use her as a pawn to negotiate with Clan Davidson. Perhaps, I shall make her my wife and use her to infiltrate their castle. Or perhaps, I shall keep her as my slave and use her body for my own pleasure whenever I like. But none of that has anything to do with you," he finished. "You do not get a vote, or a say. I do as I please, and if you want victory, you shall allow me to do so." 
 
    The people were not happy. They quietly returned to their drinks. But he could tell they were not happy with him. There was a slight silence, punctuated only by secretive murmurs and angry grumbles. But he did not care. He did not want to be liked. He wanted to be feared and respected. And it seemed that none of them had the guts to rise against him as of yet. 
 
    He sat back in his chair and emptied the last of his bottle of wine into his cup, so that it was full to the brim with sweet red drink. He then emptied the cup down his throat and looked around the room. 
 
    How ungrateful could they be? 
 
    He had lost his sisters and his parents and his cousin. He had put his own life on the line and come back from battles with physical and mental scars that would most likely never heal. He had devoted his entire life to the war, to defending their lands, to regaining their territory, to destroying the enemy and protecting the lives of his people. 
 
    And now, there was a small sliver of hope, a tiny chance of either victory or peace, they doubted him?  
 
    War was all they knew. 
 
    And it seemed, it was all they wanted or trusted, as well.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN  
 
      
 
    Silena wasn't sure why she was doing this. This man was her captor and her abuser. He was a monster, just as the tales said. In fact, he was worse. The tales had not even warned her of men like him. They had warned her of brainless beasts that would smash your skull in and eat your flesh. They had not warned her of smooth, attractive, intelligent men, void of empathy, who would use your body like a personal plaything until you were physically and emotionally shattered. 
 
    And yet, she felt grateful towards him. She knew that few prisoners lived this long, much less enjoyed an improvement in their conditions as time passed. The more she allowed him to do to her, the more eagerly she responded, the better he treated her. 
 
    At least now, he no longer chained her. He fed her well. She had a bed covered in soft, downy pillows and warm woven blankets. Her room was up in a tower, away from the damp and the cold, with a fireplace in the wall and three windows that looked out over the courtyard, so she could get fresh air and sunlight and enjoy the sights and sounds of everyday life carrying on beneath her. 
 
    She was still a prisoner and a victim. She was still being held and used against her will. That had not changed. 
 
    She forgave him, though. She forgave him for being a terrible monster, a complete and utter beast. Because as time passed, the kinder she was to him, the kinder and more honest he was with her. 
 
    As she learned of his parents' brutal death during a siege, of his sisters, burned alive in a castle tower, and of his cousin, a promising young warlord tortured, sodomized and decapitated, left by the river to be found like a dressed deer, she realized that Laird Eadan had good reason to be angry, bitter, and cruel. He had not been born this way. It was not the Stuart blood that made him so brutal and angry, so cruel and callous.  
 
    The man was broken. Deeper than she could have guessed. Of course, he was cold and cruel. That was what the world was like for him. That was how life had been for him, every day of his existence. When someone was pushed and shoved, hurt and cut, shattered inside and out, how could they turn out anything but cruel? 
 
    She had seen flickers of the same brokenness, the same brutality in herself and her brother. After losing their parents, returning from battle, or hearing of yet another attack on their lands, they would both become withdrawn and unemotional. Too angry to feel sad, the only thoughts on their minds were revenge. 
 
    The difference was Silena and Ronan had one another to turn to. They had someone to remind them that life was worth living, that there was beauty and happiness through the pain. They were not alone, and brother and sister fought to keep each other's spirits up and to avoid turning into monsters. They were helping hands to one another, pulling them out of the well of anger whenever they fell in. 
 
    Eadan's last helping hand had been Garbhan, and when his cousin had died, there had been no kind hand to lift him from the well. He now lived immersed in anger, surrounded by hatred and vitriol, with nobody to help him out into the sunshine again. 
 
    Silena could show him a different world, though. Not just the world he once inhabited, no. She could not bring his family back. Nor the world she came from, as the world of Clan Davidson offered nothing to the head of Clan Stuart. She had a better place in mind. A new and bright world, full of love and peace. One where the Clans would become allies once more. 
 
    Rather than seeing her captivity as a curse and a burden, a punishment to endure until she could escape or die, she was seeing it in a brand new light. It was an opportunity. She and Eadan shared something deeper than she could have believed that first night, and perhaps, that would be enough to save the Clans. 
 
    A part of her said she was doing this only for her brother, for the Clan, for the people of her lands. After all, however broken and justified Eadan was, he was still a senseless brute who had kidnapped and tortured her. However much potential he had, and however much she identified with him, he was still an inhuman monster who was as alien to her as a fish would be to a bird. However much he had realized his mistakes and attempted to treat her better, he had still cast a Princess into a dungeon and left her to rot. However handsome he was, he had still raped her, taken her virginity and continued to abuse her in vile ways without her consent.  
 
    She could not like him. She could not do this for Eadan alone. No, she ought to be doing this for her family and her Clan. 
 
    She did like Eadan, though. Not only that, she loved him - she desired him. She hated to admit it, but his body was so perfectly made for hers, it fit so well against her, inside her. She hated being forced to give herself to him, having her body used like some sort of rudimentary sexual tool and then discarded in the tower room until he next felt aroused. But she also enjoyed the moment, as she was immersed in it. She enjoyed the slide of his body, his moans, his firm hands squeezing her. 
 
    In fact, if she did not enjoy his body so much, this next move might have been tougher. 
 
    She waited for him, stripped down and with a blanket lightly draped over her body. She knew he would come. He always visited at night now. And this time, he would not force her, weeping and resisting, onto the bed where he would impale her dry body until she began to enjoy the sensation and despise herself. 
 
    No, this time she would lay back, already ready for him, embrace him, and enjoy it from the very start. This time, she would be willing and eager, and she would show him everything he could have, so long as he agreed to work to unite the Clans instead of continue the war. 
 
    As the door opened, she shivered a little, feeling nervous, but dropped the blanket down, exposing her nakedness. 
 
    He was slightly intoxicated, but nowhere near as drunk as the first night. He was surprised to see her nakedness, but he smiled appreciatively. "You forgot your clothes, Silena," he said. "How are you going to deny me my prize if I do not even have to fight a cloth barrier?" 
 
    Silena blushed and smiled back. "Perhaps, My Laird, it is time for me to accept my fate, and for you to contemplate yours." 
 
    He grinned. "Contemplate mine?" 
 
    "Aye." She nodded. "I ken that you want me in full, not just by force. And perhaps, if we can overcome our initial meeting, we could save half of Scotland in this very bed." 
 
    "Do you welcome me, then?" he asked, climbing on top of her and pulling the remaining blankets aside, feasting his eyes on her beautiful curves. 
 
    Silena nodded. "I do, My Laird. I welcome you in your entirety." 
 
    "Do you welcome me in your entirety?" he asked, feeling down between her legs and letting out a soft, lustful sigh as he felt how ready she was for his body. 
 
    "What do you think?" she asked with a smirk as he raised his hand to his lips, as though he could not believe this was real. 
 
    He leaned in, kissing her lightly, and then hesitated. "I think you are finally so scared for your life, or so broken, that you are giving yourself to me in hopes I may finally leave you be." 
 
    "No, I welcome you not out of fear, or respect, or hopelessness. I welcome you out of love, Laird Eadan," she explained, voice shaking. "And, I welcome you out of hope that our union might reunite the Clans and save us all." 
 
    "How could that be?" he asked, moving on top of her. Although he was uncertain, she could feel that whatever doubts existed in his mind did not exist below his waist. 
 
    "If you and I were to wed, the Clans might have a reason to celebrate one another, and we might unite both Lairdships, so that there is no cause to war any longer," she explained. 
 
    "You would marry me?" he asked, blushing with pride and contentedness. 
 
    She nodded. "Aye. I know you were cruel to me, but perhaps, if you can save my Clan and treat me kindly from here onward, I could grow to love you more each day." 
 
    He remained silent, scrutinizing her face, looking for something. As he realized she was telling the truth, he smiled. Not his usual wicked smirk, but a warm, gentle smile. He leaned in and kissed her again. "I suppose I could love you as well, if it will save our people. And especially, if it means coming home to this every night." 
 
    She was ready, and his hands were gentler than ever before, despite their speed.  
 
    "How can you love a man who has treated you so terribly?" he asked. "A truly royal lady, reduced to a mere concubine."  
 
    "I can forgive and forget, if you can forgive and forget," she said quietly. "If we expect our people to forgive one another, to move on from the past and to unite from here on, then we must set an equal example." 
 
    "But I have done such terrible things to you," he said, "I have been a monster. This is worse than any of our people have done to one another, do you not think?" 
 
    "No, you have treated me well. You were in pain, and had every right to kill me," she explained. "You did not. You spared me. Every other Stuart, every other Davidson would have done no such thing. All our ancestors would have killed one another given the chance. You have not killed me, and I have not killed you." 
 
    He laughed. "You have not had the chance." 
 
    "On the contrary," Silena said, reaching under the covers and lifting her hand, firmly grasping a rough, handmade, yet clearly sharp and robust blade she had fashioned out of the spoon he had given her to eat with. "I have had a chance to kill you, and I did not, despite all you have done to me. I forgive you, My Laird." 
 
    His eyes widened as he realized she was telling the truth. The makeshift blade was but an inch from his neck. He leaned in and kissed her. "And I forgive you, and all of Clan Davidson."  
 
    Dropping the knife to the floor with an unceremonious clatter, she wrapped both arms around his back, feeling the sheer size and power of his body as he began to make love to her. She surrendered herself to him, not fighting, not resenting him, but embracing everything he was from here onwards. It felt wonderful. 
 
    This was what she had wanted it to be. This was what she had needed from her first time. She wondered whether she could rewrite that event for herself, forget about it and start over from scratch. Perhaps, that was the best way. Then, she could reimagine their first encounter as being this very night, in this very bed. She could rewrite history, with herself giving her body to him, and him accepting it with humility and gratitude. 
 
    It was not the truth. But it was what she had to believe in order to save her own life, protect her Lairdship, and end the war. It was not the truth... but it would become the truth. 
 
    As she abandoned herself to the pleasure of his body, she cried out, clawing his back with animalistic urgency. Davidson and Stuart were now one.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Ronan knew just what he needed to do. It would be dangerous, and perhaps all for naught, but he had to try. 
 
    When Silena had vanished, he had known exactly what had happened to her. He had not wanted to think about it, of course. But he had known. How could he not? At first, he was in denial, but as time passed, he knew where she had to be. She was not the sort of girl to wander off with strangers, and beasts were rare so near the castle. Were she kidnapped by someone needing money he would have heard already. 
 
    He supposed that was why he had not organized more than a few search parties. He wasn't scared they would find her. He was scared they would not. 
 
    When a week had passed without sign of her, alive or dead, there was no doubt she had been taken by Clan Stuart. And he had to find her. With the full acceptance that she had been taken came the sort of heartache he couldn't remember feeling since his parents died. He was furious at himself for not arranging a siege of Clan Stuart's castle before. 
 
    He had to calm himself down, and remind himself that he had done the right thing. It would have been insane to immediately mount an attack against Clan Stuart to retrieve a single woman, however important she was to him. He could not endanger his troops when it was not even certain that she was there. 
 
    But with certainty came anger; an anger he could not repress, which drove him beyond his usual, rational self. Rather than accept the loss of his sister, his last living family, Laird Ronan was overwhelmed with pain and fury, driven to the border of insanity, desperate to either take his sister back, or slaughter Stuarts left and right until he felt in his heart that she had been avenged. 
 
      
 
    His men had taken a little more persuading. All were certain that Silena was dead, and that attempting to recover her would be an exercise in futility. After all, marching out onto enemy territory after someone who had been missing for a week was insane. 
 
    But she was, nevertheless, their Princess. As he passionately rallied them towards the cause, they slowly came around, realizing how important she was to the stability of their Clan, how frail Ronan, and therefore the Lairdship, were without her. Like it or not, she was Ronan's sister, and the last thread holding his sanity together after war had ripped it to its very guts. And they would save her. They had no choice. 
 
    The journey had been long and hard, around through the marshes and coasts, avoiding detection as they neared the other Laird's castle. As they rode onward, and later, as they dismounted and approached carefully on foot, they plotted together the different ways they could enter the castle and find the Princess. They had a plan for every conceivable scenario. Whether she was dead and in the gallows, locked in a dungeon, or held within the main castle itself, they had a way of getting to her and bringing her home, in whatever state they happened to find her. 
 
    Ronan wanted to race in and take her right away, but he knew better than to ruin all their carefully laid plans like that. He had to focus. They had not been detected, which meant their first move needed to be entering the castle undetected and scouring it from the dungeons to the rooftops, until they found her. 
 
    His men began scaling the walls at the far side, landing in the gardens, near the cells and dungeon windows, but away from the main guards. The moon was new and the night was cloudy. On the one hand, this was an advantage, giving them the full cover of night. On the other hand, they were at a disadvantage against any enemy lurking in the shadows, as this was the enemy's home and they would no doubt know it like the back of their hands.  
 
    Skulking about the walls, the men investigated every dungeon room through the window, peering in, each hoping to be the one to rest his eyes on her golden locks and thankful face. 
 
    But Silena was nowhere to be seen in any of the dungeon rooms. Ronan feared the worst, but would not lose hope. Every dungeon room was empty. Perhaps, Clan Stuart had known they would be invaded. Perhaps, the dungeons had been cleared down, or moved elsewhere. Perhaps, they had killed them all. 
 
    No. 
 
    She had to be alive. She had to be in there somewhere, held captive, waiting for him to rescue her. Perhaps, there was another reason that the dungeons were empty. There had to be. He couldn't have allowed his kidnapped sister to be killed by these brutes and maniacs. He couldn't have lost the last remaining family he had. 
 
    He stopped as the clouds parted, and the faint starlight shone down into the dungeons. 
 
    Inside one of the rooms, he saw the shreds of her dress. He recognized the bright red fabric and intricate beadwork instantly, his eyes tracing the embroidered shield of Inverness, and nearly wept. She had been there. She had been in that room. And she wasn't any more. 
 
    Before the clouds closed, he saw that the dress had not been removed, as someone would before bathing or getting changed. It had been cut from her body, ripped and torn all over. Right down the front, up the stitches of the skirt, everywhere. It had been shredded from her like a man breaking into some sort of an exotic fruit. Ronan stopped himself from thinking what could have led to that. 
 
    "We must look for her deeper in the dungeon. She was here," he whispered to his men. "That means she is probably near." 
 
    They began making their way inside the dungeons, gently easing the gates open and looking about. A guard spied them and was promptly finished off.  
 
    As they searched, they found the dungeons bare, as though they had not been used for many years. Only the cell with Silena's dress in it had any signs of life. Namely some stale bread, the dress, and a little blood on the floor. Ronan felt his heart sink, but remained hopeful as his men called him to some stairs that appeared to lead to the dungeon tower. Torches lit, they began the expedition up. 
 
    Ronan could see hints of human activity on the staircase, places where it had been dusted down and where a new brick had been laid. It was clear that, although the dungeons had not been maintained and scarcely been used in a long time, the tower was inhabited. And, seeing as Silena was the only prisoner there was any sign of, Ronan held hope in his heart that she was the person at the top. 
 
    There were other possibilities, of course. But he dared not think of them. The very idea that his sister could already be long dead was so horrific to him, his brain was not letting it take any hold. He would have to see her lifeless corpse before he believed she had been killed. 
 
    She would be up there, at the very top of the tower. He knew that much. But with who? Stopping, Ronan listened carefully. He could hear men's voices, whispering further up the stairs. His men hesitated behind him, listening also. As he looked over his shoulder, he could see they had heard the same as him. None of them could hear the exact words either. They extinguished their torches and continued to wait. 
 
    The voices carried on, mumbling and grumbling under their breath. A sliver of light reached down just barely enough that Ronan and his men could see one another. These men had torches, too. The thought struck Ronan that, from how low the voices were, and how well they travelled, as well as the clarity of the light, these men were probably very close. Possibly just around the bend. 
 
    They were lucky not to have been heard. Hopefully, they could leap around the corner and take the enemy down swiftly.  
 
    But if it was an ambush... then what would he do? What if she was not up there? What if she was dead? He would be marching his men into a trap, where they would all surely be killed. However dim and weak Clan Stuart were, they had so many advantages in such a scenario. It was their home, they knew the layout; they were better armed and had not been marching for days. Not only that, but they had probably planned this trap down to the smallest details. There were probably already men on their way up the stairs to finish off whatever remained of Ronan's party. 
 
    Would it not be a tragedy to lose all his best men to such an obvious plot? 
 
    No, the greater tragedy would be if she was alive and he abandoned her and died, leaving her completely at their mercy. He gathered his men around. 
 
    "This may be a trap," Ronan confessed. "I am not certain, but the men may be waiting to ambush us, in which case we shall be trapped. There are probably men above and below." 
 
    A look of apprehension was visible, even in the faintest light that reached them, on every face.  
 
    "Shall we continue?" a man asked. 
 
    "I am asking you," Ronan replied. "My sister could be there, but you must decide if it is worth risking your life for the mere possibility of saving her." 
 
    "And, what if she is dead? What if all this is for nothing?" a man asked with a glare that hid a hint of fear.  
 
    Ronan nodded. "Then we shall all die, without a doubt. If we leave now, there is some slim chance of escape, but not much. Our fate is all but sealed." 
 
    There was hesitation again. Ronan could hear a couple of men swallowing hard, trying to restrain their fear. 
 
    "If our fate is sealed, then why not try and rescue our Princess?" a man asked. 
 
    Another man nodded sharply. "Aye, we must do all we can and be brave." 
 
    A murmur spread down through the men. They seemed to be in agreement. Their beautiful, innocent, sweet Princess was to be protected at all cost, to be brought back home. Or, they would die trying. 
 
    It made sense. After all, if there was a trap they were already trapped. And if there was no trap, surely it was better to march on up and attempt to rescue Silena. There was no sense at all in heading back down the stairs. 
 
    So they marched up. 
 
    By now, the torch light had vanished, and at some point, the murmur of voices had stopped. Ronan carried on, slowly and apprehensively, until he met a door. It was wooden and heavy, but it was a little ajar, and a sliver of light peeked through the side and bottom of it. 
 
    From behind, he could hear the murmuring continue, punctuated by the odd man's voice. He was astonished to hear they were speaking of treason and betrayal. He could hear at least four men, but no more than six, speaking. They could easily take six men. 
 
    But was there a point? What if Silena was not there? Then, they would be walking into their enemy's hands. 
 
    And then, he heard it. A faint whimper of a woman's voice. Not just any woman. His sister. He could hear his sister's pained whimpering on the other side of the door. 
 
      
 
    Overwhelmed with rage, Ronan broke in through the door, looking about the surprisingly crowded room. He had not expected anything like this. There were at least twenty men, one very well dressed, one nude, the remaining eighteen were as soldiers. The well-dressed man stood, as the other was held to a wall by some of the soldiers. 
 
    All eyes were on Ronan as his men marched into the room, also baffled by the sight before him. But confusion then gave way to surprise and joy as Ronan's eyes landed on the far wall of the room, where his sister was curled on a bed, naked but for a couple of blankets, with soldiers either side of the bed. She saw Ronan, too, and her face lit up. 
 
    Silena had tears in her eyes as she held the blankets to her naked body, recoiling from a soldier who stood a mere foot away from her. "Help me, brother!" she cried.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Eadan had not expected to be awoken like this. His consul and his soldiers gathered about his bed. He felt a little uncomfortable. In fact, that was what had awoken him. The sensation of being watched triggered his intuitions and made him sit up alert, even before a word was spoken. He narrowed his eyes suspiciously. 
 
    It was not as if he had never been awoken by his consul before. And it was not as if he had never suffered an intrusion whilst in bed with a woman. But something about this felt wrong, almost ominous. And the presence of so many soldiers cinched it. They would never gather like that unless they planned action. There was something terribly wrong right now. Something worse, that is, than the hangover he had woken up with. 
 
    "What is it that cannae wait until I am ready to discuss it with you?" he asked, rubbing his sore, throbbing head.  
 
    "Your dethronement," the consul said flatly. 
 
    Eadan laughed a little. "What a nice joke, consul. But please, I must know if I am headed out to battle, or what other reason there may be for such a rude awakening." 
 
    Silena stirred, her eyes fluttering open and suddenly widening as she realized they were no longer alone. She instantly grabbed him and pulled herself close for protection. 
 
    "I am not joking," the consul carried on, as if Silena were not even there. "I am taking your throne, Eadan. I am now Laird of Aberdeenshire, and head of Clan Stuart. You shall be found today, literally in bed with the enemy, and both of you shall be killed. Then I shall parade your severed heads and announce myself the hero of Clan Stuart." 
 
    Silena clung to Eadan hard, the men ravaging her with their eyes, some literally salivating as her figure was gently exposed with every slight movement.  
 
    Eadan growled. "You fool! Do you not see what this means? If Silena and I unite, then the Clans shall be at peace, once and for all. Do you not want peace?" 
 
    "No, My Laird," the consul replied flatly. "Our people have spoken. They expect an execution. And they shall have one. Or two. And if I must make the sacrifice of taking your duties upon myself…"  
 
    "You complete and utter idiot!" Eadan exclaimed. "This is treason, but above all, it is stupidity. We have the possibility of peace lying before us, and you are willing to throw it all away so that you can steal a throne? What worth is there in being Laird if you are Laird of dead men?" 
 
    "A lot of worth. There are always more men, whereas there is not much power or honor to go around these days. I would rather be Laird over dead men than a peer of living ones," the consul explained. 
 
    "So you are prepared to kill our whole Clan, if it means you can be Laird of a patch of land?" Eadan asked, obviously disgusted. 
 
    "Not at all," the consul said with a weak smile. "I am simply doing the will of the people. It is not my fault that the people do not know what benefits them, or what the consequences of their demands would be." 
 
    "That is why they need a good Laird," Eadan replied. "To guide and protect them, through war and through peace, to ensure that they live, even if it costs him his wealth, his title, his family, or his life." 
 
    "Alas, it shall cost you all that and more. I, on the other hand, have no intention of being a 'good' Laird," the consul said, 
 
    Eadan leapt to his feet and closed both hands around the consul's throat, squeezing hard so the man gasped and wheezed, his air instantly cut off. Eadan used all his strength to slightly lift the consul, so he was balancing on his toes, his face growing purple. 
 
    And then the unthinkable. Eadan's own soldiers grasped his arms and tore him away from the consul. As Eadan's hands released the consul's throat, the man wheezed again, gasped, and fell to his knees, panting for air and groaning in pain. 
 
    Eadan tackled his soldiers briefly, but however strong he was, they outnumbered him, and soon had him under their total control, firmly gripped. As they attempted to restrain him, he was slammed hard into the wall, feeling dizzier even than before as his head made contact with the hard brick, stars dancing in his eyes. He moaned in pain and whined as he heard bells ringing in his ears, and his vision slowly focused again. 
 
    "You are by far the worst consul any Laird of Aberdeenshire, or of anywhere else, for that matter, has ever had," Eadan said. "You will not get away with this." 
 
    "I shall," the consul replied. "On account of that you are going to be dead in the next few minutes. Although... perhaps we ought to show you both a lesson first." He raised his hand to his chin, looking over at where some of the soldiers still stood by the bed, looking at Silena as she desperately held the blankets to herself. 
 
    The soldiers looked to the consul apologetically. "I am sorry, sir," one mumbled, stepping away from the bed. 
 
    "No, no. Carry on. You may do with her as you wish. She will be dead by the time the sun rises. It would do her well to be a little... humbled by then," the consul remarked.  
 
    Silena whimpered and withdrew onto the bed, pulling the covers up against herself, covering her nakedness, hiding behind her feeble barrier. 
 
    The soldiers mumbled in tones of agreement and those who were not holding Eadan began to crowd around the bed, eyeing her up, working out some sort of hierarchy, some sort of order for the banquet they were about to share. 
 
    Eadan was revolted by that suggestion. Of course, he had done the same thing. But now, he saw the error in his ways. He had done something terrible, and her forgiveness had been almost a blessing to him. And now, he was standing there, powerless, as they were about to put her through that suffering again. 
 
    It was like looking into the jaws of Hell. This was his creation. These were the men raised by the society his ancestors created, that he had perpetuated. This was what happened when boys were raised by war. They looked at her and saw, not a woman, not a human being, but an animal, nay, an object, to be used as they pleased. He had to stop this from happening ever again. 
 
    And he could not. 
 
    As the men approached, Silena cried out, and as she did the door flew open. Behind it were the men of Laird Ronan, headed by the man himself. Eadan could scarcely identify him. Ronan in tales was always a disfigured brute, a troll or an ogre of a man. This Ronan was barely a day older than Eadan himself, fit and healthy, with an expression of genuine care and distress etched into his brow. He was so... human. So normal. He could have been Eadan's own brother, in another life.

          Ronan seemed astonished and confused as he looked about the room, his eyes landing first on the consul, then on the naked Eadan, and finally on his sister. Ronan beamed and marched through Eadan's confused soldiers, shoving them aside. This woke them from their trance, and they reached to seize Ronan, only to meet the flurry of blades that emerged from the Davidson Clan warriors. 
 
    Eadan seized his opportunity in the middle of the confusion to throw his own soldiers off himself and seize a sword. Nude or not, he had to fight for his life, for Silena, and for the respect of the man he hoped to turn from foe, into brother in law. 
 
    As the room sprung to life, all worked hard to thin out the crowd, attempting to maim or kill the enemy without accidentally injuring their comrades in the tight space.  
 
    Unexpectedly, Eadan found himself fighting literally back to back with his historic enemy, slaughtering his own men as they attempted to restrain him, failing each time. And it felt good. He felt proud. Ronan may not know it yet, but they were fighting on the side of progress, on the side of the future. They were mending a relationship that had been so painfully severed for so many generations. 
 
    The two men fought through the soldiers towards the bed, where one intrepid young soldier attempted to take Silena hostage, seizing her arm with one hand and lifting a blade swiftly towards her neck with the other. But she saw what was happening and began to tear herself free. He clasped a hand over her mouth to stop her from crying out. But it was too late. His eyes locked with Eadan and he froze, realizing he had been discovered. 
 
    Silena bit the man's hand hard, causing him to cry and strike. But as the blade fell, Eadan leapt in, blocking it from reaching her chest. She panted heavily, eyes wide in panic, and seized the blade that had landed on her. Eadan did not expect her to fight. However well-trained and fierce she may or may not be, she was still a woman, and still ashamed of her nakedness. But he found comfort in seeing her armed, knowing there was yet another barrier between her and the enemy that wanted her dead.  
 
    Eadan's attention was suddenly captured by a loud clang, mere inches from his head. He looked over his shoulder, back towards the room, and saw the shimmer of a finely sharpened steel blade, close enough that he could smell the metal and blood. 
 
    It was Ronan's sword, stopping the consul from impaling Eadan. The consul, holding a blade that was far too big and heavy for him, gritted his teeth in frustration, pushing against Ronan's sword. Ronan smiled warmly before flinging the consul back and resuming battle. Eadan guarded Silena. He realized then that Ronan did not know who he was. Ronan did not realize that the consul was not the Laird. Ronan did not know he had just saved his mortal enemy's life. All he knew was that he had protected the man who was protecting his sister. 
 
    As Ronan cast the consul against the wall and held the blade to his neck, the remaining men looked about the room, seeing the sheer amount of blood and bodies, and knelt before Eadan, pleading for forgiveness. He did not care. He walked up to his consul, and Ronan stepped aside as Eadan slammed the traitor hard against the wall. 
 
    "Do you have anything to say for yourself?" he asked, glaring. 
 
    "Please, My Laird, I beg for your mercy and forgiveness," the consul said, shivering. 
 
    Looking down briefly, Eadan confirmed that the consul had once again wet himself. "You know I am not a man with inclinations of mercy and forgiveness," he said slowly. 
 
    The consul shook his head. "You can forgive Clan Davidson, Laird Eadan," he said. 
 
    "They shall be forgiven. You shall not," Eadan replied. 
 
    "Wait, ye are Laird Eadan of Aberdeenshire, head of Clan Stuart?" Ronan exclaimed, still embracing his sister, holding the blankets up high around her naked body, protecting her from any further prying eyes. 
 
    Eadan nodded. "Aye." 
 
    "And you saved my sister's life?" he asked. 
 
    Eadan nodded again. "Aye. And you saved mine from this pathetic little worm." 
 
    Ronan hesitated, his eyes narrowing, lips pursed. Silena leaned in and whispered into his ear. The whole time, Ronan's expression did not change. As she finished, Ronan sighed and smiled. "I suppose I shall be accepting your forgiveness. Do you accept mine?" 
 
    "On two conditions," Eadan said. 
 
    "And what might they be?" Rodan asked warily. 
 
    "Firstly, I should like your men to escort my consul and the other traitors into the dungeons below, where they shall be held until they are executed at lunch time," Eadan said flatly. 
 
    Rodan nodded. "There is no problem there. And the second condition?" 
 
    "That I may marry your sister, for I would be willing to continue warring for a thousand years if I am not allowed to wed such a precious young woman," he replied. 
 
    Rodan laughed a little. "I suppose, from the looks of it, you're bound by moral obligation to wed one another," he said, looking Eadan up and down. "Though I dare not think of it any longer." 
 
    "Excellent," Eadan replied. "Does that please you too, Silena?" 
 
    Silena nodded, face bright red. "If I may have two Lairds to protect me, and peace for our Clans, nothing could ever please me more." 
 
    Eadan turned to his consul, who was now whimpering again, tears rolling down his cheeks. 
 
    "It seems there shall be an execution this afternoon after all. And a wedding in for extra entertainment," Eadan said with a wide grin. "Are you happy to hear so, consul? The people will get precisely what they want." 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Silena had fought with the idea of telling her brother all about her time as Eadan's prisoner, about the early days, and the rape. On the one hand, she understood that her brother would want to know. He cared deeply about her, and probably wondered why, when Eadan approached her by surprise, with drink on his breath, she recoiled from him nervously. He probably wondered why she and Eadan were so close physically, when she had been so polite and demure before she was kidnapped. He probably wondered what Eadan's plan had been when he kidnapped Silena, and why her dress was found so ruined in the dungeon, why she was so obviously a prisoner and at once Eadan's lover. 
 
    But she knew her brother would never forgive the man like she could, like she had. And the Clans were on the brink of friendship once and for all. 
 
    The people had been angry that the two Lairds were considering a union, but over time, happiness and hopefulness blossomed, especially as they realized that the union would be cemented by a wedding, with time for all to celebrate, drink and make merry. Finally, they saw each other as human beings, and the borders between the Lairdships were open for people to wander as they pleased. 
 
    Besides... she was deeply in love with Eadan. She wanted him. She needed him. And now, with her brother's blessing, she was to marry him. It was a dream come true for Silena, and she could not bear the thought of the two men becoming enemies once again. Now that they had met, they were all but brothers in law, and close as brothers, literal or legal, could be. 
 
    Ronan turned a blind eye to their premarital sex. As far as he knew, Eadan had been kind and gentle to his sister. And he would always be left to assume that Eadan had taken her virginity consensually, in the bed in the top dungeon in the tower. After all, no man liked to think of his family in bed. And if he did not imagine it, then he would remain happy forever. 
 
    Which meant she was not allowed to have a single doubt about the wedding. She could not reconsider it, or everything would fall apart. So, she had to ignore the sacrifices she had made earlier on, the torment she had endured, and focus on their future together, as a family, leading Scotland into a bright new age. Married to her kidnapper, abuser, and rapist. 
 
    She knew under any normal circumstances all this would be so very wrong. But for now, for her, for them... it was right. It had to be. She had to fight for the Lairdship. So whenever doubt raised its nagging head, she suppressed it. 
 
    Not that it was hard to do. Eadan was still a handsome, desirable man. And now that she consented to his contact, he was always eager to shower her with his affections, and always respectful when she refused him. It was like he had transformed. 
 
    Still, as she sat contemplating her fate, she jumped as soon as Eadan wrapped his arms around her and inhaled the scent of her hair. There was still a wickedness about this man. There was still something about the way he crept around, about his silent padding like a hunting cat, about the way he relished the expression of suffering in others. 
 
    She could still remember the energy around him on the day the Clans had agreed to unite. 
 
    As the day carried on, Eadan had guided his new family about the castle, cheerful as if nothing untoward had happened that morning. And, after lunch, at the hour of the consul's execution, he had watched with glazed eyes, salivating as the traitor was thrown from the stocks, only to be decapitated by the guillotine. All had been pleased to see the traitors die, of course. But Eadan's joy went beyond the righteous anger of the crowd, or the stern duty that Silena and Ronan felt. Eadan relished it. He would have done it a thousand times over, each time more enjoyable than the last. Silena was certain of this. 
 
    And as for the men who had joined the consul, none had been forgiven. All had been thrown into the dungeons alongside their ringleader. All had been executed shortly after the consul. All their wives, children, and other dependents had been placed into indentured servitude, cleaning and farming the castle. Forgiveness did not even occur to Eadan, and when Ronan suggested it, Eadan laughed, shook his head, and said nothing. He did not have a merciful bone in his body. 
 
    But it was comforting to know that such cruelty, such a cold, hard heart was on her side, was opened up, only for her and her Clan. It was a terrifying thing to know that such a cruel man existed, of course. But he was her cruel man. And cruelty was needed. Ronan had always been too swift to forgive, to give the benefit of doubt, to assist and support. 
 
    Eadan was the antidote to that. Eadan was the man who could refuse help to an ailing old lady if he believed she was part of a conspiracy. Eadan was the man who could order the execution of every person involved in a plot to kill them. Eadan was the man who could be trusted to handle all affairs where having a heart put you in danger. 
 
    And similarly, Ronan was the antidote to Eadan. Ronan was the man who would lend a helping hand to the people who were the lifeblood of the Lairdships. Ronan was the man who could build a community up from nothing. Ronan was the man who added a humane softness to the face of law, giving people comfort and joy. 
 
    Ronan walked in, seeing Eadan leaning over his sister, and beamed in a way only Ronan could. "You look lovely today, Silena," he said. 
 
    Eadan grumbled a little, kissed Silena's cheek, stood up, and walked to the window, simply nodding a greeting to his brother-in-law. 
 
    "Is he alright?" Ronan whispered to his sister. 
 
    "I am already with child," Silena confessed to her brother with a warm, content smile. "We shall have a baby before the year ends. He is a little nervous, as I am sure you understand." 
 
    Ronan's eyes lit up. "A baby? Such wonderful news! This is precisely what our Clans need. I hope it shall be a strong young boy, and that he shall lead both Lairdships onward." 
 
    Silena nodded and smiled. 
 
    "Has Eadan mentioned a name yet?" Ronan asked. 
 
    Silena shook her head. "Alas, he simply says to wait and ensure that the child is born alive." 
 
    Ronan froze. "Why would he say such a thing?" 
 
    "Because," Eadan began from the window, reminding them both that he was still present. "Because not all children make it. Not all people make it. I would rather not pin my hopes on anything yet. Although, I am happy." 
 
    "You are an odd man," Ronan said. "Your people are not much like us, are they? You are so cruel, so harsh."  
 
    "We are shaped by reality," Eadan replied. "You are shaped by illusion." 
 
    "But without some sort of illusion, how can you build the future? Every great idea is born of hope, of aspiration," Ronan replied. "You cannot live forever in the present." 
 
    "And you cannot live in the future either," Eadan said, turning around with a smirk. "Literally, you cannot." 
 
    Silena rested her hand on her brother's. "You are both right, in your own way. We must live in the now, to see what needs to be dealt with. But we must also look ahead, to see how we shall deal with it. Together, you shall do great things." 
 
    "Indeed," Ronan agreed. "Like the horse and the hound, we may be very different beasts, but we can also be most excellent partners to one another. And how wonderful that this union is to be cemented by a beautiful child, conceived in love and joy and happiness, to grow up in a world where our Clans are not at war, but deeply entwined?" 
 
    As Ronan said this, Silena glanced at Eadan. Eadan grinned, finding some sort of dark humor in this. Truth be told, so did she. If only her brother knew, looking back at the day when her last cycle ended, that this child had been conceived on their first brutal night together, then perhaps, he would not be speaking of the love with which the baby was conceived, perhaps he would be saying something quite different entirely. 
 
    Eadan walked back to her and knelt by her side, running his hand over and over her stomach, as though trying to feel for the baby. He would have no luck. It was barely there yet, and would not kick for months. But still, he felt and pressed lightly, curiously. 
 
    Silena smiled as he caressed her slightly protruding belly, awe in his eyes as he realized mere inches of skin separated his hand from his child. He smiled. Such a wonderful, warm smile. The one he only reserved for her. But now, he was gifting it to their child as well. It nearly took her breath away, to think of how much Eadan's poor heart had been healed by her love. And, it would be healed even more by this baby. Perhaps, her own heart could heal, too, thanks to this child, and with the soothing balms of time. 
 
    Of course, Eadan was a monster and a beast, just as the legends had said. He was cruel, wicked, and full of malice. But he was her monster. And, she loved him despite all he had done. 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One
  
 
    The war was difficult for everybody. Not only did the poor suffer but the rich and wealthy did too. No one had ever expected it to stretch out so long and spread so far, but it did. The rich became poor, the poor became poorer and the most valuable thing of all, the hope and determination of the people of Essex had slowly faded away. Homes were abolished as they took the role of being battlegrounds and hideouts, crops had withered down to dust without receiving the care they needed and many young men had died. It had cost Essex a great deal and building up from it had proved to be a mammoth task for everybody in the community.  
 
    Twenty years later and retired, Admiral Edward Allen was still struggling to provide for his family. There were many days after the war in which the children had to be fed from a single plate as they could not afford to feed them anything more and while they were still young, they’d be asked to go to bed without dinner. Today, the conditions of the household were a little better since the economy had become stable, but still they were considered poor and to this day, they were shackled to poverty; the reigns still a little too tight. 
 
    Generally being a poor man alone would not have bothered anyone as much as it did to a man with a family to look after. The weight of responsibilities sat heavily on the admiral’s shoulders. His family needed him and he felt that he had already let them down many times throughout the years; sometimes this feeling would stay with him for weeks as he thought that every minute passing by, he was failing. Despite the hardships, he considered himself a lucky man, being a father to three well-raised kids and a beautiful loyal wife. When left alone to his thoughts, he often felt he did not deserve them. Many times he had wished they would leave him, but his wife Eleanor would remind him of their vows, ‘for better or for worse’ and with that his love and respect for her only grew. Their love story was quite unique on its own. 
 
    Before Edward Allen had left to join the Navy, he and Eleanor Richard had begun to visit each other as they were neighbors. He had asked to speak with her once at an evening dinner when he first saw her and immediately knew he needed to know her better. Ever since then they had grown close and he had proposed to her without a second thought. The war had come unexpectedly and Edward, being the graceful man he was, allowed Eleanor to leave him if he did not come back or if he was gone too long. Eleanor had refused and had promised to wait for him. Admiral Edward Allen came back after two years and to his surprise he found that Eleanor had faithfully waited for him all those days in his absence. In the following week, they were married and they couldn’t have been happier. The war however, was still not over, a sneak attack had harmed the country at a greater level and once again Admiral Edward Allen had to depart from his wife. It was this last war that had cost everybody so much more, the damage had been far too great to re-compensate and when the Admiral returned, he did so with barely nothing in his hands, only his life and his wedding ring. He knew love was all they’d ever need in life, but was it ever going to be enough? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    Being of such a poor status was harmful in more ways than one, even though now they could afford suitable food and wear ordinary clothes from the small job Admiral Edward Allen now had; he desired for his only daughter to be wed into a rich and able family. But because of their current rank he was certain that this would be impossible. Nobody married below their rank; he knew that well. Thus, it was a dream more than a wish; one that he was sure would never be fulfilled. The other two children were young sons and he knew that they would figure out a way to live in the world; he didn’t worry much for them. It was Abigail, his eldest child that was the main cause of his worries. He would watch her occasionally through the eyes of a loving father and would admire how she was bright and how she lived life as though nothing dark had ever touched her. She was innocent and he knew he did not want her to live the difficult life that he and his wife had lived or go through the hardships they had gone through. Every time he looked at her, a small ache would rise in the area of his chest where his heart was, for the worry and the love for his sweet daughter, Abigail.  
 
    She had been a great child to raise. From a very young age, she was aware and understanding of the financial problems in the household and would never ask for anything in the market whenever they’d be visiting. She would happily look at the many wonderful things around her, but never ask for any of them for herself. Now that she was at the ideal age for marriage proposals, Admiral Edward wanted the best for her; she undoubtedly deserved it. If she married into a wealthy family he would sleep peacefully knowing she was safe and would now have all that she wanted. Abigail being wed into a wealthy family would also have advantages for her own family, as a small monthly contribution from her new family would be more than enough to help raise the sons and help with the terrible situation in the house. After all, this was what all daughters did when they were married off into rich families; it would be a win-win situation for everybody. 
 
    As they sat at the breakfast table, Abigail noticed that her father seemed upset this morning, more so than usual. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Father?” asked a worried Abigail after watching him for the past few minutes. 
 
    “What? Oh yes, me? I’m fine. Of course, I’m fine,” her Father responded impulsively after realizing that Abigail had noticed that he was worried. 
 
    “Are you sure? It appears as if something is troubling you,” asked Abigail, not satisfied with her father’s answer. 
 
    “Yes dear, I’m fine. Let us have our breakfast, don’t you worry about me, Abigail,” her father comforted her. 
 
    “Your father had another one of his sleepless nights, he’ll be alright, Abigail,” her mother, Eleanor assured her as she served everyone porridge for breakfast. 
 
    “Alright, if you say so,” Abigail said, shrugging it off.  
 
    She knew something was wrong, having grown up watching him, she knew that his sleepless nights meant he was up all night worrying about something. She was unsure of what it was but the fact that he was worried was enough to make her anxious. She was a very loving child and could not stand to see anyone hurt or sad, which is why her mother made sure that she believed everything was alright as much as she could; even when things were falling apart. 
 
    Her mother knew that the cruel world would catch up with her with time, and even then, with her protection and safety she could not safeguard her from everything. She had seen glimpses of reality enough growing up in a house where there were many days with no food on the table, but still as a mother, she did her best to keep her daughter’s innocent heart safe as best as she could. 
 
    “Tom, are you ready for your spelling test today?” asked Eleanor, changing the subject and trying to divert not only Abigail’s but her husband’s attention from whatever it was they were thinking about.  
 
    “Yes Mother, I’ve prepared for it. I hope it’s easy and I do well,” Tom said taking another spoonful of porridge and honey in his mouth. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll do great, dear,” Eleanor motivated him, giving him a bright smile.  
 
    It had been difficult keeping them at school with the costly fees, but after many visits to the school’s admin office and great convincing, the headmistress had allowed both Tom and John to sit for classes at a lower rate. Once the headmistress had gathered that both of them were bright students, many times she forgave them of their fees and allowed them to study for free, as long as they kept their grades up. Abigail had finished school a while ago and now helped her mother around the house, painting and reading in her free time. She had an untamable passion for painting with watercolors and she had taught herself how to paint on big canvases by only watching other artists in the market painting live. She wanted to become a world famous artist, or at least famous in England, so that she could sell her paintings for a nice amount and support her family all at the same time.  
 
    All her savings went into purchasing paints or old used books about painting and later on about romance. After she had read in a book somewhere that both pain and love created beautiful masterpieces, she decided to invest in romance novels as pain was something she was not going to inflict on herself, in the name of art. Occasionally, her mother would save up enough to put up a stall in the local market to sell homemade strawberry jam and along with her mother, she would take her paintings, hoping someone would buy them. Out of the many she had painted, only two to three had been sold and that too for not very much. 
 
    As the boys rushed off to go to school and Abigail helped clear the table and wash the dishes, her father got up to leave the little kitchen they had. She watched carefully as her mother went after him. Clearly, something was not right. She tried to listen carefully to what they were talking about but over the noise of the water from the faucet, she couldn’t hear a thing. She tiptoed to the edge of the door to hear them much better, hoping she could figure out what was going on. 
 
    “It’s okay dear, you’ll see... everything will be alright. Please stop worrying over things you cannot possibly control,” she heard her mother saying. 
 
    “I can’t. It’s not easy to just put it aside. I worry for her, Eleanor,” Abigail heard her father saying emotionally. Suddenly, she knew they were talking about her and she felt a little uneasy, wishing not to hear more. 
 
    “I know Edward, I know it isn’t. Believe me. I’m her mother and I too have the same worries, but have a little faith, will you? If she sees you like this, she’ll be devastated,” she overheard her mother trying to console her father. 
 
    “Eleanor, these times are not like our times. People only marry for money and power and very rarely for the good in a person. Our Abigail is a gem and I want the best for her. I cannot allow Mark to marry her,” her father said in a stern voice.  
 
    “I’m not asking you to, Edward. You don’t even like Mark, why are we even having this discussion?” her mother said in an impatient tone. 
 
    “Because there have been no other marriage proposals for her. What is a father to do? Wait for somebody to come along or accept the one man that wants to marry her? I wanted so much more for her, but there are not any other options,” her father said as his words drifted off into silence. Her mother too, remained quiet. 
 
    Abigail’s heart sank a little in her chest as she felt the porridge she had just had come back up.  The sick feeling in her stomach was so strong after hearing Mark’s name from her father’s mouth. Mark was their neighbor and they had practically grown up together; they were only children when he had started to show signs of interest in Abigail. She had made sure not to entertain them and yet today, he wanted to marry her. She had tried her best to ignore him and let him know that she wasn’t keen on him but he was persistent and could not care less of what she thought. Mark was a man who believed that women were made to be dominated by men. He wanted a wife for himself but he didn’t care if he were a good husband to the woman he married. Abigail knew all of this from the short conversations she had had with him, even after trying to avoid him, he always found a way.  
 
    He worked in a farm somewhere not too far and boasted about it knowing that the Allen’s were usually short of money, even though his job did not pay him much he took pride in showing it off to those he thought below him. Among all those attributes of his that Abigail despised, the one she hated the most was how he had no manners and he was not a decent man, thinking he was. Abigail loathed him. Hearing that he had asked for her hand in marriage, she imagined herself being wed to Mark for just a split second. Mark and I, wed? I’d be miserable! He doesn’t even know how to treat a lady with respect, how would he take care of me or love me? I can’t even begin to imagine how caged I’d feel living with a  man such as himself. My father can’t surely be serious about him, he can’t possibly be thinking about it? Could he?  
 
    She knew no prince would marry her, but getting married to Mark would be a grave mistake. She didn’t love him and she couldn’t, not with the kind of man he was. Having read so many romance novels she had learnt to imagine what love must be like and that is what she wanted; love, and not just any love, the kind of love her parents had to this day. She wanted true love, not Mark. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    Every inch of her body wanted to barge into the room where her parents were to scream and protest against marrying Mark. It was only the thought of her father’s sad voice, weak from worrying, that stopped her. There was very little she could do. Father’s right. This is the first proposal I have received. I’m twenty and I’ve only been asked for my hand in marriage once! Girls my age are usually flooded with eligible handsome men wanting to court them; some lucky ones are even married by this age with a babe in their arms. I don’t have an option. Mark is my only option. I can’t see my father worry so much for me, it’s making him ill. I can’t hurt him deliberately. 
 
    Lost in thought, Abigail didn’t notice her mother walking back into the kitchen. She saw Abigail leaning against the wall staring blankly forward. 
 
    “Abigail?” her Mother asked confused. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, mother?” Abigail snapped out of it. 
 
    “Are you alright? You seem a little pale?” her mother asked her, suspicious that Abigail had heard the conversation they were having. 
 
    “Oh, yes I’m fine. I’m perfectly alright,” Abigail said, forcing a smile and standing up straight. She walked over to the sink and began washing the remaining dishes, avoiding her mother’s curious eyes. 
 
    “You’re so much like your father,” her mother said in a monotone as she left the kitchen to tend to other things. 
 
    Abigail heard the front door open and then close as it did every day. Today though, Father was a little late for work. Her mother was probably sewing in another room, trying to sell other little things alongside her jam business in the stall she was going to put up again in a few weeks. This was the time Abigail looked forward to every day, it was the time when all the chores were done and she could go to her room and paint her heart out, without any disturbance or her mother calling out her name. From the morning she would wake, it was this time she enjoyed the most. It wasn’t that she didn’t like being around her family, it was just that as an artist, she enjoyed the solitude as it gave rise to many thoughts and ideas and it was the one place she felt free to express herself. Everybody knew this and so no one disturbed her. If her mother ever needed anything at such a time, she would take care of it herself. 
 
    As she sat on the tool at her small wooden desk, just big enough for all her paints and brushes, for the first time she didn’t feel like painting. Thoughts of Mark and what her father had said were rushing and circling around in her head. I can’t get it out of my head. I just keep seeing myself married to him. I had such big dreams that I never tied up, I let them rise into the sky and kept dreaming more, now I feel that I need to let all of them go. Mark would never appreciate my ambitions nor me. He just wants a woman, that’s all.  
 
    She picked up her paintbrush and dipped it in the water, always ready for her to paint. She was trying to feel what is was she wanted to paint today, but all she saw was darkness and involuntarily, her wet brush made its way to her watercolor tray and hovered over the black. Just as she was about to put some deep black pigment on her brush, there was a knock on her door. 
 
    “Abigail? Can I come in?” asked her mother from the other side. 
 
    “Yes, Mother. Come in,” Abigail said still holding her brush in her hand in mid-air. 
 
    Her mother opened the door slowly and peered in. 
 
    “I need to speak with you,” her mother said still standing at the door. 
 
    “Yes, okay,” Abigail said with a lump in her throat. 
 
    Her mother gave off one of her brief smiles and walked in closing the door behind her to sit on her frail bed. She looked around the room as if this was the first time she had been in here, studying the walls that had her paintings hung all over them in a mosaic pattern. She let off a little sigh, when she saw one of a woman and man holding hands tenderly. 
 
    “What is it that you needed to speak with me about, Mother?” asked Abigail, beginning to panic. 
 
    “I know you heard us talking,” her Mother said looking at her with softness in her eyes. 
 
    Abigail relaxed a little bit, now knowing what she was going to talk about. 
 
    “I’m your Mother, I knew you’d heard. Is there anything you want to say or ask?” her mother asked her, knowing that Abigail did not like Mark and did not approve of him. 
 
    “If I said anything would it make a difference?” Abigail asked with her shoulders slump. 
 
    “Of course, it would. Your father and I were only talking about it and to be frank, I couldn’t bare hearing Mark’s name, but after seeing your father’s worried face, I didn’t say anything to oppose him and instead, quietly listened,” Eleanor explained herself. 
 
    Abigail remained quiet. 
 
    “You can speak to me Abigail, I already know you don’t like him,” her Mother said in a sympathetic tone, understanding the difficult position her daughter was in. 
 
    “Are you both actually considering Mark as a suitable husband for me?” asked Abigail desperately hoping she’d say no. 
 
    “I’m not too fond of him but I don’t know what your father is thinking about it. I don’t want him to make any abrupt decisions,” her mother said vaguely. 
 
    “So that means yes?” Abigail felt tears well up in her eyes. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. It just simply means he’s thinking about it and he needs time to come to a right decision,” her Mother consoled her. 
 
    “How can Mark ever be right for me?! You know him! You know how dreadful he is! How could both of you even do this to me?!” Abigail suddenly said loudly, now crying hot tears that were streaming down her face fast. 
 
    “Abigail! We are just talking about it! There’s no need to have such a dramatic response. Calm down!” her Mother stood up, walking towards her. 
 
    Abigail wiped her tears, calming herself down and a little embarrassed by her outburst. Her mother hugged her tight, petting her head lightly and lovingly. 
 
    “Now you listen to me, both of us only want what’s best for you. As a father he worries if he’ll live long enough to support and take care of us. If there’s the slightest hint of him considering Mark, it is only because of his desperation. That is all. And still I pray that out there, there is someone better for you, because my dear, you deserve it and no less!” Eleanor kissed Abigail on her forehead, calming her down. 
 
    Abigail smiled at her mother, hearing those words had been comforting. 
 
    “I’m going to go get things ready for lunch,” her mother said leaving the room still smiling at her. Abigail nodded. 
 
    She looked over to her painting desk and then to her bed. She didn’t feel like painting at all now and laid down on her bed to think, trying to wrap her head around the sudden turn of events in her life. 
 
    How can I say no to them now? Is this really the end of my adventures? Before they’ve even begun? How will I love a man who can’t love me for who I am? I guess my romance novels were pointless; I will have to paint with pain, anyhow. Funny how the word pain is in the word paint and I never noticed all this time.                
 
    With that poisonous thought in her mind, she drifted off to sleep; an instinct most people use to run away from reality. Soon enough, those short dreams were all she was going to have. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four
  
 
    She woke up, startled by the noise that came from the front door area. She looked around the room; she slept far too long and at such an odd time. It was mid-afternoon and the noise was probably her brothers back home from school.  
 
    Washing her face to freshen up, she went out in the hallway to confirm if the boys were back. Tom zipped past her holding something in his hand and an annoyed John followed after whining about being mocked all the time. She sighed, this was the usual. 
 
    “Tom give that back to him or I’m going to give you extra chores for the weekend!” Abigail yelled after him, knowing it would have little effect on him. I sure do sound like my mother! 
 
    Making her way to the kitchen and ignoring the racket the boys were making, she heard clanking of pans and clutter noises. She saw her mom busy, cooking away. It smelt like chicken was on the stove; that wasn’t very common in the house. 
 
    “Are you making chicken, Mother?” asked Abigail a little surprised. 
 
    “Yes, I am. Father brought some over while you were sleeping and I thought it’d be nice to have a nice roast chicken for lunch and dinner,” her Mother answered her, without looking her way. 
 
    “Interesting,” Abigail said, wondering why her Mother was acting odd. 
 
    “Can you go outside and fetch me some fresh ripe tomatoes, Abigail?” her Mother asked after tasting the gravy. 
 
    “Okay, Mother,” Abigail obeyed, still drowsy from her nap. 
 
    She walked out the back door and down the few steps to make her way to the little garden they had made, to grow their own crops. Abigail’s father had suggested it, saying that it would help save money in the long run. It had saved a little bit of money, but not very much. Tending to a garden required costly things and so they only grew the easiest of plants; in the abundance were tomatoes.  
 
    As she approached the small patch of tomato plants, she caught something from the corner of her eye. No, please no. Not now! A man with a wide grin showing his mal-aligned teeth was waving frantically at her. She tried to ignore him but as he grew nearer, she heard him calling out her name.  
 
    “Abigail! Abigail!” the man shouted at the top of his lungs, trying to grab her attention. 
 
    Abigail continued to ignore him, acting as though she were deaf in both ears. 
 
    Only a minute until he finally reaches here.  
 
    “Abigail, could you not hear me? I was calling your name the loudest I could?” he said, beads of sweat trickling down his forehead. 
 
    Abigail looked up, trying to act as though she hadn’t noticed he was there. 
 
    “Oh, sorry Mark. I’m afraid I didn’t,” Abigail replied in a short and abrupt tone and continued searching among the plants for the ripest red tomatoes. She acted busier than she actually was, hoping he’d go away and leave her be; the last thing she needed after a talk about Mark was actually talking to Mark. 
 
    He hovered over her, standing not too tall, with his disproportionate body he thought was very stud-like. His dark brown hair was matted from the sun hat he must have been wearing and his clothes were unkempt and stained from not being washed properly. 
 
    “What are you doing, Abigail?” Mark asked, even though it was obvious. 
 
    “I’m busy, picking out ripe tomatoes,” she replied, without looking up. 
 
    “Well, did you hear any new news, perhaps?” he asked smiling to himself, happy with how he had managed to talk to her father in the first place. 
 
    “What news?” Abigail acted clueless. 
 
    “About me asking for your hand in marriage! I talked to your father, you know?!,” Mark said, smugly. 
 
    “Yes I heard,” Abigail said, getting furious. 
 
    “Well, what do you think? Aren’t you surprised?” Mark said, unable to wipe the smug grin off his face. 
 
    “I’m not surprised at all. I find it quite hilarious!” Abigail said sarcastically, laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Mark asked with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “How you think I’d actually say yes to marrying you, that’s what’s funny!” Abigail started laughing harder, clenching her stomach unable to control herself. 
 
    “What?! Well of course you’d say yes! I’m a great man!” Mark said defensively, anger building up inside him. 
 
    “A great man?! A great man!” Abigail laughed harder nearly falling to the floor. 
 
    “You might be laughing now! But just wait until your father says yes! Then we’ll see who laughs last!” Mark said loudly with rage in his eyes. 
 
    “This is what you call love?” Abigail stopped laughing, and looked at him directly in the eyes smiling to herself, amused by his hypocritical behavior. 
 
    “This is love? How you want me to be miserable? How you don’t care if I’m happy? I said I don’t want to marry you and you’re telling me how it will happen? How I’ll be forced?” Abigail said coldly. 
 
    Mark stared at her with his eyes fixed on her face not saying a word, but the rage in him still hot. 
 
    “If this is love, I dare not wish it upon the worst of my enemies,” she said as she picked up the half-full basket of tomatoes and headed towards the door, not looking back and wiping a single tear that had made its way from the safety of her eyes to her upper lip. 
 
    Had I known love was a curse, I’d never have wished for it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    The basket of tomatoes weren’t what felt heavy to Abigail, it was the sinking feeling in her chest. She walked into the kitchen to find her father seated at the kitchen table, ready for his afternoon tea. 
 
    “Hello, Abigail,” her father said in a forced cheery tone. Her mother had spoken with him and he was aware of the situation in Abigail’s head. 
 
    “Hello, Father,” Abigail replied blankly, still lost in thought with her encounter with Mark. 
 
    “Abigail, are you alright?” her mother asked, noticing her unresponsiveness almost immediately with her strong motherly instincts. 
 
    “Yes, I’m ... I just need to rest... a little,” Abigail managed to say in between pauses. 
 
    “My dear, are you sure you’re okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!” her father said perplexed. 
 
    “Yes, I’m alright. Don’t worry about me. I’m just going to go to my room and rest for a bit,” she said, snapping out of the horror she was imagining. 
 
    “Sure dear, you go on ahead. I’ll handle everything today,” her mother ushered her, knowing that Abigail had had another outburst, maybe of a different type this time. 
 
    Within minutes, she was lying in bed, fast asleep. They say troubles make you sleep in the middle of the day and keep you wide awake at night; Abigail was proving true to the former. 
 
    In the kitchen, her father grew more worried and inquired about her wellbeing with no other than Eleanor. 
 
    “Eleanor, what is wrong with her? I’ve hardly spoken about it and she’s already depressed,” her father said rubbing his temples, trying to relieve the headache that was slowly coming on. 
 
    “She doesn’t like Mark, and it’s tough on her. I don’t like him either, but with our situation and no other marriage proposals, I hardly think we have a choice,” Eleanor said feeling emotional. 
 
    “He’s asked me to give him an answer as earliest as I can. But how can I say anything with my daughter already weeping?” Edward put his palms on face. 
 
    “Why don’t you go talk to her? Clear it out. Maybe she’s willing to meet half way. It’s the first time she’s going through this, it might be a little difficult for her for many reasons. I know I was terrified of leaving home, even though I knew you better and loved you, leaving with you still felt like leaving with a stranger because my family was going to stay behind. I think it’s best you talk with her; I’ve already done so and it’s you she needs,” Eleanor said placing a loving hand on her husband’s shoulder, comforting him and supporting him. 
 
    “This is why I married you. You’re a wonderful mother and a supportive wife. How did I ever get so lucky?” Admiral Edward said standing up from his seat to kiss his wife. 
 
    “And you still make me blush, Admiral!” Eleanor laughed heartily, touching his face gently. 
 
    “Now if you don’t mind, I’m going to go check on those two boys of ours who have been suspiciously quiet for much too long,” Eleanor said after realizing it and hurried to go check on what they were up to. 
 
    Admiral Edward knew his wife was right; the only way to discuss this matter was with his daughter. All day he had been confused on what to do, hopefully after speaking with her he would be able to put things into perspective. He got up and went straight to Abigail’s room but before turning the door knob, he remembered she had said she wanted to sleep and he backed away slowly. The talking would have to wait. 
 
    --- 
 
    It wasn’t until dark that Abigail woke up. She left her room and looked around the house; the current time had still not sunk in. Her father and mother were sitting on the couch talking, while her brothers were busy rough housing. She walked into the room and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “Good evening, sleepy head!” her Mother said, delighted to see her. Abigail smiled softly. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” her father asked trying to suppress his worry. 
 
    “Yes, much better,” she said, sitting next to them. 
 
    “Abigail, I know you’ve heard about Mark. I feel we should discuss this in the open like mature adults,” her father began saying. Suddenly, the drowsiness had gone, as she studied her father’s every move and analyzed every word he spoke. 
 
    “Mark came to me a day ago, asking for your hand, claiming that he loved you and that he was being promoted to work with the farmers directly, which means he’ll be making more money. He vowed to take care of you and love you. I wasn’t so keen on him at first, but with all the promises and good signs, I won’t lie, it did cross my mind and I said I’d think about it,” he went on, explaining. Abigail listened with an apathetic expression on her face. 
 
    “The truth is, I’m considering this more because I don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow, maybe I’ll live and maybe I won’t, maybe I’ll have this job and maybe I won’t, I need to see you stable. My heart yearns for your protection, you must know that. I only think of this out of love. You’d still be close by and you can come over whenever you want. You’d be living better than you are now, I think you’d be happy,” Admiral Edward said, sounding convincing. 
 
    Abigail blinked twice. 
 
    “Surely, you’re not serious? It’s almost as though you’ve made up your mind. How is this a discussion when I haven’t even said a thing yet and you’re already talking about my marriage with him?” Abigail said flabbergasted. 
 
    “Your father is just stating his side, you can tell us yours Abigail,” her mother said in a calm voice. 
 
    “I don’t like Mark. There is not one thing about him that I like, let alone love. That man can’t respect women, how is he going to wed and care for one? I know this, and I’m sure you both do too,” Abigail said getting teary at the thought of her parents considering Mark with all his shortcomings. 
 
    “Don’t cry dear. I didn’t know you felt so strongly about him,” Admiral Edward said seeing the tears in his daughter’s eyes. 
 
    “That’s because I didn’t think you needed to know, I didn’t think he’d be taken seriously,” Abigail said trying to fight back her tears; but it was useless. 
 
    “Okay Abigail, this discussion is over. We aren’t making any decisions whatsoever; there is no need to cry. We will not do anything that does not have your happiness in it, don’t fret my child, come here,” her father consoled her holding out his open arms. 
 
    Abigail was hesitant but after seeing her father’s sincere face, she gave in. He embraced her tightly, letting her know he was there to keep her safe, and since that morning, it felt she had finally taken a breath. He kissed her on the forehead and looked down at her, wiping her tears with his thumbs while holding her face. 
 
    “I love you, Abigail, always remember that,” he said, like they were his last words. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    The days after her serious talk with her father, things had been quiet in the house. There was no talk of marriage or of Mark and although it made Abigail very suspicious, she decided to ignore it, enjoying things being back to the way they were. One morning, the Admiral woke up early to surprise his daughter. He went to her room’s door and knocked on it loud enough to wake her. 
 
    “Abigail, wake up! Wake up Abigail!” he said over and over till he heard sleepy grunting noises from inside. 
 
    “I’m up! Come in!” Abigail called out from inside. 
 
    “What is it? Why did you wake me up like that? And why are you dressed so early?” Abigail asked noticing her father was wearing his outdoor clothes. 
 
    “That’s because we’re going on a trip!” her father said excitedly. 
 
    “A trip? Where?” asked Abigail, sleep still heavy on her eyelids. 
 
    “We’re going to go visit your Uncle Henry, you remember him, don’t you?” asked her father smiling widely. 
 
    “Well faintly, it’s been a while since we saw him,” Abigail said, trying to remember his face. 
 
    “Well get your things ready, we’ll be staying there a few days,” her father said trying to speed things up a bit. 
 
    “We? As in just you and me?” asked Abigail confused. 
 
    “Yes, just the two of us…well, and your uncle, of course. I thought you needed a change of environment, so I wrote to your Uncle and he wrote back saying he would be delighted to have us over, now hurry up and get packed and dressed, we’ll leave in a bit. I want to reach there in the sunlight hours,” her father said as he rushed off to get other things done. 
 
    Abigail sat in bed still baffled by the sudden trip planned to her Uncle’s. She hadn’t met him in years and it felt odd that in the past few days there had been no discussion of the topic. She didn’t mind so much because she was actually quite fond of Uncle Henry. He was very kind and their distant relationship was more due to the reason that he was a very busy man.  
 
    At the time when her father had joined the navy, Uncle Henry being the younger brother, stayed home and started a small home business. When her father had returned from the war, the small business had grown into a big successful business that survived well even after the second attack. Uncle Henry had always offered to send money to his older brother, Admiral Edward, but her father would always refuse. He believed in providing for his family himself, even if it was going to be difficult; saying that a man’s pride was in providing for his family by his own hands and not lending or taking from others, be it blood. 
 
    Packing her things didn’t take long as she folded her clothes neatly in a small bag, knowing her father, they would not be staying there more than three days. He couldn’t stay away from home so long and not long at all without his wife. She took a quick bath and dressed up in a set of fresh clean clothes, ready to leave. 
 
    If her Uncle had had a son she’d be sure as to why they were leaving, but her Uncle had only married once and she was barren. Aunt Helen had died with her uncontrollable bleeding that was the complication of her third miscarriage and in his mourning, he never married again. If there was one thing that were similar between the men in the Allen family, it was their love for their wives and their families, if they loved they did so unconditionally and forever the same. 
 
    In an hour’s time the little luggage they had was loaded into the small carriage they had borrowed for the trip and after saying their farewells and bidding goodbye, they were off. Abigail hadn’t been on a trip like this in years and it felt nice to be outside and be able to see a different view rather than her usual; also it helped that she was going to be as far away as possible from Mark.  
 
    The breeze in her golden long wavy hair felt calming as she carefully listened to the sounds of nature around her, trying to capture in her mind what a beautiful and serene painting this all would make.  
 
    Her father remained quiet most of the trip, owing to the fact that there was awkwardness between them. He occasionally pointed to a new type of bird they passed by or a field of either flowers or vegetables, and she would nod politely. Maybe he’s forgotten about Mark, maybe this is his way of saying sorry? Everything happens for a reason. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
    By late afternoon, they had reached their destination. Abigail watched in awe as she first caught sight of the magnificent estate her Uncle owned. She only had a vague memory of the place and it was just as big as she remembered from when she had come last. The building and place he called home was almost royal; the building stood tall and firm with beautiful stone-aged bricks standing majestically. Oak trees and evergreen trees sheltered most of the mansion, surrounding almost all four corners. She noticed the vineyard plants crawling up the walls as they pulled up in the runway. The footman helped her and her father off the carriage, greeting them kindly with a gentle smile. 
 
    Uncle Henry walked through an open door held open by yet another footman. He was bigger than he used to be; his stomach roundly bulging out. He had been very particular about how he looked, God had given him a handsome face, but now it was hidden underneath layers of sadness. The mourning had been tough on him and by the looks of it, he still was in mourning. His state didn’t look like that of a wealthy and able man’s, looks can be so deceiving. 
 
    He genuinely smiled when he saw Abigail and embraced her welcomingly. 
 
    “Hello there, little Abigail,” he said, as she smelt cigar smoke on him. 
 
    He turned around to greet his brother and his smile wilted about when he saw how weak his  older brother was now. 
 
    “Hello big brother,” Uncle Henry said, hugging his brother tightly, for all the years and days they hadn’t seen each other. 
 
    “Hello Henry, thank you for letting us visit on such short notice, I know you’re a busy man,” her father said still holding onto Uncle Henry’s hand. 
 
    “Don’t be silly, you’re welcome to visit anytime, you know that. I’m not as busy as I used to be, all that running around and making trips has tired me out, I’m not that young anymore and I simply don’t have all that energy in me anymore!” Uncle Henry joked, without mentioning the real reason of why he preferred to stay home. Both Abigail and her father knew, but they nodded and smiled politely, knowing he was still heartbroken from losing his wife. 
 
    They walked into the house and Abigail felt nostalgic as the scent of mint and lavender tickled her nose; Aunt Helen had loved mint and lavender. Last time when she had visited, Aunt Helen had still been alive, being in the house again, she was waiting for her to come through a door with her stunning face and white smile. She didn’t come. Abigail too felt the absence and she felt the sadness in the air. No wonder Uncle Henry isn’t better, it’s like she’s still here, but she isn’t. 
 
    Uncle Henry led them to the living room to sit while their bags were taken to their rooms. 
 
    “I hope you like the room I’ve picked out for you Abigail; it’s got a beautiful view of the woods. I thought it would help you find sceneries that you could paint. You still paint, don’t you?” asked her Uncle sincerely. 
 
    “Yes, Uncle Henry. I do, I couldn’t give it up for the world,” Abigail smiled, happy that someone was interested in her painting skills. 
 
    “And don’t you ever! You have the skill little lady, I saw it myself last time you were over. I can only imagine how much better you must be now. What is the latest thing you’ve painted?” asked Uncle Henry, curious about his niece, realizing she had grown up so much and he didn’t know her so well. 
 
    “Uh...nothing very recent. I’ve been...busy with housework...” Abigail regretted lying. 
 
    “Surely, you can’t be so busy? Tell me? What is it? Have you no inspiration?” asked Uncle Henry concerned. 
 
    “How did you know?” asked Abigail surprised. 
 
    “My dear, that’s the thing about artists, they’ll always be artists even when they’re not painting or sketching. It takes just one tiny spark to set them ablaze again, that’s how I knew. A true artist only stops when he’s dead,” Uncle Henry told her wisely. 
 
    Abigail listened carefully, feeling the surge of wisdom and depth and feeling motivated already. She smiled at her Uncle, glad that someone understood her. Her Uncle smiled back. 
 
    “Why are you so quiet brother? Are you well? How are things at home?” asked Uncle Henry seeing his brother’s worried face. 
 
    “I’m fine! Just swell! A little tired from the trip, that’s all,” her father said trying to divert attention off of himself. 
 
    “Why don’t you go on and rest then? The room has been prepared for you and your bags have gone up, I’ll send you tea when you’re awake and well rested,” Uncle Henry said caringly. Abigail was falling in love with her estranged Uncle. He’s such a good man, it’s so sad how he had to go through all that he did. 
 
    “Yes, Henry. I think that would be best,” her father said, getting up to leave. 
 
    “You be good, Abigail,” her father said lovingly as he left the room. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of her,” Uncle Henry shouted back after him. 
 
    He turned towards Abigail. 
 
    “You need help with inspiration right?” asked Uncle Henry excitedly. 
 
    “Yes,” Abigail said confused, sensing the excitement in his tone. 
 
    “You’ve got your paints?” asked Uncle Henry smiling. 
 
    “Yes I do, of course I do,” Abigail said still perplexed. 
 
    “Well then I’ve got just the thing for you!” exclaimed Uncle Henry. 
 
    “Get your paints and meet me right outside!” he said as he rushed off to a part of the house Abigail didn’t know of. 
 
    She was slow to get up, trying to think of what her Uncle was up to, but she was excited just the same. She went upstairs, unpacked her paints and canvas and following her Uncle’s instructions, stood outside the house, right outside the front door. Her Uncle came from one side of the building, clasping his hands together pleased with himself. 
 
    “Oh good, you’re just in time!” Uncle Henry said. 
 
    “Just in time for what?” asked a very confused Abigail. 
 
    “Just follow me! I’ll show you,” he replied, taking the paints from her in one hand and holding her hand with the other. 
 
    He led her through a garden area beside his house to an open grass field. An easel, wooden stool and a little wooden table just big enough to keep her paints and brushes were standing on the grass.  
 
    “What is all this?” Abigail asked approaching closer. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Uncle Henry asked with delight. 
 
    “Uh...yes,” Abigail said alarmed, after reaching the spot. She saw the easel and fell in love with it, she had never been able to afford one on her own, the only one she managed to keep was the one she made herself with scraps of long woods she sawed and nailed. 
 
    “Sit on the stool here and tell me what you see,” Uncle Henry ushered her. 
 
    She sat on the stool hesitantly and looked over her right shoulder and what she saw was breathtaking. There was a little running lake just a few meters away from her and on the other side were tall green trees with their beautiful shades of green. There were birds flying in vibrant colors and behind the dense trees in the distance, she could see hills as the sun set down somewhere between them; all of which together made a perfect scenery for a watercolor painting. Abigail watched with eyes wide open as the cool breeze of the sun settling down played in her hair and she got goosebumps trying to absorb the bewildering view before her. 
 
    “You could paint this beautifully, I know it,” Uncle Henry said placing a loving hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Abigail stood up and without a second thought hugged him tightly. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Uncle Henry. I love it,” she said with her face buried in his chest. 
 
    He was not expecting that reaction, but he loved it. Being alone all the time had made him a stranger to another human’s touch and feeling his little niece hugging him with all that love, melted his heart. 
 
    “You’re most welcome, my dear,” he said as she let go of him. 
 
    “I suggest you start painting from tomorrow, dinner will be served soon and it’s getting dark. You don’t want to be out here near the woods when the sun sets,” he advised her. 
 
    “Why? Is it dangerous? The woods, I mean,” Abigail asked. 
 
    “Well nothing has happened yet, but who knows what might be out there? It’s better to stay safe and indoors,” he said to her. Abigail nodded, knowing her Uncle knew better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
    The next day, Abigail woke up excited that today she could begin painting the scenery of the woods. When she went down for breakfast, Uncle Henry told her it was best she began in the afternoon, as the sun would make it too hot for her. She listened obediently and spent her time talking to her Uncle and around the house until she could go out to paint. 
 
    In the afternoon, she took her painting utensils and went straight outside. She set up the canvas on the easel she was very happy to have and began drafting a sketch of the masterpiece she couldn’t wait for. 
 
    It had been an hour into her artistic process when she heard a faint moan come from the direction of the woods.  
 
    It’s probably nothing;, you’re not used to being out here Abigail, calm down. The sound came again. Okay, so maybe it’s just a wild animal darting through the woods.  
 
    Something in her heart told her it wasn’t but she ignored it, mostly out of fear. She heard the twigs snap and a man emerged in tattered clothes falling limp to the floor and before she could realize what was going on, he tripped and rolled into the lake. Abigail was watching, shocked. She was waiting for him to re-surface the water, but he wasn’t. In that instant, Abigail knew what she had to do. She ran towards the edge of the lake, took off her shoes, tied her hair up in a loose bun and dived straight into the lake water. She opened her eyes to see that he was lying on the waterbed and lifted him up. She held his arm and swam up, putting his face out for air. She put an arm of his around her shoulder to keep him afloat and swam towards the edge of the lake. She knew this was all she could do; he would be much too heavy to lift out of the water and onto dry land, so she called out for help.  
 
    Luckily, the footman had noticed that Abigail was not seated where he saw her go last and as he came closer, heard her cry for help. He immediately neared the edge and pulled the man out of the water and then helped Abigail out as well. Uncle Henry saw what had happened from a window curious as to why the footman was running in panic and both he and Admiral Edward ran to see if Abigail was okay. A maid brought a cloak to keep Abigail warm. 
 
    “Are you alright, Abigail?! What happened?!” her Father said worried sick, as he hugged her tight. 
 
    “I’m fine Father. This man fell into the water, I’m certain he was hurt,” Abigail said, still a little in shock. 
 
    Uncle Henry kneeled to the ground and checked his breathing; he felt a faint inhaling and compressed his chest with one palm on top of the other to expel the water out of the man’s lungs. The man coughed and shot up spitting out water, and looked around panicking. 
 
    “Where am I?!” he panicked, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Calm down, there lad. You’re safe now. You were hurt and you fell in the water, this lady here saved you,” Uncle Henry said pointing at Abigail. 
 
    The man stared at Abigail in awe, although he was in shock himself, he couldn’t help but notice how beautiful she was; the lady who had saved his life. He saw her drenched and cold, shivering and her wet hair fell limp, but her eyes, her eyes gave him a new life, and he knew in that moment he had to know who she was. He stood up and faced Abigail. 
 
    “Thank you for saving my life, I will never be able to repay you,” he said, gratefully and happy from the inside that he was able to see her face up close. 
 
    “No need to say thank you. It is what anyone would have done,” Abigail said, blushing slightly. 
 
    “Let’s get you both of you inside, the breeze will give you both a cold. Come with us, stranger,” Abigail’s father said, leading them both inside to keep them warm. 
 
    Uncle Henry gave the man a set of new clothes and the footman tended to his wounds, bandaging the cuts and scrapes he got from his fall. Abigail bathed and changed into a dry dress. They both were to come into the living room where tea was being served, piping hot. 
 
    The man walked in humbly and Uncle Henry nodded that he could take a seat at the table. Abigail was already seated, her hair half-dry. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” Uncle Henry asked the man. 
 
    “Yes, thank you so much. Your generosity has been humbling,” he said sincerely. 
 
    “What is your name young man? Where do you come from?” Uncle Henry asked the man, out of curiosity without sounding rude. 
 
    “Baldwin Forbes. Duke Baldwin Forbes,” the man replied. 
 
    Abigail’s father almost choked on his tea when he heard the word ‘Duke’. 
 
    “You’re a Duke?” he asked, recovering from his choking incident. 
 
    “Uh, yes. I don’t always dress like this,” the Duke joked, laughing. Abigail laughed softly and Duke Baldwin caught sight of it. 
 
    “I had a feeling when I saw what you were wearing when Abigail fished you out of the water, but it’s rude to ask, you know?” Uncle Henry said, delighted. 
 
    “Of course,” Duke Baldwin replied politely while smiling at Abigail. 
 
    “Forbes? Hmm, I’m sure I’ve heard that name before... Ah, Daniel Forbes! Is that your father then?” asked Uncle Henry. 
 
    “Yes, he was. Did you know him?” asked Duke Baldwin surprised. 
 
    “Yes! We were great friends back in the day. I’m so sorry about his accident. My condolences sincerely. I wasn’t able to attend the funeral, otherwise I would surely have recognized you,” Uncle Henry said patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you. It’s been three years but it still feels as though it were yesterday...” Duke Baldwin drifted off into silence. Everybody was quiet. 
 
    “Sorry, um well, I best be going. You have done enough for me already, thank you again for your help and for saving my life,” he said looking at Abigail while finishing his sentence and getting up to leave. 
 
    “You can stay if you like, it’s dark outside. Wait, I forgot to ask, what happened to you out there?” asked Uncle Henry, realizing he had been wounded. 
 
    “A bunch of bandits were after me and I managed to escape. I heard running water and when I came out of the woods I saw a young maiden watching me emerge, I don’t remember anything after that. Also, it’s very kind of you to offer but I can’t stay, my mother is alone and she’ll worry that I have gone missing,” Duke Baldwin said declining the offer. 
 
    “Well you’re welcome to stop by whenever you like, your father was a dear friend of mine and you can think of me as your Uncle,” Uncle Henry said. 
 
    “Thank you. I will most definitely want to visit again,” Duke Baldwin said looking at Abigail. Abigail looked bashfully at the floor. He left saying his goodbyes in a coach Uncle Henry let him borrow. 
 
    Abigail wasn’t sure but she had felt some sort of a connection between her and Duke Baldwin, even though she hadn’t spoken to him directly. She shook off the feeling, knowing how dangerous it would be to fall in love with a man she could not have. 
 
    If there is one thing more dangerous than love, it is heartbreak.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    It was the second day at her Uncle’s house and Abigail was thinking about how much adventure she had gone through in just two days. Back home, I’d never have met a strange good-looking man or saved his life! It’d just be Mark, Mark, and Mark. I don’t ever want to go back. 
 
    She sat idly in the lounge thinking about what would happen when she’d go back and why she was here in the first place. Her father came and sat beside her. 
 
    “Father, why did you bring me here?” she asked her father directly. 
 
    Her father thought for a bit, he knew she would ask him eventually but he wasn’t expecting for it to come now. Abigail understood; she knew the answer before he began talking. 
 
    “This is a distraction, isn’t it? You’ve really thought to say yes to Mark haven’t you?” Abigail said trying to control her emotions. Her father looked at her silently, with a sadness in his eyes, but before he could speak the footman came interrupting. 
 
    “Miss Abigail, someone is here to see you,” the footman said and left before she could ask him who it was. 
 
    Abigail went towards the door, confused as to who would want to meet her here and as she opened it, she was both excited and relieved. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Abigail,” Duke Baldwin said to her smiling. 
 
    “Hello, Duke Baldwin,” Abigail replied shocked. 
 
    “I’m sorry; you must be a little confused. I’ve taken permission from your Uncle to speak with you. Would you mind accompanying me for a stroll in the garden?” he asked, lending out his hand. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Abigail said blushing profusely. 
 
    She looked behind her and saw in the window that both men, her Uncle and her father were standing watching. Her Uncle waved, smiling as if something magical was about to happen. 
 
    “Thank you again for saving my life,” he said, disrupting the silence. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Abigail said nervously. 
 
    “You’re welcome? Up until yesterday you didn’t want me to thank you!” Duke Baldwin said teasingly. 
 
    Abigail felt her cheeks get hot as she realized he was right. 
 
    “Yes, sorry...” Abigail said softly. He looked at her and smiled at her timid behavior. 
 
    “Why are we walking in the garden alone?” asked Abigail, getting a hold of herself. 
 
    “Because I wanted to get to know you. That is what one does, when they like somebody and wishes to court them,” Duke Baldwin said boldly. 
 
    Abigail couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Did he just say he liked me? No, this can’t really be happening. Me? A poor girl from Essex?! He’s a Duke! No, this is some sort of joke.  
 
    Abigail laughed, certain that he was joking. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” asked Duke Baldwin, smiling and enjoying the sound of her laughter. 
 
    “You are! I almost fell for that!” Abigail said, laughing harder. 
 
    “But it wasn’t a joke,” he said looking at her. Abigail stopped laughing after seeing the serious expression on his face. Could this really be? 
 
    “You like me?” she asked again, finding it hard to swallow down. 
 
    “Yes, I do. I want to get to know you better,” he suggested. 
 
    “I’m sure we don’t have anything in common!” Abigail exclaimed. 
 
    “We don’t have to, maybe our differences together can create something much more beautiful than something ordinary and boring,” he said poetically. She smiled. 
 
    They spent the evening laughing and in each other’s company. It was their first proper meeting and so it had had its odd moments, when she thought he was being dull and he thought she was a little confusing, but overall it had gone well. He stayed for dinner and it was evident that her father and Uncle had already approved of him.  
 
    “Will you come visit me tomorrow? Your father mentioned you’d be leaving in a day and I was hoping you’d be able to meet my mother before you go off back home. I’d really love it if you did come,” he said, holding her hand tenderly. 
 
    “I will,” Abigail struggled to say with the feeling of his touch. 
 
    “She’ll love you,” he said as he stared in her eyes. Abigail tried to dodge his deep eyes gazing into hers but he leaned in for a kiss. Just at that moment, she heard her father talking and come in to say goodbye to Duke Baldwin. She jumped back, setting her hand free, shy that her father would see her so close to him. 
 
    “Well, farewell young lad. You stay safe now,” Abigail’s father said as a nervous Duke Baldwin shook his hand. She didn’t want him to leave just yet, but he did.  
 
    At night, she lay awake in her bed, unable to rid his handsome face from her mind. Nobody had warned her that love would feel like this; she couldn’t sleep. I’m falling in love with him, and I can’t control it. Soon enough, her eyelids closed as she dreamt of him and what their life would be like together, not knowing that everything comes at a price. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    His place was much bigger than Uncle Henry’s; it was a castle. She didn’t understand what Duke Baldwin had meant when he said that his mother was alone at home when there were almost forty people in the castle, serving and cleaning and tending to housework. They had arrived shortly after tea-time and just in time for dinner. Abigail had been nervous all morning, feeling the sickness in her stomach and the struggle to keep her breakfast and lunch down. She wanted to impress his mother but not give her the wrong impression, she was proud of who she was and where she came from. She was proud of her father and her family and she did not want his mother to think that it was something she was hiding because she was ashamed of it. So she wore her hair loose and dressed herself in the most subtle but lovely dress she had.  
 
    Duke Baldwin first saw me soaking wet with damp hair and liked me anyway, I don’t need to prove myself to anybody, not even his mother, she told herself all morning and all the way to his home. 
 
    Abigail had expected his mother to be eagerly waiting for her at the door or maybe come running from another room as she sat in the lounge; but she was nowhere to be seen. She began to feel uncomfortable as though his mother wasn’t very keen on the idea of meeting her.  
 
    “Let me go call Mother, you just sit here and be comfortable. Don’t go anywhere,” Duke Baldwin said to her with his gorgeous smile. Why did this man fall for me? He’s handsome head to toe, she thought to herself as he left the living room, but then she remembered how he couldn’t keep his eyes off of her and that he said she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, even though she didn’t have a luxurious gown on or any jewels, he still cared for her. She smiled to herself and didn’t notice an older looking woman walk in. 
 
    “Abigail, this is my mother, the Duchess of Kent,” Duke Baldwin said, introducing her to a woman close to her fifties that had a pointy nose and a look of utter disappointment on her face. 
 
    “Hello, Duchess.  It’s very nice to meet you, Duke Baldwin has told me so much about you,” Abigail said, coming close to greet her but she didn’t step forward to greet her back. 
 
    “That’s very nice,” the Duchess said, scanning Abigail top to bottom with disapproval. 
 
    “This is Abigail right?” The Duchess of Kent turned back to ask her son. 
 
    “Yes Mother, why don’t you come and sit with us?” asked Duke Baldwin, hoping she’d agree. 
 
    “I’ve seen all I had to see, thank you very much dear. I have things to attend to. Now if you’ll excuse me,” she said as she left the room without another word. Abigail felt torn, it was obvious that she didn’t like Abigail, nowhere close to the way Duke Baldwin did. She sat slumping on to the settee nearby with a frown clearly on her face. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Mother, she’s not very kind to new people,” Duke Baldwin said making up an excuse as he sat next to Abigail. 
 
    “She doesn’t like me, it was a bad idea for me to have come here,” Abigail said fighting back the tears in her eyes. 
 
    “No don’t speak like that. I know my mother, it will take her some time but Abigail you came here for me. I wanted you here, with me. I want you with me, always,” he said, wiping a single tear off her face. She smiled with tears still in her eyes and hugged him, and he wrapped his arms around her protectively.  
 
    At least I have him, she thought. She shook her head. This was unreal. She had only known him a few days but she knew deep in her heart and soul that she was falling in love with him. She just knew. 
 
    At dinner, the Duchess had not shown up and both the Duke and Abigail had to have dinner without her; she had insisted that she was busy and that they go on without her.  
 
    “At least this way we had a romantic dinner together. Just you and me,” Duke Baldwin said to Abigail romantically, touching her hand knowing she liked it. Abigail smiled timidly, loving that they had the chance to be alone. 
 
    She reached home later that night and wasn’t surprised to find both Uncle Henry and her father wide awake, staying close to the door, waiting for her to return. 
 
    They both asked her how everything went and she purposely left out the details about his mother. 
 
    “It was very nice, he is such a kind-hearted man,” she said unable to stop smiling. 
 
    “That’s wonderful to hear dear,” Uncle Henry said, pleased to hear that. 
 
    “I hope you can pack your things quickly in the morning, we’ve got to leave the same time we came,” Abigail’s father reminded her. 
 
    I almost forgot! I’m leaving tomorrow and I didn’t even get to say goodbye! Her smile turned into a frown instantly. 
 
    “What’s wrong Abigail? Do you not want to go back?” asked her father inquisitively. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to go back, it’s just that I’d like to stay here a little longer please. I didn’t even get to tell Duke Baldwin that I was leaving and to be very honest, I’d like to stay here a week and really get to know him. I think he may propose soon,” she said excitedly. 
 
    “Propose? Are you sure?!” her father asked utterly shocked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m quite certain! Please don’t make me go back now Father! Not back to Mark when I can be with someone I want to be with right here!” Abigail pleaded on the verge of tears, desperate for her father to agree.  
 
    He thought about it for a while. 
 
    “Alright, you can stay a week if that’s alright with your Uncle,” her father said understandingly although his heart was breaking inside. He wasn’t sure if the Duke could be trusted, and so help him, if he did anything to hurt his Abigail… 
 
    “Are you being serious, Father?! Uncle Henry, can I please stay another week?!” she asked with wide open eyes. 
 
    “Yes of course child, for as long as you like!” Uncle Henry said to her smiling. 
 
    “Oh thank you so much!” she said as she hugged her father. 
 
    “I love you,” she whispered into his chest, still clinging on to him. Her father smiled and stroked her hair lovingly. 
 
    “I love you too, be safe my child. Lord knows what would happen to me if anything happened to you,” her father said as he kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “I will Father, I promise!” she said kissing her father on the cheek. 
 
    “Do I not get a hug?” asked Uncle Henry teasingly. 
 
    “Of course you do!” Abigail said as she hugged her Uncle. 
 
    “I love you both!” she said bursting with joy. 
 
    This is the happiest day of my life. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven
  
 
    Her father left the same time he had planned to the next morning. It was only after he left that Abigail realized she was going to miss him, even if it was only for a week. This was the first time she was far from home alone and she wasn’t expecting to feel sad about it. Breakfast and lunch went on as usual; Abigail was waiting for Duke Baldwin. He arrived sometime in the afternoon and they spent almost the entire remaining day together; neither of them still wanting to part ways, but then again that is nothing uncommon between lovers. Abigail felt much better that he was there with her and when the time came for him to leave, she was sad again. 
 
    “Do you have to leave?” she asked knowing the answer. 
 
    “Yes, dear Abigail. I know you want me to stay but I can’t,” Duke Baldwin replied, liking the feeling that she wanted him to stay. 
 
    “I know you can’t,” Abigail said maturely but still sad. 
 
    “How about tomorrow, I come over earlier than I do usually?” he suggested, not being able to stand her being sad. 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” Abigail said, instantly smiling. 
 
    “Great, I’ll see you a little before lunch then, alright?” he said, holding her hand. 
 
    “Alright,” she said smiling and looking in his eyes. 
 
    “Wait, your father isn’t here. I could sneak a kiss, don’t you think?” he asked playfully, secretly hoping he could. 
 
    “Duke Baldwin! No you may not! You’ll have to wait,” Abigail said bashfully while laughing. 
 
    “Wait until when?” he asked her smiling, desperately wanting to know. 
 
    “Until the right moment,” she said, teasing him. 
 
    “Alright then, I’ll wait,” he said, and gave her a soft and gentle kiss on her hand. 
 
    They embraced each other and he left. Abigail went up to her room after saying goodnight to her Uncle and again she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, smiling to herself, thinking about Duke Baldwin.  
 
    Could he really be the answer to my prayers? I’ve already told Father and Uncle Henry that he’s going to propose, but when will he? What if he thinks we should wait longer? Surely, Father might think of Mark again. Should I ask Duke Baldwin directly? Or will that sound very desperate? Maybe, I should just wait. I have a week here, every single day with him, there’s more than enough time to propose! I’m just being silly because I’m nervous. Everything will be fine, Abigail, don’t you worry. What’s the worst that could happen?  
 
    The following three to four days, Duke Baldwin visited as he promised and they bonded more, learning new things about each other and finding that despite their differences, they were more compatible than ever. Without the need of it being said, both of them knew they were madly in love with one another. Thus, the fifth day, Abigail visited his estate again, even though she didn’t want to go. Duke Baldwin had assured her that everything was going to be okay and that she must do it again, for his sake. She hadn’t liked the way she had been treated the last time she was there but still she agreed to go, after he insisted. It was the same pattern of behavior from his mother’s side; she didn’t come to greet her or even to say a friendly ‘hello’. As expected, Abigail began to over think about it to the point where it all made her miserable once more. 
 
    Duke Baldwin had excused himself to go talk to his mother about something, saying that it was something of great importance and that he wouldn’t be long. He came back, shortly after, smiling ear-to-ear and Abigail was confused to see him this happy. 
 
    “What happened? Why are you so happy?” Abigail asked him suspiciously, with an eyebrow raised knowing something was fishy. 
 
    “Nothing, I was just talking to my mother,” he replied short and straightforward without any explanations. 
 
    “Alright then,” Abigail said feeling upset. She knew it hadn’t been long since they had known each other, but still, she could sense that he was hiding something from her. 
 
    “Let’s go for a walk in the courtyard. The weather is lovely today. Just the right amount of sun and breeze!” he offered. 
 
    Abigail wasn’t too pleased with the way he was acting, but she couldn’t refuse a walk with him, in the beautiful courtyard outside. She silently nodded and went along. 
 
    Outside, they walked together and it seemed as if the Duke wanted to say something. As he opened his mouth to speak, a scream came from inside. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve
  
 
    They both ran inside to see what had happened and they came to find that the Duchess was loudly wailing in the living room. All the housemaids and the footman had gathered around her to see what all the commotion was about. Duke Baldwin broke through the crowd to reach his mother, panicking and out of breath from running so fast. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Mother? What’s going on?!” he asked his mother, expecting the worst. 
 
    She wailed some more. It felt as though someone close had passed away and it was making Duke Baldwin incredibly anxious at just the thought of it. After his father had passed away, he was always afraid of hearing the news with someone else’s name. He dreaded knowing who else had died and at this moment these were exactly his fears after seeing how upset his mother was. 
 
    “Mother?! Tell me what has happened?! Has anybody died?!” Duke Baldwin asked in a louder voice. 
 
    She sobbed and a housemaid handed her a handkerchief to wipe her tears. She calmed herself down a little, just enough to be able to speak. 
 
    “Someone has stolen my crystal ornament!” the Duchess of Kent cried out loud, and buried her face in her handkerchief. Everyone surrounding her looked at each other, wondering who would have done such a thing. All of them had been working here for years and years, and they had proven their loyalty every day; who had been unfaithful all of a sudden? It was a mystery. 
 
    Duke Baldwin eased up after hearing that what she was crying about was not in fact anybody’s death. He knelt to the ground where his Mother was and put an arm around her. 
 
    “Mother, what crystal ornament? Are you sure someone stole it and not that it’s just been misplaced?” he asked her in a calm tone. 
 
    “Of course it has been stolen! That ornament is worth thousands of pounds! I put it right there on that table in the morning and now it’s gone! Your father gave that to me on our first anniversary and now it’s gone!” she cried harder as she said that. 
 
    Abigail was standing close-by and listening, feeling sorry for the poor Duchess and how upset she was. She didn’t want to come too close as that may upset her more, since the Duchess clearly did not like her. Everything changed when she regained herself and asked for it to be retrieved. The Duchess wiped her tears and stood up with an angry and serious face. 
 
    “I want every one of you to search the entire house for it! Do not sleep until you find it! I want it back and I shall have it! Search everything! Leave no one!” the Duchess of Kent commanded everybody strictly, catching a glimpse of a quiet Abigail from the corner of her eye. They all nodded and rushed to begin searching for her valuable crystal ornament. 
 
    “They’ll find it for you, Mother. Why don’t you go upstairs and lie down? You’ve had a terrible breakdown. Go on. I’ll handle everything here,” Duke Baldwin comforted his mother. 
 
    “Alright dear, if you say so. I feel a headache coming on. My poor heart cannot take this. The ornament means the world to me, I don’t know what would happen to me if it were actually stolen and never found,” she said placing a hand on her chest, shaken by just the thought of it. 
 
    “We’ll find it, Mother; I promise we’ll do our best. Now you go on ahead,” he beckoned her to go rest and she went upstairs to her bedroom to do so. 
 
    Duke Baldwin turned towards Abigail. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to see that, it’s odd. Nothing like this has ever happened before and it’s clearly traumatized my mother,” he said to her, thinking out loud. 
 
    “Who would do such a thing? Is there anybody you suspect?” Abigail asked curiously. 
 
    “No, I can’t imagine why any of them would do that. We’ve always treated them well, given them more than enough. There’s something very strange going on here,” he said contemplating and trying to fit the pieces together. 
 
    “Will you excuse me? I’m going to go have a look around and ask some questions. I’m sorry, I’ll be back as fast as I can. Why don’t you stay here,” he said, with an apologizing tone. 
 
    “Of course, you take your time. I’m just fine right here,” she said. He kissed her on the cheek and went towards a room Abigail didn’t know. 
 
    She sat down twiddling her fingers, wondering about what all had happened, for some reason there was an uneasy feeling in her chest.  
 
    Calm down Abigail, what’s happening to you? Why do you get worried so quickly? You know, you’re just like your father, and yet you tell him not to worry!? Just relax; everything is going to be okay, the voice inside her head told her, but she was having a hard time believing it; usually she didn’t. 
 
    A bunch of the housemaids and the footman came to the room she was sitting in and started searching around, trying to find the precious item. They were doing so in an orderly fashion, bit by bit, one area before the other to make sure they were literally looking everywhere. Abigail’s bag of paints and utensils sat on the floor near a high-legged decoration table. One of the maid’s saw it and knew that it was Abigail’s. 
 
    “Miss Abigail, would you mind if I looked inside this, too? It’s not that I want to offend you but the Duchess will make us swear that we looked everywhere, and so we must,” said the thin framed middle-aged maid. 
 
    “That’s alright with me. You can go on ahead and search for it; we wouldn’t want any of you to lie because of me, now would we?” Abigail responded and allowed her to search through her bag.  
 
    Although, I would like to add that you’re wasting your time.  
 
    Abigail didn’t even know what it looked like, but when the maid shuffled through the bag, her hands stopped as they caught something and as she pulled it out of the bag, Abigail, too, learnt what it looked like.  
 
    This can’t be happening! Abigail thought, panic-stricken and shocked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen
  
 
    The maid looked up from the bag at Abigail in shock. Everyone searching the room saw that she had dug it out of Abigail’s bag and were looking at Abigail silently judging her. 
 
    “I know what you all are thinking, but I didn’t take it. I don’t even know how it got in there!” Abigail said defensively, standing up. None of them said anything. 
 
    Just then Duke Baldwin and the Duchess came in the room after one of the maids had run off to tell them that it had been found. 
 
    “Where is it? Where is it?!” the Duchess came in asking for it desperately. 
 
    The maid handed it to her with deep regret and took a few steps back. 
 
    “Who had it?! Where did you find it?! Who stole my precious ornament?! Tell me!” the Duchess of Kent asked her angrily. 
 
    The maid hung her head down in shame; she didn’t want to say a name. All of the others remained quiet, too. 
 
    “Ah so you want to keep it a secret do you? From me?! I will have all of you sacked and then we’ll see if you all find another job that pays with the label of being a thief! No one will keep you! Is that what all of you want?” the Duchess asked all of them harshly. 
 
    A footman who had become very nervous by now, finally spoke. 
 
    “It was in Miss Abigail’s bag. That’s where it was found,” he said in a terrified tone. 
 
    The Duchess looked over at Abigail with rage in her eyes. Duke Baldwin was terribly confused and in shock, he couldn’t believe what he had heard, he was certain it wasn’t her but he couldn’t absorb what was going on. 
 
    “You! I knew I had to be careful of you! I knew you would pull a stunt like this! Do you know that stealing is a crime?!” the Duchess threatened Abigail. 
 
    “I did not do it. I did not steal your crystal ornament,” Abigail said boldly and confidently, even though she was scared from the inside. 
 
    “Of course you didn’t! It just happened to waltz its way in your bag, didn’t it?!” the Duchess snapped back. 
 
    Abigail tried to keep a serious face but she began getting teary-eyed. Duke Baldwin had had enough of it. 
 
    “Okay Mother, stop this right now,” he told his mother. 
 
    “Why? Why should I? She’s a thief!” his mother kept saying. 
 
    Duke Baldwin came up to Abigail. 
 
    “Abigail, I’ll take you home,” he said placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
 
    He picked her bag up and walked out with Abigail and they were off in a coach. 
 
    They were quiet the entire way. Abigail was silently crying. Why didn’t he defend me? Why didn’t anybody believe me? 
 
    “I didn’t steal it,” she said loud enough for him to hear, while looking outside the window as they reached back home. 
 
    “I am sure you didn’t,” he said as they halted in front of the main door. 
 
    Abigail left without saying another word to him, angry that he hadn’t said anything to his mother when she was being cruel. She greeted her Uncle briefly and went straight up to her room and locked herself in. Uncle Henry assumed that she might have had an argument or disagreement with Duke Baldwin and didn’t question her, leaving it be.  
 
    She fell asleep crying angrily, unaware of what was to happen to her the very next day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen
  
 
    The next morning as she went downstairs for breakfast, she sat at the table puffy-eyed. Uncle Henry could tell that she had been crying, but before he could ask her what was wrong, there was a loud knock on the door “This is the magistrate! Open this door now!” 
 
    The footman opened the door and three Bow Street runners along with the magistrate barged in looking around. 
 
    “Where is she?” one of them asked in a firm tone. 
 
    “Who are you looking for? I’m afraid you’ve got the wrong house!” Uncle Henry said baffled. 
 
    “Is this where Abigail Allen lives?” the magistrate asked Uncle Henry. 
 
    “Yes, yes it is, but...” Uncle Henry said before they spotted Abigail. 
 
    “There she is!” one of the runners pointed out. 
 
    Abigail had no idea what was going on. They took her hands and tied them together. 
 
    “What are you doing? Why are you doing this? I didn’t do anything?!” Abigail yelled. 
 
    “We’ll see in court! But I doubt there’s any point in going, the Duchess of Kent is a powerful woman, you shouldn’t have stolen from her,” one of the runners said to her. 
 
    “Stole?! What are you all talking about?!” Uncle Henry asked, panicking. 
 
    The runner didn’t respond and took Abigail out the door.  
 
    “Where are you taking her?!” Uncle Henry asked running after them. 
 
    “To prison, that’s where all the thieves go!” the magistrate replied before they took off with her. 
 
    Abigail feared for the worst. How did I land in this situation? Who is going to help me?  
 
    They tossed her into a prison cell that only had one lonesome bed. Abigail felt sick and she puked with the realization that she was in prison. 
 
    Who is going to save me from here? No one will listen to me! No one believes me! Why? Just because I’m poor and not as rich as the Duchess of Kent! Does being rich make you a truth-teller?! I’m so glad my father wasn’t here to see all of this, this would have ended him. It would have been too much. I miss my family. She began to weep. 
 
    It was difficult to tell what time of day it was; it was dark all day. She didn’t know how long she had been in there or if there was anyone who was fighting for her outside. She knew Duke Baldwin knew she was innocent but could their love survive this awful test of faith and loyalty? She had no clue. Staying in prison it was difficult for her to stay in high hopes that someone would come for her. She asked one of the guards for water and they fetched it for her in a small metal bowl that didn’t appear as though it had been washed properly. She sat on the floor with her knees bent up against her chest and prayed to be saved. She fell asleep in this position and woke to a guard opening the prison cell door. 
 
    “Do you want to stay here, little miss?” the prison guard asked Abigail mockingly. 
 
    Abigail didn’t understand what was happening but she got up and followed him, and he led her outside.  
 
    “Go on, you’re free,” the guard said leaving her outside the prison gates. 
 
    Abigail was confused and dazed, she looked around to see who had come to save her and saw Duke Baldwin standing ahead of her waiting. When he saw her, he ran towards her and held her tight. 
 
    “Are you alright? Are you hurt? Did they treat you badly?” Duke Baldwin asked her all at once with her face in his hands. 
 
    “I’m fine, I just want to get home please,” she said tired. 
 
    They went straight home and Uncle Henry did the same thing. She excused herself and took a warm bath to get the awful prison smell off of her. She changed into a clean dress and went downstairs, still a little in shock. 
 
    Duke Baldwin was waiting for her in the living room, she sat next to him. 
 
    “How long was I there for? And how did you get me out?” she asked him. 
 
    “You were there for barely a day” Duke Baldwin said and Abigail felt relieved. 
 
    “I’m so sorry Abigail, this happened to you because of me,” he said to her on the verge of tears. 
 
    “You? What did you have to do with it?” Abigail asked confused. 
 
    “That day I went to tell my mother that I was going to propose to you in the courtyard. I hadn’t told her anything about you and she framed you for that theft. She thought you were just another woman who was trying to steal our fortunes and she wanted to protect me, so she did this. I have no words to tell you how sorry I am,” he began explaining. 
 
    “What? She did this to me on purpose? How did you clear my name?!” asked Abigail furious. 
 
    “The maid that searched your bag had seen my mother put it in there, she didn’t want to take your name unjustly but the others spoke for her after feeling threatened. I figured it out, I know my mother. I went to her and demanded her to tell me the truth. I told her you saved my life and that Uncle Henry knew my father. She was so ashamed and embarrassed, she had no idea. I hadn’t told her that because I didn’t want her to panic every time I left the house. She is so sorry for all of this, the minute she knew, she corrected it and she has blessed our union happily. The moment I found out, I told your Uncle so he wouldn’t worry and I came to get you,” he explained. 
 
    Abigail contemplated. 
 
    “You want to marry me?” she asked, surprised even though she was waiting for him to ask. 
 
    “Yes, I was going to ask you yesterday. Please don’t change your mind based upon what my mother did,” he said after seeing that she wasn’t entirely convinced. 
 
    “Think about us, our love. I knew you were right; I just had to prove it smartly. I love you Abigail Allen and I would die if you were not to wed me. You mean the world to me and I will do everything to keep you happy and safe, always. That is my promise,” he said emotionally, letting all of his feelings free. 
 
    Abigail thought about everything he had said. His mother wasn’t so wrong I guess, and she fixed it once she knew. She’s blessed our union. I can’t let something petty get between something great, that we have. 
 
    “Yes,” she said softly. 
 
    “Yes, that you’ll marry me?” he asked holding both her hands in his. 
 
    “Yes I will marry you, Duke Baldwin, don’t ask me again,” she said laughing at how flabbergasted he was. 
 
    “Oh thank you for making me the happiest man in all of England!” he said out loud, looking to the ceiling. Abigail laughed. Duke Baldwin looked at her lovingly. 
 
    “This time nothing is going to stop me,” he said as he held her chin softly with one hand and leaned in for a kiss. Abigail felt sparks all over her body when their lips touched. 
 
    Uncle Henry came in afterwards and they all celebrated the good news.  
 
    --- 
 
    In one month, all the arrangements had been made and Abigail’s entire family had attended the wedding. The Duchess of Kent loved Abigail wholeheartedly and they had reconciled after that as Abigail had forgiven her. Admiral Edward cried when he saw his daughter at the altar, happy and smiling and with the man that she loved; with a man he had dreamed she would marry.  
 
    The End
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    Chapter 1
  
 
    “Maria, dear,” Bridgett Haskett called out to the nineteen year old brunette who sat on the edge of the sofa examining a piece of parchment, “Would you go on and get ready finally? That hair looks quite disheveled – I’ll have Elizabeth braid it nicely at once.” 
 
    Maria Haskett muffled a groan as her step-mother pestered her about the various things she should be doing at any given moment of time. It had been like this for as long as she could remember – so this was not anything new for Maria.  
 
    Maria’s father, William Haskett had been widowed when they lost Maria’s mother to a terminal disease when Maria was six. As a consequence, Maria had grown up an only child and often in the company of governesses. William had not married again for another 9 years until one day he came across a woman in his travels when Maria was fifteen. And that was when Maria got a stepmother by the name of Bridgett Haskett. 
 
    Little was known to Maria about Bridgett apart from the fact that she was still in her late twenties and thus quite a young bride for her father. However, she never let herself get upset by that fact as she thought that Bridgett made her father happy and that was all that she wanted from her. 
 
    They got along well enough as Bridgett was mostly sweet to Maria and her father. However, never did Maria feel as though she had replaced her mother in any way, to the point where Maria did not feel comfortable referring to her as mother even though she had been married to her father for the past four years.  
 
    “Alright, Mrs. Haskett,” Maria replied through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Good,” Bridgett Haskett smiled in response, “I will send Elizabeth by shortly! You need to look presentable, young lady,” she said and then scurried out of the room.  
 
    Elizabeth was one of Maria’s governesses. She was not much older than Maria herself but she had found a friendship in her. Mostly now, Elizabeth was in charge of making sure that Maria styled herself properly – something that held great importance to Bridgett. 
 
    The event for which Mrs. Haskett was insisting Maria to look good was another local ball. Such balls were frequent and abundant in her community and perhaps maybe when she was younger, they held a significant amount of allure and glamour in the eyes of Maria but now, the sheen had long since worn off.  
 
    Maria was not a massive fan of these balls as it usually meant she had to enhance and improve her entire appearance and she was subjected to the scrutiny of the attending guests. Still, she knew she had to endure the evening with good graces so as to not besmirch her family name by even a little.   
 
    Maria Haskett was incredibly close to her father; he had been a pivotal figure in her life ever since her mother passed. He was actively involved in all her affairs and Maria felt very close to him – and for the sake of her father’s happiness, she had never objected to his marriage with Bridgett as she did not want to spew criticism about the one aspect of his life that brought him joy after her mother had passed. 
 
    Hours later, Maria found herself in a well-lit ballroom filled up with people in coats and fancy dresses. Such lavish balls were a norm and a hobby for the people in the community and it provided an excellent environment to level up your social graces or make yourself noticeable, so as to climb higher on the ladder that was social hierarchy. 
 
    Today, however, Maria felt little heart for conversation and instead wanted to keep herself busy in everything else so that the evening would just whir past her and she could soon be on her way home.  She wished that she could be out in the fields riding her horses instead. Enclosed spaces with an abundance of people made her nervous and almost always uneasy. But Maria knew she had to find herself a distraction and that for her, at balls, meant mostly dancing. 
 
    Such a moment presented itself when the music began to play out with more gusto, an indication that the dancing had now commenced. Maria found herself being pulled forward towards the dance floor – a rapture well deserved after a mundane evening of small-talk.  
 
    But there, as she hurried along not to miss the first cue, her foot rammed down onto a hard lump of something that felt like a shoe followed by a prompt loss of balance and a descent to the floor. However, before her head could make the collision with the ground, she felt two arms hoist her up from the side, easing her up back to balance.  
 
    “Careful there, lady,” a man’s voice boomed over her from above, “Watch your step next time – you almost rammed up quite badly up on my foot,” he said in a tone that sounded annoyed.  
 
    Maria looked up as she freed herself from the stranger’s arms and saw that a man of perhaps not much older than herself greeted her back but with a scowl etched across his features. 
 
    “Might I say, you should get off your high horse and realize that accidents do happen,” she said to him in a crass manner; in response to his annoyance, “However, thank you regardless,” she huffed rather sarcastically.  
 
    “I shall ask why you were in such a hurry,” he replied, “but I feel that is quite predictable given your general demeanor.” 
 
    Maria was taken aback by his casual yet condescending remark. She looked back at him and decided to hold her place, crossing her arms out in front of her, “Might I ask what it is that you mean by that statement?” she asked.  
 
    He shrugged, “I am only presenting an opinion – you need not look so offended,” he said, “I was merely only suggesting you were headed down so excitedly to the dance floor to engage in frivolous and vapid entertainment much like the rest of these people here.”  
 
    “Oh – I must ask you – if you think you are so above this so-called frivolous and vapid entertainment then what is it that you do standing here that is considered to be in much higher regard?” she demanded, “Standing around and passing judgments hardly makes the distinction.”  
 
    He seemed amused by her comebacks, “I am a man of scholarly pursuits. Behavior that is not stimulating to the mind bores me, however I do not expect you to understand,” he said sardonically. 
 
    Maria looked back at him aghast - she had never met a person in her life who had managed to fit in so many offensive statements in one single conversation.  
 
    “I find you pretentious and boring,” she said bluntly, “however highly you may think of yourself, you  must recognize that you are in a social situation that pertains you to conform to the act of engaging in dance - which is beautiful and enjoyable, which makes it understandable why you have come to loathe it so.”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her, “Alright then – if you are so sure of yourself, let me take you into the dance,” he said holding a hand out for her.  
 
    Fueled by the desire to prove her point, she took it even though she still shot daggers at him through her narrowed eyes and just like that, he was leading her down to the dance floor.  
 
    They danced together and Maria was surprised to learn that despite acting so rigid and pretentious, he did bode quite well as a dancer, as he mimicked her movements and then lead her into the next phase.   
 
    “What is your good name?” he suddenly asked her as they whirled and twisted around one another. 
 
    “Maria Haskett,” she replied proudly, knowing well that her father was a prominent figure that was known.  
 
    He nodded once in her direction, “Duke Morgan Hervey,” he announced his own identity.  
 
    He was a Duke! Maria thought in her head and rationalized it to be the reason for his uncalled brutality and pretentiousness. Coming from and existing in immense wealth often occurred to be the reason behind such entitled behavior.  
 
    However, then the dance was over and Maria found herself being whirred away to dance with an officer, as the music played on.  
 
    Several moments later, the dance had ended and Maria was standing by herself in her lonesome corner, trying to avoid conversation and thinking that soon she would be home. What she did not know was that she was being observed from the near distance from the same person who had just led her into dance.  
 
    Duke Morgan gazed at her. On one hand, she appalled him by her lack of social graces and the way she had fired back rude responses to him in quick succession but at the same time, it seemed that she was also the subject of his fascination for the night. 
 
    Not wanting to stare any further, he found himself walking over towards her.  
 
    “I am certain I was a better partner than the other gentleman,” he commented with a wry smile etched across his face. 
 
    Maria turned around to look at him. Even though he was right, she did not want to give him the satisfaction of being so. “If that is a delusion that you choose to immerse yourself in today, then so be it,” she replied.  
 
    “I can see you are threatened by my presence,” he told her rather bluntly, “But really, m’lady, it is quite alright to engage in flattery about someone who deserves it.”  
 
    “Are you always quite this insufferable or is this just special treatment you have reserved for me this evening?” she asked him.  
 
    “I would say I am quite a delight to have around,” the Duke replied, a grin now etched across his lips, “My social circle is vast and they all seem to enjoy my company profusely.”  
 
    The Duke knew he was pushing his limits with his enlarged sense of entitlement and self-praise but he found it amusing to rile up the young brunette woman that stood before him. 
 
    “I am sure then your company must be just as insufferable as yourself,” she quipped back sharply.  
 
    “That is what some might call – a conjecture,” the Duke said, “Wouldn’t you agree?”  
 
    “I have no trouble forming a conjecture when I have seen what you are like.”  
 
    The Duke at first glance was quite an intimidating personality. Known for his sharp wit, he was often the person who got the last laugh in arguments and was respected for his knowledge of many things but perhaps even more so for his vast wealth.  
 
    However, unlike Maria, he was not an only born child to his parents. He had a sister named Margery who he shared quite a close and friendly relationship with. They had grown up only years apart and thus, had developed a healthy friendship.  
 
    However, all this was hardly a matter of concern to Maria who in this moment considered him to be quite insufferable and was unimpressed.  
 
    “Is the lady to stay here any longer?” the Duke asked, “Assuming that the quota for dancing has been fulfilled for the day?”  
 
    The ball was beginning to die down now and many of the guests were about to take their leave. 
 
    “I shall stay for however long I please,” she huffed loudly and with that, turned to take a leave from the site at once. 
 
    Watching her retreating figure, the Duke felt an odd emotion stir up inside of him. It was beyond a certain, fascination laced with irritation. He did not know how it was possible for someone to invoke both his attention and yet still threaten his ego – the sensation was strange but there was one thing that was far more confusing – and it was the fact that the Duke seemed to like it.  
 
    -- 
 
    William was sitting in his main living room when he noticed a figure appear at the archway of the door from the corner of his eye.  
 
    “My dear Bridgett, what do you mean by disrupting my early morning reading?” he asked as he saw his wife standing there.  
 
    Mrs. Haskett hesitantly walked forward to him and took a seat next to him, “I was thinking a lot about something recently,” she started in a very sweet voice.  
 
    “Please do share,” William encouraged her as he finally shut his book and diverted all his attention to the woman next to him, “You know I am always here to lend an ear for all your whimsical thoughts and opinions.”  
 
    Mrs. Haskett blushed, “Oh you do flatter me,” she gushed, “However, the nature of my conversation topic today is rather serious. I want to speak to you about Maria.”  
 
    This caused William to sit up straighter, “Tell me at once,” he urged.  
 
    “Now – the other day I found myself admiring her from afar as I saw her getting all done up for the ball and I realized that she is no longer the child that we knew her as once,” Mrs. Haskett said, “Far from it! She has grown into quite a beautiful woman.” 
 
    William nodded, “Of course. There is no doubt of it.”  
 
    Mrs. Haskett paused for a moment, as if to search for the right words to say, “And being such a beautiful woman, I started to think of how perhaps remaining a single woman would not bode too well for her. I feel as though it is time that we give her away,” she finally dropped the major point.  
 
    “My dear, my daughter is only nineteen,” William replied, “and I do not know if she has ever expressed her willingness to marriage.”  
 
    “Nineteen is the age young girls should be married off!” she insisted, “Her time is quite due and if you are worried for her willingness then I must assure you that nearly all young girls like herself dream of marriage.”  
 
    “Even if we were to consider, there would be the question of finding a considerable suitor for her,” William said, as the idea had now been planted in his mind.  
 
    This was what Bridgett had been longing to hear, “Oh! I should tell you that I have the perfect person in mind,” she declared proudly with a smile.  
 
    “And who is that?” 
 
    “I have a distant nephew that lives in the far North,” Bridgett announced, “I have known him very well since he was a child. I feel as though he and Maria would make a perfect match.”  
 
    William found himself nodding, “Perhaps we could look into it. You are right - I might not be thinking of her marriage just yet but young girls are usually quite eager to do so and she must tell you about these things, more so than she does to me.”  
 
    “Of course!” Mrs. Haskett replied, “And I am delighted to hear that! Actually – I will send them a letter calling them to visit us down at Surrey at once. We must make haste in a matter as urgent as this,” she said grinning as she got up to summon her parchment and pen.  
 
    A satisfied smile had now spread across her face – things were falling exactly where she wanted them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2
  
 
    At first, the news of a potential suitor coming over to see Maria had not gone down well with her. She sat with her arms crossed in front of her in the corner of her room as her stepmother Bridgett attempted to convince her.  
 
    “You must know that you are of age now,” Bridgett told Maria, “It was only a matter of time! Your childhood days are long behind you.”  
 
    “I do not understand why Father agreed to this meeting without at least consulting with me first,” Maria replied frustrated.  
 
    Marriage had not been in her mind for at least a couple more years now and the fact that they were allowing suitors to come see her already made her uneasy.  
 
    “It is what your father wants,” Bridgett told her, “He was the one who suggested it in the first place! I am sure you would not want to upset him by causing an unnecessary fuss – after all, he only cares for you as do I.”  
 
    Bridgett knew that she was bending the truth to get to a favorable conclusion but in her eyes, she deemed it fair and did not think a little lying was of any harm.  
 
    “I really cannot believe this,” Maria said with a defeated sigh.  
 
    “You really should,” Bridgett smiled at her, “Because they are expected to be visiting tomorrow and I expect you to be on your best behavior. This is only good for you and the man is quite a worthy match  - I suspect you might not be so lucky to get someone like him again, so do not waste your opportunity.”  
 
    After Bridgett left her room, Maria stood there for a long time not moving. This new revelation had been very sudden for her and she felt that she was being rushed into making a decision she did not want to make.  
 
    However, if this was what her father wanted then she could perhaps consider the notion. Maria was very attached to her father and she knew that she did not want to upset him by not agreeing to see him, as she trusted her father’s decision.  
 
    Staring at the reflection in front of her, Maria then thought about Bridgett’s parting words to her. What had she meant by her not being so lucky to find someone like the prospective suitor again?  
 
    In her nineteen years of life, Maria had not had any experience with love and so she felt quite naïve about the subject and thus it made her uneasy. When it came to other things, Maria had amassed a good amount of knowledge as she had done well in school and also developed several hobbies that included horse riding and gardening.  
 
    In fact, she loved horse riding in particular so much that she found that she enjoyed the company of horses more so than she did humans. However, the thought of getting married made her stomach twist in a way as she wondered whether she might have to give these things up. 
 
    She did not know the first thing about romantic love and so how was she expected to make a decision about choosing a possible suitor for herself?  
 
    -- 
 
    The suitors finally arrived. Maria had been dolled up for the occasion as she only half-heartedly agreed to meet the guy.  
 
    “Suck in your breath,” Elizabeth told Maria as she fastened her corset up, “Or else it will just be hard for you.”  
 
    “I am trying, Lizzy,” Maria said in response, “but I cannot help it. I am nervous.”  
 
    “You really need not be,” Elizabeth said in response, “You are a natural conversationalist and I am sure they will love you.” 
 
    Maria inhaled a deep breath- she did not know how to tell Elizabeth that the reason why she was nervous was quite different than what Elizabeth assumed. However, she had now grown to accept the idea a little bit more and wondered what the suitor must be like.  
 
    And then it finally came time for her to meet him as she was called downstairs. Slightly shaking in her tightfitting corset and flowy dress, she descended downstairs and found herself face to face with three new faces.  
 
    Pleasantries were exchanged and Maria came to find out that the man who came to see her was called Bartholomew Jones and hailed from Sheffield. He was a tall man but had a funny posture. Bridgett seemed most excited and suggested that the two must be given some private time to speak to one another without the interference from the rest of the family. Bartholomew was more than happy to oblige as Maria hesitantly trailed on behind him.  
 
    Once in private, Bartholomew turned to look at Maria with a sloppy grin accommodating his mouth.  
 
    “Bridgett told me you would be pretty,” he said to her in a droned out tone, “But you’re even better than what I expected!” 
 
    Maria did not know whether it was more convenient to blush or say thank you to express her flattery but truth was, flattered was the last thing she was feeling. She cleared her throat uncomfortably.  
 
    “So what do you do up North?” she asked him in an attempt to get the conversation rolling.  
 
    “Lady,” he said moving closer over to Maria, “You tell me what to do and I will do it.”  
 
    Maria found his new closeness uncomfortable and slightly pushed him away, though he would not budge and still flashed her that slimy grin of his. “Um,” she muttered, “what I meant was in the career realm.”  
 
    “I should say you should not really worry your pretty little mind about that,” he replied, “Let the big boy work be discussed between the big boys. You and I do not have to talk about it,” he said but it gave Maria the distinct impression that he was hiding something.  
 
    Still, she thought of how her father might be disappointed if she did not at least try and have a conversation with him and so, she cleared her throat once again. “Right, um – well there must be something we can talk about instead of just standing here.”  
 
    “I am fine with just standing and looking at you,” he said with a wink that nearly made Maria’s stomach retch. 
 
     “How about you tell me about your hobbies then?” she said, “Surely, you must have some of those, I presume.”  
 
    Bartholomew shrugged as he took a step back from Maria to go inspect a nearby tree, picking out a small piece of a branch that stuck out and then he inserted it between his teeth. “Hobbies, sure,” he said nonchalantly, “Does marrying a pretty girl like yourself count as one?”  
 
    At this point, Maria felt at her wits end and she did not know what direction to even try to steer the conversation to.  A feeling of dread filled her as she thought that she might have to pick him for marriage but before she could let it consume her, her patch of flowers out in the garden suddenly captured her attention. 
 
    Walking over to them, she knelt down and asked him to do the same, “Come – I will show you the flowers that I have grown out in my garden,” she said as she glanced down at the colorful assortment of daisies and tulips beneath her.  
 
    He nodded and knelt down beside her but much to her horror, swooped in and plucked out one of them. Taking a big sniff of them, he handed it back to Maria.  
 
    “For you, my lady,” he said with the same grin reappearing.  
 
    Maria sighed internally and decided to ignore it, “Gardening is one of my hobbies,” she told him, “I find the process to be quite relaxing.”  
 
    Bartholomew shrugged, “I suppose they are alright to look at.”  
 
    “They are beautiful,” she said, “Tell me some of the things you are interested in?”  
 
    “Hunting,” he replied, “My father said he had never seen a hunter quite as skilled as me and I am proud of it,” he said with that infamous grin.  
 
    “I find hunting to be a little morbid,” Maria admitted, “The pursuit of killing a perfectly capable animal just seems so archaic to me.”  
 
    Bartholomew scoffed, “Of course a delicate little lady will say that – you women cannot hunt if your life depended on it!”  
 
    Maria pursed her lips, trying to keep her composure, “That is quite a generalized statement,” she said finally. 
 
     “Well, you know how women are,” he continued his own verbal assault in Maria’s eyes, “They are all the same anyway but I sure do know how to please them,” he was grinning again.  
 
    It seemed to Maria that this man quite enjoyed self-glorification to the point of delusion.  
 
    Having no desire to argue with his flawed logic, Maria instead changed the topic. “I also really enjoy horse riding,” she remarked. Maria had a profound love for animals. 
 
    Bartholomew crinkled his nose, “Horses?” he repeated.  
 
    “Yes?” Maria said in return, confused by his reaction. 
 
    And then he snorted a laugh, “Horses!” he repeated, “Ah – that is quite not so suited for a pretty girl as yourself, now is it?”  
 
    Maria was downright offended by his condescending overuse of the phrase ‘pretty girl’.  
 
    “I do not see anything wrong with it,” she quipped back in response.  
 
    “Horses are not play things,” he justified, “They are a tool to be used to get around. They do not deserve to be engaged in as a hobby – and even if they do, it is not a place for a lady to do so.”  
 
    Maria had almost reached her tipping point. She decided she did not want to continue with the conversation anymore and instead just turned around and made a beeline back to the inside. However, Bartholomew did not take offense as he just happily followed her back in.  
 
    Maria raced back upstairs to her room to have a private moment to herself.  
 
    “She is just nervous,” Bridgett came up with her smiley justification as Maria stormed up the stairs, “What did you think of her Bartholomew?”  
 
    Bartholomew grinned back, “She is great,” he said, “and I am sure she thinks the same of me.”  
 
    However back in Maria’s room the situation seemed to be quite the contrary as she sat on the edge of her bed, rocking back and forth. Elizabeth ran a comforting hand down her back.  
 
    “How bad was it?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh Elizabeth!” Maria cried out, “He is so awful – I do not know how I endured a minute in that man’s company let alone half an hour! I feel so miserable,” she confessed. 
 
    “It is alright, Maria,” Elizabeth said in consolation.  
 
    “I need to get out of this haggard mess!” Maria sobbed as she held onto Elizabeth’s arm. The prospect of marrying Bartholomew was proving to be her worst nightmare. 
 
    Additionally, Mr. William Haskett happened to be rector at the Surrey university and because of which, had amassed quite a fortune in his name in his lifetime. The thought briefly crossed Maria’s mind that maybe Bridgett wanted Maria out of here for more reasons than Maria’s own happiness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3
  
 
    The news of the fact that Maria Haskett had probable suitors coming into visit was not a secret as Bridgett had chatted profusely about the subject with her friends over tea. Word spread and soon it came back to a person who had been keeping updated with the news of Maria Haskett ever since one eventful night.  
 
    “I dug up as much information about him as I could,” Edward, a friend of the Duke’s, told him. “Might I say – he sounds like quite a lazy lad.”  
 
    The Duke pursed his lips together, “I do not understand how she is suddenly  agreeing to meet suitors,” he said, “The impression I gained of her that day did not strike me as someone so eager to marry.”  
 
    “It seems that she cast quite an impression on you,” Edward teased his friend. 
 
    The Duke was quiet. It was true that she had been in his thoughts for the entire week that had passed since meeting her. 
 
    “Your obsession with her concerns me,” Edward said, “I do not remember the last time you were as taken by a woman.”  
 
    The Duke shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly in denial, “That is quite false,” he said, “I am not so much taken by her as I am amused.”  
 
    “Phrase it as you may,” Edward replied, “But the sheer fact alone that you have been keeping a check on her activities speaks volumes.”  
 
    “Please!” the Duke huffed in denial, “You mistake my amusement for affection – both two parallels.”  
 
    But even as he said the words, the Duke knew that he was not speaking the entire truth. The reality was that as soon as she had walked away from him that day, it had been as though he had been bewitched. She consumed his thoughts and he found himself wanting to find out more about her and know her for who she was. 
 
    “Whatever helps you get a good night’s rest, brother,” Edward replied with a small chuckle at his friend’s attempts to hide his emotions.  
 
    Just at that moment, Margery walked into the room.  
 
    “Hello gentlemen,” she greeted out to them, “I see we have quite a conversation going on amongst us. What have you been talking about?” she asked her brother and his friend as she plopped down on the sofa adjacent to them. 
 
    The Duke gave a dismissive shrug but Edward was eager to fill her in. “The Duke was just inquiring me about the recent updates of the woman he is very much fond of,” he teased.  
 
    Margery raised an eyebrow in amusement, “Oh is it so?” she said to the Duke before turning back to Edward, “You really must update me then, as well. For I did not even know such a woman existed in the Duke’s life.”  
 
    “She does not,” the Duke asserted firmly, “Edward just enjoys making up stories for his own pathetic amusement.”  
 
    “Oh but she does,” Edward said with a laugh, “And sadly, she might be getting married off very soon.”  
 
    “You don’t say?” Margery replied, “Why that is horrible – to say the least. It seems that this love story saw its end even before it even began.”  
 
    “Except that we do not know for sure as of right now,” the Duke said suddenly, “So I would suggest you not jump to such wild conclusions.”  
 
    “But does this mean that you are admitting to the existence of such a lady, then?” Margery asked her brother with an amused smirk dancing on her lips.  
 
    The Duke sighed, “You two have me cornered – anything that comes out of my mouth at this point is sure to be contorted into something I did not even mean,” he said and then paused, “But if you are that interested, then I have to tell you that the lady that Edward is assuming is the love of my life was just a woman who I happened to meet at a ball the other week and I am not in love with her! She only happens to amuse me.”  
 
    Margery nearly clapped her hands together in delight, “Same thing, dear brother!” she said with a twinkle in her eye, “Oh this is exciting! Tell me her name at once.”  
 
    The Duke struggled with the urge to roll his eyes. “Maria Haskett.”  
 
    “She has a pretty name,” Margery remarked, “However, this whole thing about her getting married is troubling to hear. It would be a shame if that were to happen to the one person my brother felt amused by,” she said with a laugh.  
 
    “The way I see it,” Edward said, “there is only one possible course of action to reprimand the situation.”  
 
    “Oh, do tell!” Margery pressed.  
 
    “The Duke must send her a proposal from his side, as well!” Edward said half -jokingly but the Duke’s ears perked up at the mention of the idea.  
 
    Margery laughed in response but the Duke’s expression suddenly turned solemn, “Perhaps you might have stumbled on an actual good idea for once in your life, Edward,” the Duke exclaimed.  
 
    Margery’s eyebrows knitted together, “Oh you cannot possibly be serious?” she asked shocked.  
 
    “And why not?” the Duke replied simply.  
 
    “You mean to say you will send her a proposal?” Edward replied, also sounding confused.  
 
    But it had seemed that the Duke had already made up his mind. “It seems that is exactly what I will do.”  
 
    -- 
 
    The Duke remained true to his word and the next day sent a message briefing how he would be arriving to the Haskett household to ask for Maria’s hand for marriage. The news was a little surprising to both William and Bridgett Haskett but William soon grew fond of the idea, as the Duke was highly respected and regarded. Bridgett, however, had her reservations. 
 
    “I do not understand why there is even a need for this,” she told her husband with a sigh that evening, “She is already spoken for by my nephew Bartholomew.”  
 
    “We did not make a decision just yet,” William replied.  
 
    Bridgett shook her head, “What more do you need to make a decision?” she asked.  
 
    “I want to ensure my daughter is not pressured to make the decision,” William said steadily, “and besides, she should be given a choice. Either way, there is nothing much we can do at this point – the Duke has announced that he shall come over to see Maria in two days.”  
 
    Bridgett clenched her jaw, “Fine then,” she said curtly and then got up and stormed out of the room and William was left wondering what had suddenly gotten into her.  
 
    -- 
 
    “Your father absolutely loved Bartholomew,” Bridgett told Maria as she took her face in her hands, “He thinks he is quite a good match for you.”  
 
    Maria shrugged but otherwise remained quiet. She did not know whether to be as blunt as just outright expressing her disinterest in Bartholomew and stating how unimpressed she was upon meeting him. In all her years, she had never quite fantasized truly about what her husband should be like but she knew that Bartholomew did not fit the mark by even a little.  
 
    “I suppose they would want a rushed wedding,” Bridgett said, now lost in thought, “We must begin the preparations soon! You will move up North so adequate warm clothing must be arranged as well.”  
 
    Maria felt as though she could throw up – she did not want to engage in this meaningless fantasy. However, before she could voice up her opinion of her disinterest, her father walked into the room.  
 
    Maria’s eyes lit up as she saw him and moved forward to give him a hug. But then, Bridgett’s words rang in her ears as she remembered how she told her that her father loved Bartholomew.  
 
    “How is my beautiful lady doing?” he asked as he saw her.  
 
    Maria blushed, “I am doing well, Father,” she answered.  
 
    “Have we arrived at a conclusion as of yet for the gentleman that swung by our home the other day?” he asked her with a poker face, wanting to gauge his daughter’s reaction.  
 
    Maria shrugged, she did not want to out rightly reject Bartholomew, scared that her father might take offense to it but she did not want to fabricate and spew lies for her approval either. So she just went for the remaining safest option; a nonchalant shrug that indicated no commitment. 
 
    Bridgett took this as an opportunity to make it into something that it wasn’t. “See? She is absolutely smitten,” she grinned widely as she gazed over to her step-daughter lovingly.  
 
    William laughed a hearty chuckle, “She has grown up so soon! To think, just a year ago, this entire notion of her getting married did not even cross my mind,” he reminisced.  
 
    Maria felt like she wanted to run away – perhaps get out of there and regain her sanity in a world where the decision of Bartholomew did not exist. However, for the moment, she did not do that and just inhaled a large sigh, daydreaming of ways to rid herself of this problem.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4
  
 
    The day finally arrived when the Duke was meant to go visit Maria at her Surrey estate. At first, Bridgett had tried her level best to prevent her from finding out about the proposal but in due time, she had no other option. 
 
    "I'm sure you loved my nephew Bartholomew," Bridgett had said to her, "After all - what is there not to love about him?" 
 
    Again, Bridgett had held back her tongue and refrained from commenting. 
 
    "I am sure you two will make a fantastic pair," Bridgett gushed and then took a deep breath, "However, it does seem that there is the smallest bump in the road." 
 
    This caught Maria's attention and she eagerly sat up at once. "What do you mean?" she asked. 
 
    "There is another proposal for you in line," Bridgett explained, "He is coming to see you this evening but I am sure this is only just an unnecessary distraction. Surely Bartholomew is the one you will choose," she said narrowing her eyes slightly. 
 
    But Maria had more questions in mind as she suddenly saw a glimpse of hope out of this mess. "What is his name?" she asked. 
 
    "He is Duke Morgan Hervey," Bridgett replied hesitantly. 
 
    At first, Maria thought she had misheard so she made her repeat her words once again but it became known that she had not misheard. The fact that the Duke sent a proposal for her made her feel strange - she had only met him once and their exchange had not been exactly pleasant that he would send her one. However, still she felt a little happy as perhaps she could use this Duke’s proposal to stall things with the other man. Relief washed over her. 
 
    Maria merely nodded, not wanting to show her immense relief just yet. Bridgett shot her one last look and then exited her room. 
 
    -- 
 
    When the Duke’s carriage rolled in, he had not come alone but with two people he considered being the closest to. It was Edward and his sister. 
 
    "Very nice architecture," his sister said as she admired the Haskett estate. 
 
    The Duke shot her a brief look, "That is hardly what we have come here for, sister dear." 
 
    "I know and I am only making an innocuous comment," Margery justified, "Anyway then, we should get moving on." 
 
    They were greeted warmly by William at the door but Bridgett was more reserved as she merely stood in a corner and passed them a forced smile. 
 
    "I understand you and my daughter have met already or are you here from my influence?" William wasted no time in asking the pressing questions. 
 
    The Duke cleared his throat, "It has been a healthy combination of both," he said to him, "We did meet at a ball." 
 
    "I must tell you, my brother was quite taken up by your daughter at the event. He thinks that she is quite lovely," Margery contributed to the conversation. 
 
    "Of course yes!" William agreed, "My young woman is an absolute joy to have around." 
 
    That was when Bridgett decided that she no longer wanted to be just a silent observer in the conversation and spoke up. 
 
    "We must tell you though that there are some other very viable suitors asking for her hand," she said to him, "So you must keep that in mind today." 
 
    The Duke nodded at her and then shot a look back at Edward. "Of course. I understand that completely." 
 
    "Very well," William nodded. "We must not waste for time - where is my daughter? I feel as though the Duke and she could enjoy a conversation." 
 
    The Duke nodded. "Yes I would like to have a word with her in private if you do not mind." 
 
    While Bridgett was clearly not in favor of this as it could be seen from the way she tapped her fingers against the wooden surface of the table, every now and then she shot scowls towards his direction, but the conversation still kept flowing. 
 
    William agreed on the Duke’s suggestion that he and Maria should be left alone for a while so as to have a private conversation and soon, the Duke had whisked her away for a stroll in their back garden.  
 
    They walked a little in silence at first. Maria had a lot of questions whirring in her head and she did not quite know how to articulate them as yet while the Duke simply was taking his time to enjoy the moment with her. 
 
    -- 
 
     “Well?” Maria finally said, breaking her silence, “Are we going to address anything or what?”  
 
    “What do you want to address?” the Duke replied, tilting his head towards her a little.  
 
    “Well, you know,” Maria shuffled her hands as she spoke, “This!” she gestured between the two of them. 
 
    “This…is happening,” the Duke offered, “Unless you might want an otherwise scenario, I suppose,” he added with an amused chuckle.  
 
    Maria’s front teeth sank into her lips, “I do not really know what I want,” she shrugged, “The last time I saw you – I really did not get the impression you liked me enough to send a proposal in my direction so can you at least tell me what is the reason behind this?” she asked with her hands crossed out in front of her chest. 
 
    The Duke found himself chuckling, “Well, aren’t you quite the cynic,” he said. 
 
    “You can launch your character assassinations on me all you want, however that still does not answer my question,” she quipped back.  
 
    “What do you want me to say?” the Duke replied, “A gentleman barely ever reveals his private emotions so openly,” he teased slightly.  
 
    “Of all the moments in a gentleman’s life, I should think this is one where he should be the exact opposite of a closed-off stoic,” she replied pointedly.  
 
    “And you accuse me as being the one who’s launching character assassinations?” the Duke said raising his eyebrow in amusement, “However, you should breathe easy as I do not have any ulterior motives that you  accuse me of in asking for your hand in marriage. It is a conclusion I have arrived to by myself,” he said solemnly.  
 
    “How strange, I think, that a week ago I did not even think or even consider marriage a concern in my life and now I have two men suddenly at my door asking for my hand!” she exclaimed.  
 
    The Duke chuckled lightly, “I suppose I should tell you that perhaps one of my reasons of arriving to this conclusion was the other proposal you received,” he admitted with a grin.  
 
    Maria suddenly stopped and looked back at him, “Does this mean that you have been keeping a watch on me?” she asked him. “For else, how did you know that I had a pending proposal!”  
 
    “I am a very well connected man, Maria,” he shrugged, “and you happen to catch my interest – I only conducted my research as I deemed fit,” he said casually.  
 
    “Interesting,” Maria said suspiciously, “Do you happen to have some sort of rivalry with Bartholomew?” she spurted out the first wild suggestion that flew into her head.  
 
    “Oh for heaven’s sake,” the Duke chuckled, “How low of an opinion do you have of me?” he asked her. 
 
    “I am only asking,” she quipped back, “Surely I am allowed to ask questions given that I am to make the decision of choosing you as a potential husband.”  
 
    “I like the sound of those two words coming out of your mouth,” the Duke remarked amused, “and hardly – from what I heard, Bartholomew is not someone I would hold an acquaintance with, let alone give enough importance to make a rivalry with,” he admitted.  
 
    “Oh thank goodness!” Maria replied, suddenly sounding incredibly relieved, “Honestly, I was starting to think I was the only one who thought that way! He’s quite the repulsive fellow but it seems as though my family seems to love him and sees in him something I quite frankly do not,” she exclaimed in frustration.  
 
    “It seemed to me your step-mother is the only one who seemed to think so,” the Duke vocalized his observation, “Your father seemed quite neutral.”  
 
    “That is how he must seem but I know for a fact that he adored Bartholomew,” she said with another sigh, thinking about the things that Bridgett told her.  
 
    The Duke shrugged, “Perhaps, but that opinion does not hold much importance – the question is how did you feel about him?”  
 
    “Are you trying to calculate your chances, perhaps, Duke?” Maria teased lightly, feeling lighthearted for the first time since their conversation had begun.  
 
    The Duke scoffed, “Not at all! I do not feel threatened by the likes of Bartholomew even a little bit,” he replied. 
 
    “I guess the honest answer would be that the only comfort this entire situation brings me is the fact that perhaps one other soul shares the same hatred for Bartholomew as I do,” she said, letting out half a sigh of relief.  
 
    “I should say the old saying that great minds happen to think alike but I am not sure if I should yet honor you the virtue of having one just yet,” he replied back and instantly, he sounded like the person Maria had met in the ball that day.  
 
    She shrugged off his comment, “I do not know much about you,” she said, now looking over at him.  
 
    “I am quite wealthy,” he replied to her, “Considerably more so than that Bartholomew fellow, that is for certain and I checked,” a hint of amusement seeped back into his tone.  
 
    Maria shook her head, “Of course, but that is not the proper answer to that question, now is it?” she said.  
 
    “How does one have a pre-ordained answer to a question that is so open ended?” he replied back. 
 
    Maria did not know how to say it – she did not want to know the sum of his life earnings or how big and lavish his domicile was. She wanted to know more about him – something that she had been severely disappointed when she asked Bartholomew.  
 
    “I suppose there is no pre-ordained answer,” she admitted biting down her lip, “But I should like to think there is one that does not revolve around monetary means.”  
 
    “Is money not important to you?” he questioned her.  
 
    Maria shrugged, “To a certain extent,” she said honestly, “Only enough for it to provide basic provisions. But it does not hold enough importance for me to hold it in regard high enough to add to my personality traits.”  
 
    “You cannot deny that it helps though,” he said.  
 
    When Maria just shrugged her shoulders in reply, he continued, “Wealth tends to affect people’s behaviors around you by a significant amount,” he explained.  
 
    “I do understand that,” Maria sighed, “However it does not fit for me and my sentiments are not so cheap for me to sell them off to the notion of someone having wealth.”  
 
    “Then you are quite unlike others in the world,” the Duke said, “However, you must soon find out that is how the world works and you will soon mold into the same pattern of thinking. Your step-mother sure seems to have,” he let out but then observed the expression on her face, to see if he had overstepped some boundary.  
 
    She looked up at him with an offended expression on her face, “Frankly I think it is quite presumptuous of you to accuse my step-mother of that,” she huffed back, annoyed by his snap judgment.  
 
    “I was merely making an observation,” he said simply, “You do not have to agree with me.”  
 
    “How rude!” she exclaimed with fervor, “To think – this is meant to be your attempt to court me.”  
 
    “Quite frankly, I thought we already agreed that I beat my competition the second that Bartholomew opened his mouth and besides, I do not see why you have gotten your head all worried in – I was not even talking about you,” he said.  
 
    “Of course, right,” she said, suddenly done with the conversation, “However, next time when you are at someone’s home for a proposal, try not to insult their family! I think it is time we should return back inside the house,” she huffed and then stomped away back inside.  
 
    The Duke was left staring back at her – he did not know why but she still stirred in him the same mixture of emotions she did on the day he first met her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5
  
 
    An entire day had now passed since the Duke’s last meeting with Maria. At the moment, he sat in the privacy of Edward’s living room to share a few drinks.  
 
    “You know what I think, old chap?” Edward said teasingly as he poured his friend another glass. 
 
    “Please let me know, as soon as you can,” the Duke replied back rather sardonically.  
 
    “You must not get upset with me on this for sure,” Edward forewarned, “However, I think this whole marriage business that you have suddenly gotten yourself involved in – well I think it is quite…well, interesting.”  
 
    “Spit it out already, Edward,” the Duke said impatiently.  
 
    “Well alright then,” Edward started, “I do think this is your way of going off the rails – as one might put colloquially.”  
 
    The Duke raised an eyebrow towards his friend, half amused, “You know, most people consider marriage and settling down to be the exact opposite of what you have just said.”  
 
    “Most people, yes,” Edward said taking another sip from his drink, “But haven’t you been the person who always boasted how you are not quite like anyone else?”  
 
    “Fair enough,” nodded the Duke, “However, I still fail to see how that proves your little theory of marriage being an expression of me going wild, my friend.”  
 
    “Most people – including myself – amuse themselves with a whole array of women and wicked affairs to fill up our time, yes?” he posed the question to the Duke.  
 
    “Of course!” the Duke said in reply, “You have made that abundantly clear over the years that I have known you.”  
 
    “Right but with you - it’s never been the case. Women have chased you, no doubt but you have seldom paid them any attention. At least not to the point past ephemeral flirtations and that too only verbally. You have almost always found more pleasure in being buried away in books in that wretched library of yours, am I not right?” Edward proposed.  
 
    The Duke shrugged, not being able to deny it as it did have some truth to it.  
 
    “Right so - back to my point – committing yourself to marriage with someone, then, is a rather large deal for you and here you are throwing it away on some woman you have only met twice,” Edward pressed. 
 
    “I should not say I am throwing it away,” the Duke replied with a pointed look, “This is what I want.”  
 
    “I am not doubting that for a second,” Edward said, bringing the glass up to his lips once again, “I am merely speculating on the reasons why you arrived at the above conclusion.”  
 
    “There is no need for speculation, my friend,” the Duke said with a finality in his voice that indicated that he was done with this conversation, “However, for right now, we must celebrate the moment. Drink up!”  
 
    -- 
 
    Bridgett had been pacing around the quarters outside Maria’s room all morning – in an effort to relieve some of the apparent tension she was feeling pent up inside of her. Bridgett had been on her wits end ever since the Duke had come whisking in out of apparently nowhere with his proposal – this was a dangerous scenario as now her nephew had competition.  
 
    Bridgett knew that she could not coerce William into forcing any sort of decision onto Maria; he would never agree to such an idea. And so, the best shot she had was to take matters into her own hands and convince Maria herself.  
 
    Slowly, she rehearsed her words in her head and then entered her step-daughter’s room with muted footsteps. “Maria, my dear!” she said in exaggerated fervor as she noticed her sitting by the sill of the window, gazing out to the fields outside.  
 
    Maria acknowledged her presence with a weak smile and then went back to her vacant observations.  
 
    “Maria, dear, I was hoping we could talk for a moment?” Bridgett asked her as she moved closer to where Maria was.  
 
    “Of course,” Maria said in reply, “Please sit down.”  
 
    Bridgett politely refused, “No that is alright, my love, I am only here for a few moments – however, I wanted to know what your thoughts are. I know this is quite the difficult time for you and I would not be such a good mother if I did not come and see what was going on with you.”  
 
    Maria sighed. Honestly speaking, even she did not know what was going on with her. The past week of her life had been a whirlwind at best and she was left grasping at the edge of the sails, struggling to barely hold on.  
 
    She shrugged her shoulders, unable to word a proper reply much to the immense frustration of Bridgett. 
 
     “You must tell me,” Bridgett walked on over so that she could put an arm around Maria’s shoulder, “After all – my Bartholomew most eagerly awaits for you reply.”  
 
    Maria cringed at the mention of his name and then inhaled a sigh. “I do not know myself,” she admitted but she knew that half of it was a lie.  
 
    Maria was having trouble deciding whether or not she wanted to marry the Duke, yes. But as far as Bartholomew was concerned, Maria knew that he did not even stand a single chance.  
 
    But Bridgett was still lost in her own blissful fantasy and did not want to see that. She pressed down on Maria’s shoulder harder. “Well I must tell you one good news – I saw how it must be so hard to arrive to a decision for you and so I decided to take matters into my own hands and take the liberty to invite Bartholomew over once again so that you can have another assessment of him,” she announced.  
 
    Maria felt the color drain out of her cheeks and the familiar urge to throw up returned. The thought of having to see Bartholomew again was dreadful, incredibly dreadful. “Does Father know of this?” Maria asked her urgently. 
 
    “Why, of course,” Bridgett replied coolly, “Now I will summon Elizabeth to help you get ready. You want to look your very best,” she said and pinched her cheek one last time as she got up to exit her room. 
 
    However as she closed the door behind her, Maria felt a real dread color her bones. She had just been bombarded with the revelation that she was to meet Bartholomew again and the thought positively filled her up with agony.  
 
    -- 
 
    The setting looked pristine as far as appearances went. A cozy fire lit in the background, coloring the environment with its relaxing sounds of crackling. Three figures sat in the living room – on the same sofa. Jammed between Bartholomew and Maria, sat Bridgett perfectly done up, cross-legged and sipping on her tea. 
 
    For all intents and purposes, it looked like a cozy little gathering but in reality, it could not be more opposite.  
 
    A heavy sense of awkwardness fell upon Maria as she fanned herself. Bartholomew had not attempted to speak with her as of yet but she knew that she could not avoid him for much longer. Looking at him from the corner of her eye, she could still see that he was the same awkward lanky man she had met a few days ago.  
 
    “Now, Maria,” Bridgett finally broke the silence, “Bartholomew has told me all about what he thinks of you and I am blown away of the high opinion that he has of you!” 
 
     Maria shuffled uncomfortably, “Right, I suppose that is good to hear then, Mrs. Haskett.”  
 
    “I did miss you quite a lot,” Bartholomew suddenly addressed with the same grin taped to his face. Maria felt like she could retch out her lungs right there and then.  
 
    Bridgett laughed, “Very well then,” she said and promptly stood up, filling Maria up with the dread of being left alone with Bartholomew again.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Maria asked with panic in her eyes. 
 
    “Nowhere,” Bridgett shrugged, “However I cannot say the same for you two.” 
 
    “Aunt Bridge has arranged for us to go on a little adventure,” Bartholomew said grinning back at Bridgett. 
 
    Maria was more than a little confused at this point as her eyes darted back and forth between the two of them. The last thing that she wanted was to go on any sort of trip with Bartholomew.  
 
    “We’re going horse riding,” Bartholomew announced eagerly.  
 
    “Oh,” Maria said suspiciously, “I was under the impression you did not like horse riding.”  
 
    Bridgett dismissed Maria with a wave of her hand, “But of course, he does! Don’t be silly,” she said.  
 
    Soon, Maria was whisked away to the stables and Bartholomew stood next to her.  
 
    “Well, I suppose we really are doing this then,” she admitted now looking back at him.  
 
    “I cannot be more excited,” Bartholomew said animatedly.  
 
    Maria could not help but be suspicious of this sudden interest of Bartholomew in horseback riding and she had to stop herself from wondering its true motives. It did not make sense that he suddenly had taken up a great interest in the activity – in fact, it made more sense to think that maybe Bridgett had something to do behind it and it was an attempt for her to showcase her nephew in a more positive light to Bridgett. The thought made Maria more than a little uneasy. 
 
    “Well – let us get started then,” he said but Maria could see that the obnoxious grin had faded a little as Maria summoned the horse towards her.  
 
    Could it be that Bartholomew was afraid of them?  
 
    The thought amused Maria as she hopped on the saddle and looked over to Bartholomew to do the same. He stared back at her hesitantly before swallowing hard and climbing onto the back of the horse.  
 
    At that moment, Maria could tell; Bartholomew was incredibly petrified. And the thought brought a perverse sense of satisfaction to Maria.  
 
    “Come on now,” she said as she strode forward with her horse but Bartholomew was having trouble still getting his horse to even start moving.  
 
    “I am – there’s something wrong with this animal!” he let out in frustration as he fumbled with the tack in his hand, trying to get the horse to start moving but to no avail. 
 
    Maria found herself laughing at the sight. “Have you never ridden a horse before?” she asked him, amused by the pathetic skills he was currently putting on display.  
 
    “I – have!” Bartholomew struggled back to reply and then gave his tack a sudden jolt, causing the animal to spring forward but instead of Bartholomew going along with him, he lost his balance and was instead launched into the opposite direction, where he came squatting down to the ground, thrown off the horse’s back.  
 
    Maria laughed loudly – this was the most entertainment she had had in days but as she saw Bartholomew sprawled out in front of the ground pathetically in front of her, one thing became very clear to her.  
 
    And that was when she made her decision of accepting the Duke’s proposal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6
  
 
    The news of Maria accepting the Duke’s proposal was for sure not taken well by everyone – noticeably Bridgett being one of them as she currently fumed and paced around the guesthouse that her nephew had rented out for himself for his stay in Surrey.  
 
    “I cannot believe this has happened!” Bridgett fumed looking back at her nephew with an enraged expression, “How did she refuse you?”  
 
    Bartholomew shrugged, “I do not know, Aunt. However, you cannot blame anything on me as I was most charming and she really enjoyed my presence,” he said.  
 
    “Oh please!” Bridgett said exasperated, “You fell off the horse! How can I blame her for not wanting to associate with a man like you?” she fired back.  
 
    Bartholomew huffed out in return. “Fine then – but remember a man like me is all that you have in this situation! Without me, your plan will never work,” he said dangerously.  
 
    “It has already gone down the gutters, you buffoon, can’t you see?” Bridgett fired back. “She will marry the Duke now and we will not be able to take her share of the inheritance from her!” 
 
    Bartholomew was quiet for a moment as he considered the weight of her words. Indeed, this had been a huge setback. For the past many months, the aunt and nephew had been concocting a devious plan of their own.  
 
    The idea was that once Bridgett reached of age, she would be married off to Bridgett’s nephew – who would at first woo her and win her over until she fell head over head in love with him. And then when he had her sufficiently under his control, he would simply make her sign a document that stated that the share of her inheritance from her father would be granted to her husband instead.  
 
    It was a plan they had made in efforts to get rich off of William’s enormous inheritance. He had made it very clear to Bridgett upon marrying her that the bulk of it would go to his daughter and the thought of it drove Bridgett mad, and so she had concocted this plan to prevent that from happening.  
 
    However, clearly, it had now effectively failed.  
 
    “You need to be less pessimistic than that, dear Aunt,” Bartholomew said with his usual lazy drawl seeping back into his tone.  
 
    “What do you mean by that?” she fired back at him angrily. 
 
    “I only mean to say that perhaps all is not yet lost,” he told her.  
 
    “It is not?”  
 
    “I am sure we can think of other ways to take back what we want,” he said with a dangerous edge to his tone. 
 
    -- 
 
    Maria stared at herself in the mirror in front of her as Elizabeth made the finishing touches in styling her hair. She was donned in the traditional white dress of the bride but looking in the mirror, she could not recognize herself.  
 
    “You look beautiful,” Elizabeth remarked as she caught her staring at her own reflection.  
 
    “I am nervous,” Maria admitted, “I never thought that this day would come so soon!”  
 
    Elizabeth chuckled in response, “That is a perfectly normal reaction for a bride to have,” she said, “However, it should bring you some solace that your husband is quite the handsome fellow. Easy on the eyes!” Elizabeth teased and a blush crept up on Maria’s cheeks.  
 
    This was the first time that the Duke was referred to as her husband but she reminded herself that that was exactly what he would be in less than a few hours. The thought made her stomach flip.  
 
    Maria checked herself in the mirror again and then sighed. “I think I am ready.”  
 
    Bridgett had not wanted to attend the ceremony, trying to fake a sickness but William was not having any of it. He had forced her to come for he thought that she should not, by any means, miss out on such an important event in their daughter’s life.  
 
    William was most excited about the entire occasion – perhaps more excited than anyone else. He had come back to see Maria especially once before she walked down the aisle.  
 
    Now looking at her, he had the proudest expression on his face. He was beaming.  
 
    “My daughter looks so beautiful,” he said as he stood before her.  
 
    “Father!” Maria exclaimed as she went over to wrap her father into an embrace.  
 
    “I see in you a reflection of your mother from the day she got married to me,” he said wistfully, “and I must say, seeing her that day knocked me right out. The Duke is a very lucky man!” 
 
     Maria gushed, “Father – I cannot believe this day has come so early. I will miss you so much,” she admitted sincerely. 
 
    “As will I,” replied William, “But it is now time that I give you away.” 
 
    She pouted back. “Promise me you will visit me as often as you can. Please!”  
 
    “My darling, it will be as though we were never separated.”  
 
    -- 
 
    The wedding band marched her down the aisle as she clutched her father’s arm tightly. But he had to let go when they reached the end of the aisle. Sad yet happy, she let go and looked up to the man who she had just walked over to.  
 
    The Duke smirked back at her and she was taken aback by how handsome he actually looked. Similarly, he stared back at her with the same look of approval in his eyes.  
 
    The exchanging of vows was a relatively quick process as they both said their words and soon, the priest was above them, announcing them as husband and wife.  
 
    And that was it – Maria had now just become Duchess Maria Hervey.  
 
    -- 
 
    The first day together as husband and wife was both interesting and unexpected. Maria had little idea about how things were going to be like now that they had gotten married; Bridgett had never bothered to give a talk explaining things to her as it was expected for mothers to do.  
 
    But still, Maria was convinced it would not be so bad as she waited for the Duke in their shared room. 
 
     “You look quite bored,” he said to her upon seeing her from the archway.  
 
    She suddenly sat up straighter, “I was hoping it wouldn’t be so apparent on my face.”  
 
    The Duke chuckled, “Well really then that is not good – you’re newly married and bored is the last thing you should be.”  
 
    “Mhm,” she replied back, “Well then what does this say about marriage? A lifetime of boredom perhaps,” she said.  
 
    “You really do underestimate me, don’t you,” he said and came to sit down on the empty spot next to her, “We are married now and you should really start giving me some more credit than that.”  
 
    “That is a little hard to do just by itself on my own,” she replied.  
 
    “Well – my dear – you were the one who agreed to accept my proposal,” he said pointedly.  
 
    “It was a desperate decision,” she admitted, “The other man was…underwhelming.”  
 
    The Duke chuckled, “I would not blame him – it is quite tough competing with this, all of this,” he pointed over to himself and grinned.  
 
    “You are also quite insufferable,” Maria replied, “Oh I cannot believe I am now married to someone who said that they did not like dancing!”  
 
    The Duke chuckled, “But yet here we are,” he said.  
 
    Maria shrugged, “May I ask – you already know my reasoning for agreeing to marry you. That much is quite clear. But I do wonder – what provoked you to come and ask for my hand?”  
 
    The Duke was quiet for a moment – “Well – you are not the first one to ask me that question,” he admitted, “However, I do not know the answer to that myself fully. Just that perhaps it was a decision made by fate.”  
 
    Maria seemed to be surprised to hear this, “Do you believe in fate?” she questioned him.  
 
    He shrugged with an air of nonchalance suddenly surrounding him, “I sometimes like to engage in the uncertainty of the pre-ordained.”  
 
    But Maria shook her head, “Well, that is perhaps one of our differences. I do not believe in such things,” she said.  
 
    “Something tells me there is more behind that statement that you are not telling me,” he probed her lightly.  
 
    “Perhaps there is,” she replied cryptically.  
 
    “How many layers do I have to peel back to get you to tell me?” the Duke said softly. 
 
    Maria considered the idea for a moment and then ended up dissolving her resolve, “My mother,” she said briefly, “I lost her when I was very young. And if such a thing as fate existed then I imagine it to be quite cruel considering the hand it played me.”  
 
    The Duke felt the hidden pain in her words and it evoked a strong sense of empathy in her. “I know it would be unfair to say that everything happens for the best,” he said but was cut off before he could complete the sentence. 
 
    “Not only would it be unfair, it would also be far too easy to assume. Somehow, when people talk about everything having a reason behind it they tend to forget the difficulty a person has to go through during the process of it.”  
 
    The Duke pressed his lips together in a straight line, “How old were you?”  
 
    “Honestly,” Maria replied, “I do not even remember that well. All I know is that it was the worst day of my life and to this day, it remains so.”  
 
    “You turned out to be quite a woman, so I can tell she must be proud of you now –wherever she is,” the Duke said, realizing how he had just complimented her heavily but he had meant it.  
 
    Maria felt a blush creep up on her cheeks, “I missed her today more than anything. Every time I saw Bridgett in the crowd of people, it made me think of what it would have been like if she was here,” she said.  
 
    “Well, I am certain she would have loved me if she was here,” the Duke grinned playfully.  
 
    Maria cracked a small smile, “I don’t know about that but I do know she would never have tried to set me up with someone as horrible as Bartholomew.”  
 
    “I am not sure why anyone would try and set you up with someone as horrible as him,” he said amused, “However, he is gone now and I am the man in your life,” he said, suddenly possessive. 
 
    Maria blushed at this sudden display, “Is it possible that you are a little jealous?” she suggested.  
 
    “Hardly so,” he dismissed the notion at once, “But now that I have committed myself to you – I will make sure that I do everything I can to keep you, after all, I might just end up being a little fond of you,” he joked.  
 
    She was suddenly feeling more lighthearted than she had in the entire evening, “Well, I am afraid that I might need more than just ‘fond’,” she joked back. 
 
    “What are you implying, Duchess Maria?” he said, savoring the way the words sounded in his mouth. 
 
    “I should leave you to figure that out for yourself,” she said surreptitiously.  
 
    Somehow between their conversation, the two of them had moved much closer to each other without realizing it. Before he could even help himself, the Duke ran a sly thumb across her jaw, which caused her to open her mouth.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” the Duke said intensely as he gazed down into her eyes.  
 
    She blushed and then tilted her head away so that his grip on it loosened.  
 
    “We do not need to be so shy anymore,” the Duke implied with a devilish glint in his eye, “You are my wife now after all.”  
 
    “Yes,” she said, “What are we meant to do now that I am your… wife?” she said arching her brow.  
 
    “Why don’t you just quit the talking and we can find out what happens for ourselves, shall we?” he said and then he swooped in to capture her lips with his own. Maria was taken by surprise at first but she enjoyed the sensation and soon found herself kissing him back. His hands knotted themselves in her hair as he began to display a passion that was before unseen by Maria and Maria realized that she liked him much better this way than when he was throwing arrogant digs her way. 
 
    That night they went to bed together and by morning, Maria knew that she was no longer the single girl she had been used to being all her life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7
  
 
    The next morning, Maria woke up to an empty place beside her. The Duke had already gotten up to begin his day. Getting dressed, she made her way down to the main room to get breakfast. Margery was already at the table waiting for her as she made her way down.  
 
    “Good morning,” Margery greeted her cheerfully as she saw her come into the room.  
 
    Maria nodded, “Morning to you as well,” she said in reply.  
 
    “You look positively glowing,” Margery teased as she came and took a seat out in front of her. This caused Maria to blush rather furiously but it was true – she had a faint glow about her ever since the morning.  
 
    “Do you have any plans for today?” Maria asked Margery in an attempt to initiate a conversation.  
 
    Margery shrugged, “Just the average tasks. Why? Did you not make any plans with the Duke?” she asked.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Maria replied, “He left in the morning before we had a chance to speak.”  
 
    “Ah yes,” Margery giggled, “That does sound like my brother. He is obsessed with his work – an ambitious man.”  
 
    Maria felt herself admiring this characteristic of him secretly. She always loved men who were hard working.  
 
    “Right,” Maria replied, “However, I suppose that means then that I am free for the day.”  
 
    But Margery had that familiar glint back in her eye again, “Do not worry – this is what I am for. I took the liberty of already speaking to your father. He told me all about your various interests and I should tell you – we share a common one,” she announced delightedly. 
 
    “Oh – what is that?”  Maria asked.  
 
    “Gardening!” she replied back, “As a matter of fact, we can go scavenge in the garden today. I shall show you my plants! I have a feeling you will appreciate them.”  
 
    Maria nodded, “That is a splendid idea.”  
 
    -- 
 
    The two had spent the entire afternoon in the garden. Maria was delighted to know that Margery actually genuinely shared her passion for gardening and was overjoyed when she saw her garden – it being a lot larger and better organized than the one she had back home.  
 
    Finally, the two had decided it was enough for one day and were now relaxing by the shade, with a glass of a refreshing drink in hand.  
 
    “I had a good time with you,” Margery said laughing, “I must tell you – I had my reservations when the Duke suddenly decided he was going to marry you but now that I see you for who you are, I can see that he could not have made a better decision!”  
 
    Maria’s cheeks flooded with color, “I like you, too. After all, how could I not after I found out you also like gardening?” 
 
    “I have to say,” Margery said laughing, “That it is not just my hobby. The Duke often enjoys gardening too, though he might not like to always admit it out loud.”  
 
    “Does he?” Maria exclaimed, shocked to hear the words.  
 
    Margery giggled, “Oh yes, he does. Remember those daisies that you stopped to admire? Well those were entirely all his,” she laughed.  
 
    “I am very surprised to hear that, I must say,” Maria admitted, “I did not pin him down to be the type of person that enjoys gardening.”  
 
    "I want you to know that my brother is a very caring person," Margery told her as she sipped her drink, "He has a defense mechanism where he can sometimes act very closed off but for the most part, he is an incredible person inside." 
 
    Maria nodded but she was unsure of what to say. 
 
    "And he does not commit to things he does not want to finish," Margery said solemnly, "and I definitely believe that he is serious about this relationship."
 
Maria shrugged, "I must admit - I do not know much about him even now that we are married." 
 
    To her surprise though, Margery chuckled loudly in response.  "Oh my dear - I have known him since birth and sometimes I too wonder if I know that much about him." 
 
    "It must have been nice growing up with a sibling," she said with a sigh. 
 
    "Oh it is the best thing," Margery said with a laugh, "It was always me, Morgan and Edward.  Edward was our neighbor but now he is one of our closest friends." 
 
    Looking at them, Maria could tell that they had had a good childhood growing up. The thought was endearing to Maria. 
 
    --

Back at the Haskett estate, Bridgett had called another emergency meeting with Bartholomew. It had now been two weeks since Maria had gotten married and with each passing day, Bridgett felt her plan slipping away further and further from her. 

“This is unacceptable,” she said to Bartholomew in another of her passionate fits of anger. “Time is slipping away from us and here we are sitting idle doing nothing about it!”  
 
    Bartholomew shrugged, “Now what is there to be done, Aunty? We cannot get them to divorce and get her to marry me instead,” he said. 
 
    “Of course now we can’t!” she exclaimed, “If you had only resisted from being a buffoon for one evening then she would have never married that Duke!” 
 
    Bartholomew shook his head, “You really need to stop blaming me for everything, dear Aunt,” he said, “However, there is one thing I do not understand. The Duke is immensely wealthy himself – why does Maria need her father’s inheritance in the first place?”  
 
    “Oh do not anger me,” Bridgett huffed, “Do not remind me how she has the best of both worlds!”  
 
    “It must feel terrible knowing the reason you married the old man is no longer applicable,” Bartholomew joked. 
 
    “Shut up, Bartholomew!” she quipped at him sharply, “Be careful of what you say – you need this just as much as I do. Besides, I tried to convince him to produce an heir he is just not interested in having more children.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t blame the man,” Bartholomew said, “He is quite old now and well past his years of raising children.”  
 
    Bridgett rolled her eyes, “What are we to do now?” she asked, flattening out one of her palms against her forehead.  
 
    “I wonder if there was a way we could weasel both the Duke and the old man out of their money and remove Maria from the picture all together.”  
 
    Bridgett sighed, “Even if there was, it wouldn’t be as though you would have conjured it up! I am the brains of this entire operation,” she said exasperatedly. 
 
    “Actually, aunt dear,” he said, “This time I might just have an idea!” 
 
    But little did they know as they said the words, a presence in the nearby corridor stood and listened to every word. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8
  
 
    Maria had been feeling sick for the past few days. She did not know what it was as her stomach fluttered and she felt her head spin. She did not know what the cause of it was as she was eating and sleeping properly. There was little to no stress in her life as her relationship with the Duke and marriage had been quite stable so far and they had begun to understand each other more than ever. 
 
    Still, she was sick and she decided to consult Margery about it.  
 
    “Hmm,” Margery said as she assessed all her symptoms, “You do not seem to have a fever,” she said, laying a hand against her forehead.  
 
    Maria bit down her lip, “I do not know what it is,” she said, still confused but she noticed that Margery was smiling at her.  
 
    “What happened?” Maria asked her skeptically eyeing her down.  
 
    “I do not think you are sick at all,” she said to her, with her smile widening.  
 
    “Then what could it possibly be?” she asked.  
 
    “I think you are pregnant.”  
 
    -- 
 
    Margery turned out to be right when Maria finally went to get checked. It was true and she was indeed pregnant. The news came as a surprise to her as she had not expected for this to happen or even planned it.  
 
    She did not know how she would tell the Duke or what his reaction would be. Even though he had been quite accepting of her thus far, she did not know how he would react to this news. Quite frankly, she herself did not know how to properly react to it either.  
 
    Meanwhile, the pregnancy was also making her more moody than usual and keeping the news to herself made her mood swings worse. She knew she had to tell the Duke very soon. 
 
    -- 
 
    The Duke meanwhile had some news of his own that he wanted to share with Maria. Coming home that day, he had exactly that in mind.  
 
    “Maria,” he called out to her, “Where are you?”  
 
    Maria peeked at him from behind the door. Looking at him now, she knew that today was going to be the day that she would tell him.  
 
    “Maria, I have something to tell you,” he said before she could manage to get in another word edgewise.  
 
    “Alright,” she said slowly. 
 
    “I think you should sit down to hear this as it might be hard for you,” he said as a caveat and urged her to sit down. 
 
    “You are worrying me now,” she said suddenly, “Tell me now and do not hesitate.”  
 
    The Duke looked back at her and gulped, “Now – I have got some news from an insider in your home and it has been very troubling to hear it.”  
 
    “Tell me at once!” she pressed.  
 
    “It is regarding your stepmother,” he said silently.  
 
    “What about Bridgett?”  
 
    “Now -  I know the last time I mentioned her, you got very upset with me but this time, I feel like you should know what is happening behind your back. I have gained the news that Bridgett is planning to rob your father from his money with the help of her nephew.”  
 
    Maria blinked back at him, unable to speak. “What are you saying?” she said finally.  
 
    “When you were still living at the house, my friend Edward appointed some birds in your house staff so that we could get information on you. That is how I found out about Bartholomew’s proposal but now it has come to my attention that the same source has informed us of the news I just told you,” the Duke explained.  
 
    “How can you so easily say such a thing?” she said, narrowing her eyes at him.  
 
    “I have only told you what I have heard,” he replied.  
 
    “She is my step-mother! And here you are so easily accusing her of being a lying thief?” Maria said. “She would never do that. She loves my father  - and she loves ME!” 
 
    “I have proof!” the Duke replied. 
 
    “What proof? A whisper in the wind is not proof enough for you to come here and make such claims,” she gasped.  
 
    “Why are you getting so offended?” the Duke yelled. “I merely told you what I heard and I believe it – my source is always correct.”  
 
    “You spy on the people I love and then come here with these absurd claims! I cannot believe you!”  Maria was angry at him and at that moment, all her previous plans of informing him about the pregnancy suddenly flew out the window. 
 
    "I really cannot believe you would make such accusations," she said, "You have disrespected my family and I will not stand for this! I am leaving at once." 
 
    "You are blowing this entire scenario out of proportion," the Duke said to her, "and you should trust me enough to know that I will tell you the truth.  I am your husband after all." 
 
    But Maria was not willing to hear another word. She stormed to her room. And that evening, she had called her carriage to return back to the Haskett estate. And the Duke did nothing to stop her. 
 
    “If you leave,” he said arrogantly, “Then you dare not come back. I do not ever want to see you again. From this moment, you are no longer my wife. What a fool I was to have so much pity on you that I married you. You were nothing more to me than a diversion, a play thing, and not a very good one at that. My previous lovers put you to shame.” 
 
    --  
 
    Maria had returned back to her home to find from the staff that her father had gone out of town for some business. 
 
    "Maria!" Bridgett called out to her as she saw her enter the house, "I did not know we were expecting you today?" 
 
    Maria did not reply and simply went over to hug Bridgett without a word. She did not know what to tell her - how she had just fought with the Duke over a matter that involved her. 
 
    "Where is Father?" she asked Bridgett as she went down to take a seat on the sofa. 
 
    "He has gone out," she said, "He is expected to be back in a few days.  I assume you are staying?" 
 
    Maria nodded. Looking back at her, Bridgett could not believe her luck. She was amazed at how Maria had just walked on over at the most opportune time.  
 
    “Would you like some tea, dear?” Bridgett asked her. 
 
    “That would be lovely, thank you,” Maria replied, not seeing that Bridgett slipped something besides cream into her cup. 
 
    “Here you go, dear,” Bridgett said, holding the cup out to Maria who grasped it and took a few sips of it. 
 
    Not wanting to waste any time, Bridgett excused herself from Maria and walked over to the spare room where Bartholomew was residing. 
 
    "You will not believe this!" she announced as she entered the room. "She walked right into our home - and when William is not here!" 
 
    "Maria is here?" Bartholomew asked. 
 
    "Yes!" Bridgett said enthusiastically. "I cannot believe it." 
 
    "This is perfect," Bartholomew clapped his hands in delight, "This means that now we can execute our plan without going through the torment of getting her put out of her own home." 
 
    "Quick, Bartholomew," Bridgett said urgently, "You must start making the arrangements at once! This is a once in a lifetime opportunity." 
 
    Meanwhile, Maria was unaware of what was happening as she lay down on the sofa after finishing her tea.  She thought of the Duke and realized that she missed him but at the same time, she was upset about his accusations. As she recalled the nasty words he had spewed at her, tears formed in her eyes but she brushed them away. In her mind, those accusations were just another expression of the Duke’s entitlement but what she did not know was that this time he was actually right. 
 
    Before she knew it, Maria had dozed off on the sofa. 
 
    -- 
 
    "Careful," a voice said in the background as Maria finally revived back to consciousness. 
 
    "I said careful, you buffoon!" the voice was even more shrill this time and Maria nearly jolted awake. 
 
    "Where am I?" she exclaimed as she realized the whereabouts of where she currently was, and it was definitely not where she had fallen asleep. 
 
    "Ssssh," the man said, "You stay quiet!" 
 
    The room was dark but there was just enough light for Maria to see that the man was wearing a mask. And as he spoke, the unnerving realization hit Maria that she had indeed heard that voice before. 
 
    "What am I doing here?" she asked the voice. 
 
    "Finally something useful for the first time in her life," the woman's voice replied. 
 
    "Let me go from here," she said struggling as she found that she was tied from her hands. 
 
    "You are not going anywhere," the voice said to her. 
 
    And then it clicked into Maria's brain - it felt as though a boulder had hit her by the colossal impact she felt from the realization. The voice sounded familiar to her because she had indeed heard it before many times.  
 
    “Bridgett?” she gasped out in confusion as a strange feeling overcame her.  
 
    And then she heard the male voice laugh, “She has finally caught on.” That voice, Maria realized, was Bartholomew. 
 
    Maria felt as though she was at a loss of words – she did not know what to say or do. Did this mean that Morgan was right? Had she unknowingly walked right into the snake’s mouth?  
 
    “Where am I and why have you brought me here like this?” she asked.  
 
    “Well – it’s really quite simple my dear,” Bridgett said, “After you refused to marry my nephew, I had to then resort to more creative ways to take back the money from your father. However, this works even better as now we get to cash in on your husband’s wealth, too,” she said.  
 
    Maria felt her head spin – this meant Morgan had been right all along. “I cannot believe you,” Maria said in despair, “How could you do such a thing?” 
 
    “How could your father only give me a small share in his inheritance?” Bridgett countered. 
 
    “I feel sick,” Maria said clutching her stomach, “You will not get away with this!”  
 
    “Oh but I will,” Bridgett grinned in response, “Both your concerned husband and father will be willing to pay a hefty sum of money for your life.” 
 
    Maria gasped, “I will tell them everything!” 
 
    Bridgett smirked, “My dear, you can tell them anything but by the time you open your mouth, we will have fled the country with our money.”  
 
    Maria could not believe what was happening to her – she felt her entire world spin around her. Despair was the color of her life as she did not know how she could possibly get herself out of a situation like this. Any outcome would mean a victory for Bridgett.  
 
    “All these years – why did you put up a fake pretense?” Maria asked her, still reeling from the shock. 
 
    “Because your father is a wealthy man and that is something that is hard to come by.” 
 
    “You will not get away with this!” Maria cried out. 
 
    “Oh dear, but I already have.”  
 
    Just then, there was a huge sound from the distance and suddenly, the sound of many people barging in could be heard.   
 
    “What is happening?” Bartholomew said, sounding panicked. 
 
    “Mrs. Haskett and Mr. Jones – you are under arrest for attempted kidnapping!” 
 
    Maria looked over and saw that the magistrate had arrived. But more importantly, she saw that right behind him stood the Duke and Edward. When the Duke spotted her, he ran over to her and started to free her from the rope that was tied to her hands. 
 
    “Maria, if they would have hurt you,” he said angrily as he freed her, looking over at Bridgett and Bartholomew, and then he wrapped her into an embrace.  
 
    “How did you know I was here?” Maria said, hugging him back. 
 
    “My sources are always accurate,” he said, “Just as they had been before. I love you, please forgive me for the harsh words I threw at you, I surely did not mean them.” 
 
    “I should have believed you!” Maria cried, tears flowing down her cheeks. 
 
    “That is okay,” he comforted her, “I am just glad that you are safe. Can you ever possibly forgive me and come back home with me?”  
 
    She felt a few more tears slip out of her eyes as she hugged him tighter, “I need to tell you something!” 
 
    “Tell me,” the Duke replied back with the same level of urgency. 
 
    “Morgan,” she started, “I am pregnant!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue
  
 
    Justice was finally served and the contriving Bridgett and Bartholomew were sentenced for their crimes. William divorced Bridgett and decided to move closer to Maria as he bought a house nearby her estate. The Duke took the news of the pregnancy very well and their relationship only grew stronger as they fell more and more in love with each other as the days passed. Life was good again and after nine months, they were finally blessed with a baby girl. 
 
    They named her Eva, after Maria’s beloved mother. 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1
  
 
    The Munro family of Sussex England by the year 1815 had inhabited the same household for nearly seven generations. Hugh Munro had grown up there with his older brother and younger sister who both had since left the estate. Working alongside his father as a child and youth, Hugh gained a skill with people which he never failed to strengthen with each passing day. His children; Rose, Abigail, and George were now growing up and Hugh had high hopes that one of them would take over the family estate when he passed.  
 
    Rose, being the oldest, learned the importance of being kind to people and helping them when it was most needed. From her father, she learned that sometimes people experience difficult times which they could not ever begin to understand and that they must be patient always.  
 
    A pretty girl from her youth, Rose had often attracted the attention of young men when in the cities of London, Bath, and the likes. However, in Sussex, the variety of men which surrounded her was never to her liking. They worked too much, or they were too old, or did not have interesting enough stories. By the time she turned nineteen, she had declared that if she was to be twenty without an inkling of an offer of marriage from some decent fellow that she should give way to being an old maid forever.  
 
    One afternoon assisting her father in the sorting of receipts, he called to her from the front door as he entered.  
 
    “Rose, do come here for a moment won’t you?”  
 
    “Of course, Papa!” she responded, folding the corner of her present receipt over on itself so that she should not lose her place.  
 
    She made for the doorway to the living space when the door swung open before she came even three feet from it. Her father rushed in with a look of serious concern and fear in his face.  
 
    “What is it Papa?” she asked quickly, not wanting him to suffer alone any longer.  
 
    “It is Victoria Woodhouse my dear,” he paused, rereading the letter once more. “I am afraid that her father believes that the worst has come for dear Victoria, you remember her of course?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes Father, she must be what, fifteen years old now is she not?” 
 
    “I think she must be my dear, but what a terrible young age for her to be so unwell,” he said mournfully. “James insists that she have a young female companion to remain with her in this difficult time as her mother, as you know, is not well from the stress and worry over the child.” 
 
    “Shall we ask Abby? She is quite close in age to Victoria and I think it should do them both good to be with each other,” Rose suggested.  
 
    “No my child, I fear Abigail would not understand her purpose in such a place. Victoria needs someone who can calm her, someone to teach her about being a woman and a proper lady in the hopes that she gets well again. She has had no such interaction in her life, being an only child and all,” he went on. “Rose, my darling, I think it should be best if you were to go and stay with the girl while you can.” 
 
    “But Father,” Rose interjected, “who will help you in your filing and your sales?” 
 
    “I will ask your brother George, I am sure he will be up to the challenge.” 
 
    “He most certainly will not be!” Rose exclaimed. “He has not put one receipt away with you since he has turned seventeen. He only lords over this house preparing for when the time comes that he can rightfully call it ‘his’.”  
 
    Her father looked at her with some small degree of pity. Rose and her brother had been at this argument for well over a year now that he should not allow her to remain in the house after their father passes on if she is an old maid.  
 
    “Rose my dear, what is the most important thing?” he asked her as if she was still a small child.  
 
    “To be kind and patient always,” Rose said in a huff. “Fine, I cannot think of how she must feel all alone in a time like this. Only Father?” she asked.  
 
    “Yes my dear?” 
 
    “Please make sure you show George how to do it properly, I could not stand it if I should come home and see all of our hard work done backwards,” she said kissing her father’s cheek.  
 
    “I will make sure of it; if you like we can do it tomorrow morning before you leave. The Woodhouses only live a matter of a few hours away,” he assured her, leading her out of the room for tea.  
 
    A few hours later, the horses and carriage was sent for and Rose and her father set themselves to packing the things she should most likely need to care for poor Victoria.  
 
    “Now Rose,” said her father kindly, “Victoria needs compassion and patience in this time, be sure that you give her nothing less.” He rose from his packing and kissed her lightly on the forehead before leaving her to her own devices.  
 
    Rose smiled after him and completed her packing with ease and alacrity, ensuring to go through her carefully constructed list over and over again in case anything had been missed before.  
 
    Descending the steps with her ladies maid Charlotte on her heels, Rose reached for a slice of toast before her travels began. Everything loaded in place left Rose with nothing else to do but kiss her father good-bye as he handed her into the carriage.  
 
    “Good-bye Father, do see that you take care of yourself while I am away,” she said out the window. 
 
    “And you my dear,” he called as he watched the carriage pull away from the house ever so slowly until it reached the smoother road which lay just beyond the bounds of their property.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2
  
 
    Rose arrived at the Woodhouse’s estate just before nightfall as the sun was setting in the sky.  
 
    “Rose darling,” greeted Mrs. Woodhouse as the large, ornate doors swung open in front of her. “It is ever so kind of you to volunteer your time and effort to our sweet Victoria. We will be forever grateful to you.” 
 
    Rose hugged her host in return offering her kind words of solace and sharing her hopes that Victoria should get well soon. The house was large and elaborately decorated with the finest trimmings and curtains Rose had seen in many years. She followed Mrs. Woodhouse through the lobby while the coachman followed behind trailing her bags with him before finally lowering them to the floor.  
 
    “Take those to Miss Munro’s room will you, Heath?” she called out to the butler after hearing his loud approach. “Let us get you some tea before I show you to your room Miss Rose,” her host graciously offered.  
 
    The pair of ladies sat themselves to tea and discussed further what it was that Mrs. Woodhouse expected Rose to do in her time there.  
 
    “Obviously it is such a pity that our dear Victoria cannot go out and experience for herself the balls and the celebrations that she should be attending at this age of her life,” Mrs. Woodhouse began. “But, since it is not so, I hope that perhaps you might share with her your own experiences to liven up her spirits to the idea of love and matrimony in the instance she suddenly becomes alright again.”  
 
    Mrs. Woodhouse had to take a moment to stabilize her lower lip. It became clear to Rose that this child’s own mother had sincere doubts that she should ever be a healthy girl again. It was that breakthrough of emotion which set Rose’s mind to making it her own personal goal to ensure that the safety and livelihood of this young girl was restored.  
 
    She reached out and took Mrs. Woodhouse by the hand. “I promise you ma’am, that I will not be satisfied unless I can be of some help to your daughter,” she said softly. 
 
    “Thank you my dear,” replied her host, wiping a stray tear away from her eye.  
 
    The two women sat in silence enjoying their tea and each other’s company by the fire as it grew darker outside.  
 
    “Where has Mr. Woodhouse gone ma’am?” Rose asked, trying not to sound too impulsive and invasive in her host’s home.  
 
    “He has been to the villages nearby all day, visiting with men and women who may have seen their child in such a state as our Victoria. He has been hoping to meet with someone who can give us some peace of mind, someone whose child has recovered from a state such as Victoria’s,” she explained. “It makes him feel that he is being useful in finding ways to help her to get better. My husband has been a shell of a man ever since she fell ill and he hardly slept at all since.” 
 
    “That must be such a tiring means of work, I cannot imagine what a toll it must take on him,” Rose said in surprise. As the words rolled off of her tongue, the man in question walked through the door.  
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Woodhouse,” Rose greeted standing to meet with the gentleman she had not seen in so many years.  
 
    “Ah, Rose my dear, how kind of you to come and keep our darling Victoria company in such a time of need as this,” he said shaking her hand gently. He stepped towards his wife and embraced her tenderly. “Mrs. Woodhouse, my dear, I have heard of some wonderful news this evening,” he said cheerfully with a hint of lingering despair.  
 
    “Oh what happy words you speak, Mr. Woodhouse!” exclaimed his wife sitting anxiously to hear the good news.  
 
    “I have just returned from the Randall’s down the way and I have been informed that their young niece had been taken in such a similar way to our Victoria just last spring but has made almost a complete recovery within the span of the year,” he went on with happy tears now shining in his eyes.  
 
    “That is such wonderful news, how did they manage it?” Rose asked eagerly.  
 
    “They claim it had all been thanks to the physician who came to visit their daughter throughout her sickness. His draughts and potions alone had significant impacts on her health, but his consoling presence and kind attentions to her gave her a new outlook on her life with a stronger will to live through it,” he said sitting down to the cup of tea Mrs. Woodhouse had produced for him.  
 
    The three sat in deep discussion about how they should go about getting this physician to come and see Victoria in hopes that he would have the same effect on her that he had on the other young lady down the way.  
 
    Before going their separate ways and heading for bed, the Woodhouses thought it would be most beneficial if Rose could visit with Victoria before she went to sleep. That was, after all, the reason for her coming. Rose agreed and followed them up the stairs to their daughter’s bedchamber.  
 
    A very dimly lit room awaited her and, although she had not quite been sure of what to expect upon beholding Miss Woodhouse, she had not expected the pale yellowing color of her skin. Nor the thin, muscle-free form of her arms and legs which lay limp on the bed beneath multiple sheets and duvets.  
 
    She stirred a little at the sound of the door creaking open.  
 
    “Victoria darling,” her father cooed just loud enough to hear.  
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “Yes my dear, it is me, I have brought you a companion to talk to, her name is Rose, you met before when you were nothing but a little girl,” he explained to her kissing her forehead.  
 
    “Good evening, Miss Rose,” Victoria muttered weakly as she tried to muster up a smile.  
 
    Rose bowed and smiled in return which promptly put Victoria back to sleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3
  
 
    The next day, Rose spent the majority of her time in getting to know her new patient and friend. Victoria woke early and was showing some symptoms of a mild recovery as she was able to hold a conversation with Rose for more than ten minutes at a time without having to take a break or a nap in between. The girls shared stories of their infancy, those of which they could recall that is, along with tales of Rose’s first ball and their favorite subjects. By mid-afternoon Rose had grown quite attached to young Victoria and was already pleased with the decision she had made to come to the Woodhouse’s.  
 
    “Victoria, I shall return in a matter of moments, I am only going to fetch some tea for us as there seems to be a slight chill coming in through the window,” Rose said as she rose to shut said window tightly for fear that her companion should catch a worse chill than those she experienced regularly.  
 
    “Yes Miss, I will be waiting right here,” Victoria smiled weakly, making Rose laugh in enjoyment.  
 
    As she passed the windows on the stairs down to the kitchen Rose could see the clouds growing dark in the distance and she felt the cold wisp of air float in through any open crevices. She wrapped her shawl tightly around herself and asked the maid servants to bring tea for two back up to the room. 
 
    Rose made her way back upstairs to check on Victoria but as she climbed the stairs a certain strange unease took over her and her steps instinctively increased in speed until she reached the top and threw open the door. The sight which met her once inside threw her into a fit of concern; Victoria was lying on her side clutching her abdomen and sweating profusely even in the cool room.  
 
    “Victoria!” Rose yelled as she darted for her bedside and knelt beside her. “What has happened?” she asked quickly. But Victoria was in too much pain to answer.  
 
    “Someone help!” Rose screamed at the top of her lungs as the ladies maids came rushing through the open door.  
 
    “What happened, Miss?” they asked her.  
 
    “I don’t know, I came up and here she was,” she explained in a hurry. “She needs help, we need a physician!” she shouted at them momentarily forgetting her place in fear for her friend.  
 
    “The physician is out of town Miss, even if we send word he cannot arrive for hours,” one of the ladies said regretfully.  
 
    Rose looked about the room in hopes of finding some inspiration on what she could do next to help her friend. Quickly she jumped to her feet and grabbed a hold of her coat, making for the door when one of the ladies stopped her.  
 
    “What are you doing, Miss Munro?” she asked. 
 
    “If we cannot have a physician here, I shall run to town and fetch some supplies myself so that we have them here,” she explained calmly looking back at Victoria whose composure had eased slightly.  
 
    “The physician’s house is just down the road, my dear, and to the right,” she said taking Rose’s hand in her own, wishing her a safe trip.  
 
    Rose rushed down the stairs and made it to the bottom faster than she had ever thought possible to do. Slipping on her shoes and tying her coat tightly, she bolted through the front door and made for the road. Although barely five o’clock, the skies had gone almost completely black and Rose found that she could feel the rain coming from a distance. Within moments of her departure rain began to fall from the sky in heavy sheets. She pulled up her hood in a vain attempt to keep herself dry.  
 
    Soon enough she reached the physician’s house, pounding on the door harshly until an older woman opened it, wanting to know who was making such a racket. Rose rushed in, explaining with great speed the condition in which Victoria was in. She summoned for the apothecary who listened intently and pulled some vials from the shelf and produced them for her. 
 
    “Boil these in tea and have her drink it twice a day, then follow it up with a cup of salt water, it will release the tension in her throat and the herbal tea should ease the chills she feels even in the warm of the morning,” he ordered before handing the ingredients over.  
 
    “Thank you so much,” Rose said handing over the money she had brought with her and hurrying out the door before receiving her change.  
 
    In her hurry, she did not see the man turn the corner from the other side of the physician’s office as she ran straight into him knocking her prescribed ingredients to the ground where they rolled about. 
 
    “I am so, so sorry,” she spluttered, snatching up as many of the vials as she could see.  
 
    The man had picked a few up himself and stowed them into a small velvet sack which he offered to her to hold the rest of them.  
 
    “Thank you sir,” she said taking them and turning on her heel.  
 
    “I am Duke Lewis Grant, Miss, might I take the liberty in asking your name and why you are in such a hurry?” he asked. 
 
    “You may,” she said as she continued to walk swiftly through the rain drenched street. 
 
    He followed easily wiping rain drops from his brow.  
 
    “My name is Rose, my friend is ill and I must get to her immediately,” she said.  
 
    “If you would like Miss, I have a carriage, you should get to her quicker,” he offered, seeing how concerned she was.  
 
    She turned around, her straight hair clinging to the sides of her face in the rain. She hesitated only for a moment but agreed to the offer wanting to waste no time in retuning to Victoria. He led her to the carriage parked outside of the physician’s which she had been in too much of a hurry to notice before and lifted her in ordering his coachman to follow her directions.  
 
    The coach reached the house in less than five minutes and the Duke offered to assist her inside which she declined. “Thank you, Your Grace!” she called with a faint wave of the hand before disappearing inside. She ran the herbs and juices to the kitchen and demanded the potions be made before running up the stairs to see how Victoria fared.  
 
    She was asleep with more than half the maids circled about the room to keep an eye on her while Rose had been gone. She explained to them the conditions which the apothecary had told her and retired to bed. Tossing the velvet bag embossed with the Duke’s brand onto her dresser, she noticed that it was a whiskey bag. She eyed it for a moment before retiring to the world of dreams.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4
  
 
    In the morning, Rose thought it would be a good idea to call on the Duke, if she could, to thank him for his help the night before and return his velvet bag. She woke early and went in to see Victoria before she set off for her excursion. She found Victoria awake and looking out the window at the blue sky.  
 
    “Good morning to you!” Rose said, happy to see her looking somewhat better.  
 
    “Good morning Miss Rose, I must thank you for fetching such wonderful tea last night, it has quite restored me today,” she said smiling.  
 
    “I am ever so glad to hear it,” Rose said squeezing her hand. “I shall be off for a while today to visit Duke Lewis Grant to thank him, without his help I should not have arrived so quickly as I did,” she explained.  
 
    She headed for the kitchen in hopes that one of the maids could tell her where she would find the Duke. Lydia, the cook, knew exactly the place. “He lives in the largest estate in the area just past the physician’s to the left up on the hill,” she told her handing her a scone to go.  
 
    “But you can’t just go over there, Miss Rose!” she said, sounding horrified. “It’s not at all proper for a…a… 
 
    “Commoner?” Rose finished for her. 
 
    “A lady”, Lydia tried to regain control of the conversation, “A lady to just stroll over uninvited to the Duke’s estate and have a chat with him”. 
 
    “I’m not interested in a chat”, Rose answered her, “I want to thank him for the ride home and return this velvet bag to him.” She held up the bag for Lydia to see.  
 
    Lydia shook her head as Rose grabbed the scone from her. 
 
    “Thank you! And besides, he’s just a man to me, nothing special or royal,” Rose called as she went to fetch one of the horses. Having saddled one, she made her way onto the road and followed the directions she was given. In a litter more than a quarter of an hour she slowed her horse in front of a large brass gate which encircled the entire estate. She looked around for a knocker or a guard who she could talk to but she was utterly alone on the outside of the estate. Losing a bit of faith, she walked around to the side in hopes of finding someone but with no luck.  
 
    As she turned with the intention of hopping back into the saddle she heard footsteps from the gravel walk. A young man who must have been the footman or else servant in training approached her at the gate.  
 
    “Good day Miss, what can I do ye for?” he asked with a slight accent.  
 
    “I should like to have a short audience with Your Grace sir, I have to thank him for his generosity last evening, he was of some great assistance to me,” she explained. 
 
    He opened the gate and led her to the stable where he carefully tied her horse and ushered her inside. She followed him through the large halls decorated beautifully in marble and brass finishing. They passed by a quaint room which must belong to Mrs. Grant she thought as they passed.  
 
    In a moment, there were footsteps from the door and the young man slowed to a stop.  
 
    “Everett,” came a husky female’s voice from behind. “Who is our lovely guest?” she asked as the two turned around to face the woman.  
 
    He looked down at Rose in a panic not knowing what to say. 
 
    “My name is Rose Munro Ma’am,” she said dropping to a curtsey.  
 
    “And what is your business here darling?” she asked circling the new comer and eyeing her up and down as if taking mental paintings in her head.  
 
    “I am here to see the Duke,” 
 
    “My son,” said the woman in a cold, corrective tone. 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Grant. Your son, I have a short audience to thank him for his kind attentions last evening as he helped me while in great distress,” she said kindly before curtseying again.  
 
    “It is DUCHESS Grant,” she said coldly, “Carry on,” she waved her hand and disappeared back into her room.  
 
    In another moment the young man was leading Rose up a set of stairs at the top of which appeared a large oak door which was knocked upon loudly.  
 
    “Come in,” rang the familiar voice of the Duke, although Rose noticed a slight change in it, as if he had been fighting a cold. She followed the man into the room and was presented to the Duke. 
 
    “Please sit Miss Munro,” said the voice behind the desk. “Everett, you may go,” he dismissed him. Everett left them alone and Rose approached the desk. The closer she got the more she could smell the faint burn of alcohol. She sat down on the chair and waited.  
 
    It swiveled around slowly and the face that sat before her was not the handsome, clean face she had seen last night in the rain. This man had the confused look of a child who had lost a toy. 
 
    “It is so nice to see you again Miss, what...what can I do for you today?” he asked, unable to separate the last two words.  
 
    She looked at him with caution reminding herself that he was a man of power and she should not comment on his state so early in the day. “I came to give you proper thanks sir,” she began, watching to see if she could retain his attention. “My friend is quite better because of your help in my collection of spilled medicines,” she said.  
 
    “You are quite welcome my dear, and might I just say you have a lovely head of hair,” he said slowly, his eyes distracted by the shine of her dark hair.  
 
    “Thank you sir,” she said awkwardly.  
 
    “I should like...to... invite you to a ball,” he rambled on. “It will be on Saturday, do dress your best Miss Monnnroooe,” he dragged on.  
 
    “I should be honored, Your Grace,” she said politely pulling back slightly due to the stench of whiskey. “Here”, she said, holding out the velvet bag, “I also wanted to return this to you.” 
 
    The Duke took it from her with shaky hands and threw it onto his desk. 
 
    “It is so kind of you, to be so att...attentive to your sick friend... Like a child caring for a mouse,” he blurted as the drink began to take a stronger hold on him. 
 
    “I must be getting back to her, Your Grace, I hope to see you in...” she paused, “good spirits on Saturday,” she curtseyed and showed herself out of the room, for she doubted he could do so at all even if he tried.  
 
    She left the house with an odd mix of excitement for the ball and concern for the Duke’s countenance so early in the day, but went about her business of tending to Victoria and telling her more stories, including the one she had just experienced which gave Victoria a huge amount of entertainment.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5
  
 
    Rose took it upon herself to speak with Mr. and Mrs. Woodhouse as soon as possible about her allowance to attend the ball on Saturday. She had been so distracted by the drunken state of the Duke at her visit that she had not considered her acceptance of his offer before thinking to ask permission first.  
 
    “Good night Victoria,” she said sweetly, kissing her forehead before leaving the room to find Mr. or Mrs. Woodhouse. She found the latter sitting in the den sipping a cup of tea and knitting by the fire as she often did before bed. Rose approached quietly so as not to disturb her. 
 
    Mrs. Woodhouse looked up upon spotting some movement out of her peripheral vision. “Come in my dear, sit by the fire with me and warm yourself, you have had a long day I am sure,” she said kindly motioning to the seat next to her. Rose sat and smiled in thanks, taking a moment to enjoy the fire before asking her question.  
 
    “I met with Duke Grant last evening,” she admitted to her patron.  
 
    “I know,” said Mrs. Woodhouse, “I saw the carriage leave through my window when you returned last night. So kind of him to give you a ride home especially in his state.” 
 
    “His state ma’am?” Rose asked curiously, wondering if Mrs. Woodhouse knew about his drinking habits.  
 
    “Yes dear, he has often been said to be in a state of sincere depression of late, apparently it has to do with his being so young and in such a high position of authority. It is hard on a young person such as himself.  
 
    “I see,” Rose answered in contemplation. Perhaps that explained some of his drinking she thought as she listened to Mrs. Woodhouse explain some of the things she had seen and heard in town about the Duke.  
 
    “Well, anyway Mrs. Woodhouse, I went by to give him a proper thanks this afternoon,” she went on, “and he informed me that he should be hosting a ball this Saturday and was so inclined to offer me an invitation,” she explained.  
 
    “Ah, how lucky you are my dear,” prattled Mrs. Woodhouse.  
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, so I only wondered if I should be allowed to be excused for the evening so that I might attend?” she asked.  
 
    “Of course you may dear, for all you have been doing for our Victoria, I should think it unkind to decline such a request,” she smiled at Rose as she stood and made for bed. “Good night darling,” she called from the doorway and left Rose alone to enjoy the rest of the fire in the sitting room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6
  
 
    On Saturday morning, Rose awoke and made herself and Victoria plates of breakfast food which she brought up and ate with Victoria in her room.  
 
    “So Victoria dear, I have some very interesting topics to discuss with you today,” Rose started, digging into her toast and jam.  
 
    “And what might that be?” Victoria mustered as she adjusted her position in bed.  
 
    “The Duke’s ball is tonight and I think I need some advice on what I should wear and how I should do my hair for the evening and I can think of no one else I would like to hear from than you,” she said smiling happily as she watched the color rise in Victoria’s cheeks. For the first time in many days the color in her face was not pale or sickly, but vibrant and red with excitement.  
 
    The following hours were spent with Rose twirling about for Victoria in as many gowns as she had brought with her, Victoria enjoying each one better than the last. She clapped as best she could as her companion spun around before her, her own cheeks reddening with exertion.  
 
    “The white gown is best I think, Miss Rose,” Victoria said after a long while of contemplating gowns. She held it up as high as she could begging Rose to put it back on quickly so that they might move on to doing her hair.  
 
    The girls found that for as smooth as Rose’s hair was, it held ribbons nicely and so the pair decided that she should leave her hair down for the most part and only pin back the top half which should be adorned with a red ribbon tied to the back.  
 
    “You look ever so lovely, Miss Rose,” Victoria beamed with joy over her own masterpiece.  
 
    “I doubt I could have dressed myself half so well if I had done it on my own dear Victoria,” Rose said kindly, embracing her friend tightly before announcing that she must be off if she hoped to make it to the Duke’s estate on time for the start of the ball.  
 
    Mr. Woodhouse had decided that he should do without the small carriage for the evening and called for it to be brought round for her so that she should not ruin her look by walking or travelling on horseback.  
 
    “Have a good time dear, and be safe,” he cautioned to her as he lifted her hand into the carriage and ordered the coach to take her to the Duke’s estate.  
 
    Rose arrived promptly at seven o’clock thanks to the generosity of her host. She knew while she had been spending so much time in choosing her outfit with Victoria that she would be late if they did not decide soon, but it did not occur to her to rush things. She had determined to do a good job in the tending to of her new companion and if taking time in selecting her outfit was the key to doing so she should have stayed with her the entire evening.  
 
    The halls she had passed through just days before bore no resemblance to what they had looked like then. There were now more candles than she could count and more beautiful flowers about the rooms than she had ever seen. Gentlemen bowed to her as she passed and she engaged herself in a number of dances before spotting the Duke at the top of the dance hall.  
 
    “Thank you very much for the dance, Miss Grant,” said the young man she had just gone down the dance floor with.  
 
    “It was my pleasure sir,” she had not been able to recall if his name was Bennett or Willoughby, and so she bowed quickly and turned away.  
 
    She moved toward the Duke confidently, and watching him all the while to judge his countenance before she spoke. He appeared to be fully in control of his movements and his words in the conversation he was engaged in. She waited patiently, enjoying the music which floated ever so richly through the air.  
 
    A breach in conversation came and she stepped forward and curtseyed. “Good evening, Your Grace,” she said, her eyes twinkling in the candlelight from behind him.  
 
    “Miss Munro, what a pleasure it is to see you here, I am so glad you have made it,” he said bowing in return. “Please let me introduce you to Mr. Hodges here,” the man beside him bowed and kissed her hand. 
 
    “Charmed Miss Munro,” he said as he smiled and walked off, allowing the two to speak alone.  
 
    “I am glad to see you so composed sir,” she spat, not thinking about it. 
 
    To her relief he laughed at her comment and replied politely, “Yes, Miss. I daresay that I am just as pleased as you are.” 
 
    “How do you like the ball so far?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “Very well, sir, I have danced a great deal already as it has taken me some time to find you here,” she admitted. “It has been a long while since I have attended such a ball sir,” she concluded.  
 
    “Indeed?” he asked surprised, “Well I am all astonishment, a lady as lovely as yourself, not been to a ball in a while! It is unacceptable!” he cried.  
 
    This made her laugh slightly as he took her arm to show her about the estate.  
 
    “And here, we have the punch room for the evening Miss Munro, and you must give me leave for a few moments as I have promised a good friend of mine,” he waved across the room to show her his friend, “To engage in a small tipple before he departs this evening. If you will excuse me,” he bowed and kissed her hand.  
 
    Rose, slightly disheartened by his abandonment, moved back into the dance hall where she hoped to pick up the luck she had encountered before while she waited for her host to return from his drink.  
 
    Turning about, she nearly bumped headfirst into the chest of a very tall woman dressed in a laced black gown, with a pointed nose and hair pulled back so tightly you could almost see the bones through her skin.  
 
    “I beg your pardon ma’am, I did not look before I moved, please forgive me,” Rose blundered looking up in apology at the woman whom she recognized as the Duke’s mother.  
 
    “Ah,” she said looking down her nose at Rose, who stood only to her shoulders, “I had not the joy of understanding I should be seeing you again so soon Miss Munro,” she said coldly and walked passed her into the punch room.  
 
    Rose shook the standoffish encounter off her shoulders and made her way through the dance hall smiling at all who looked at her. A few more extras were danced before she thought to look about for her friend in the crowd but was unable to spot him. Well, she thought, I suppose an old friend is more important than a new one, I do respect that about the man, but I wonder that he has not been too preoccupied with drink. The thought preyed on her for a moment before she moved on to thinking of finding fresh air.  
 
    She stood on the balcony a moment or so before she was overtaken by a couple of ladies who insisted on speaking with her about the abomination that was a Miss Eyre. At this, she excused herself not wishing to encourage their behavior. She thought that perhaps she ought to check in on her host in case something really had gone awry.  
 
    Approaching the punch room she found her companion in high spirits but not so taken with drink that he appeared to be any different than when they had first spoken that evening. She smiled at this and approached him swiftly.  
 
    “Sir, I wondered that you had gotten a bit too tippled and thought I had best come check on you,” she admitted laughing a little so as to seem not so parental.  
 
    “Ah, what a kind soul you have Miss Rose, might I ask you to share in this dance with me?” he asked, “The musicians are just starting up!” he said taking her by the hand before she could accept.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7
  
 
    The dance was lively and rapid, keeping the couples moving and constantly pulling them apart. Rose laughed as Duke Grant attempted to make conversation with her but every time he got a word out the dance moved them apart once more. In response, she made the attempt to say one word every time they got back near enough to speak but she found he spoke at the same time and before they could recover once again were they on the move. The pair dissolved into outrageous laughter over the matter and promised another dance should be shared in which they could speak. 
 
    “What fun that dance was, Miss Rose,” uttered the Duke once it ended. The pair stood at the wall and went over the dance in review and found it all the more hilarious afterwards.  
 
    “It was such a fun dance, but not one with which I should request if I should like to get to know my partner at all!” Rose commented.  
 
    “Agreed,” he said smiling.  
 
    The next song struck up and thankfully this one was much slower than the last. He led her back onto the floor and bowed as the music took off.  
 
    “What do you like to do in your free time, Your Grace, when you are not too busy governing over your loyal subjects?” Rose asked as they stepped back and forth in tune.  
 
    “Dancing, Miss Rose, anytime I can get to a ball I desire to do so, it is so freeing,” he said exaggerating his movements in demonstration. “Plus one can never find such fine punch as they might find at a ball anywhere else, can they?” he joked looking towards the punch room.  
 
    Rose noticed that he did this often, perhaps looking on for his mother, or his friend whom he had shared a tipple. Or, most disturbingly, perhaps he was gauging just how much the other guests had had to drink and if there should be enough to satisfy him later.  
 
    He stole her attention away from her thoughts by adding, “And you Miss Rose, when you are not tending to your sick friend or making friends on the dance floor, what do you like to do?” he asked earnestly, returning his focus to her.  
 
    “I enjoy reading,” she answered simply, “and talking, I love a good conversation sir,” she added smiling at him.  
 
    “Well I hope that you find me interesting enough, I have a vast knowledge of a great many things. For one I am quite the connoisseur,” he said proudly.  
 
    “Ooh, how interesting sir, for such a busy man I should think it difficult for you to engage in such entertainments,” Rose quipped.  
 
    He gave a sour look at the word “busy” but carried on in his polite demeanor. “You would be quite surprised Miss Rose, but it is fairly easy for me as my father owned a winery for just a few years before he passed and he has handed it down to me. I have merchants who bring it to and from and so I find it quite simple to indulge myself in the art,” he explained.  
 
    This gave Rose some discomfort and it appeared to her he must know of his own affliction for alcohol. Certainly she could not be the only who could see it. She had only known him a few days and it had been clear as day to her.  
 
    “I should think you very lucky sir,” she said, not wanting to draw attention to her own thoughts.  
 
    “Luck is not a matter of birth Miss Rose, I have taken on this responsibility of Dukedom only on a matter of necessity. For if I should have declined then the inheritance should have moved further away from my poor mother, who is so accustomed to this life, I would hate to think of removing her from it,” he went on.  “She can be very cold and demanding at times,” he said, Rose understanding this fact well enough, having just encountered one of those times a few moments ago. “But, she is always looking out for the best for our family and so I should not like to go against her wishes,” he continued.  
 
    “How kind of you,” Rose muttered, lost in thought.  
 
    The dance ended and the pair stepped apart admiring the other young couples littering the room around them.  
 
    “Will you delight me in joining me in the punch room for a small drink?” he asked devilishly eyeing the room once more. “It would be my pleasure to pour you a glass of the best punch I can give you,” he added.  
 
    “I should be honored sir,” she said following in his gait which picked up considerably the closer they got to the punch room.  
 
    She watched him pour a glass and said, “If you would sir, I should only enjoy a small glass, I am very easily taken with too much drink,” she lied after noting the large portion of which he poured for himself. He poured her one small glass and handed it to her.  
 
    He took a few sips of his drink as she sniffed and tasted her drink. If anything was certain it was that this was perhaps the best punch she had ever tasted, and she could see why he enjoyed it so much.  
 
    “I should like to ask you Miss Rose, if I might see you tomorrow?” he blurted as the drink hit his stomach, calming some of his nerves.  
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Rose exclaimed, “Well, that is very kind of you sir, but I think perhaps tomorrow I should remain with my patient and friend as she has gone this whole evening without my company,” she excused herself. She could see the punch taking a bit more of an effect after this last glass of his which he swallowed quickly after her refusal.  
 
    “I understand,” he said loudly, with a slight sway in his posture. “T’is of no...consequence Miss. I only thought as we had such a pleasant time this evening, away from work and all, that I should have liked to see you once more. But there are several other ladies that will be thrilled with my company and who I shall ask to spend the next few evenings with me.” 
 
    Rose felt her heart beat a little faster as a strange emotion she had never felt before enveloped her but she shook it off. The Duke could certainly spend his evenings with whomever he chose. 
 
    He belched in an ungentle manly manner as she excused herself from his presence. One of the young men she had danced with in the beginning had caught her by surprise as she made for the door to go home and asked her for one more dance.  
 
    Rose glanced back at the punch room, seeing that Duke Grant’s friend had taken hold of him in support while a beautiful blonde woman had appeared and was running her hand over his back. Rose agreed to one more dance with the gentleman before calling for her carriage to bring her home.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8
  
 
    By the time Rose arrived at the Woodhouse’s estate, everyone, including the maids had gone to sleep. She crept up the stairs quietly and lay in earnest confusion for an hour at least before falling into an exhausted sleep. Her dreams were woven with images of the Duke, too far gone in drink to even recognize, picking up her scattered items in the streets in the rain, and dancing with her in a private room all to themselves.  
 
    She woke to the heat of the sun hitting her face from the window near her bed, and she rolled out of it gently lest she wake any remaining sleepers.  
 
    “Rose!” she heard a very fragile voice call out to her. She followed it in a hurry in case something was wrong and found herself in Victoria’s room, who was sitting up smiling widely at her.  
 
    “Mama said I should have let you sleep a little longer Miss, only, I have been awake so long already and I could not stand another moment not having heard about your triumphs at the ball!” she exclaimed, motioning for Rose to come and sit with her.  
 
    She complied with this order as the ladies maid went to fetch them some breakfast while they gossiped about the night. Victoria was in utter rapture over the Duke’s kind attentions toward her friend, although it was left out for the sake of entertainment on the young lady’s mind that the Duke was in fact quite taken with drink for a good half of the evening and a beautiful blonde seemed way too close to him.  
 
    “He sounds to me like such a charming man, don’t you think so Miss?” Victoria asked. 
 
    “I do think so dear,” replied Rose. She really did think him a kind and gentle minded person, but his behaviors seemed so out of character when drinking was involved it left her uneasy about his advances to her. “But I am sure dear Victoria that the Duke has many a finer woman in his presence from time to time than myself,” she said modestly waving the idea of his interest in her away. 
 
    “Miss Rose!” cried Victoria stubbornly, “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever set eyes on,” she bragged.  
 
    “Now Victoria, don’t you go getting mad ideas in your head about my being so beautiful, for you are as lovely as any of those done up ladies at the ball last night,” Rose said pinching a rosy cheek beneath her fingers.  
 
    “Rose dear!” called Mrs. Woodhouse’s voice from the bottom of the stairs. Rose stood and left the bed promising to return as quickly as she may and went to see what the matter was.  
 
    “Yes Mrs. Woodhouse?” she asked curiously. Mrs. Woodhouse had never called her down from Victoria’s room so early before, and she had only just woken.  
 
    “My dear, it appears some letter has arrived for you very early this morning, my husband has just gone to fetch the mail and here one was addressed to you,” she said quickly, shaking the letter about in the air in hopes of attracting Rose’s attention to it faster. “Look at the seal dear, look at the seal!” she cried as Rose took the letter from her hand. She flipped it over and there it was; the blood red seal of the Duke’s family crest on the back of it.  
 
    “Oh do be quick about opening it won’t you my dear? You must have made quite the impression on His Grace last night!” Mrs. Woodhouse shouted.  
 
    “Let us open it with Victoria, I have just been telling her all about my evening and she cannot stop herself from going on about the Duke, I am sure this will put her in absolute raptures!” Rose shrieked excitedly as she ran upstairs to her friend who was waiting anxiously in bed.  
 
    “What is all the fuss about Mama?” Victoria asked glancing from her companion to her mother and back again at least three times before her question was answered. Rose waved the letter in front of Victoria’s little face which lit up with such enthusiasm, Rose was certain she could feel a shock wave run through the bed and into her own bones.  
 
    Rose opened it quickly and carefully, to avoid tearing the seal which she was sure one of the two women staring at her from the other side of the bed should like to keep as a souvenir. She read  most of the letter to herself which was only full of fluffy compliments on her dancing and speaking abilities and read out loud the parts which she felt were most significant.  
 
    “I should very much like it Miss Rose, if you would accompany myself and a cousin of mine on a daytime excursion to the lake on Monday. We shall fetch you in our carriage before noon and will not return later than four for tea and supper. I await your reply with the utmost anxiety Miss Rose and hope you will oblige me in my request.” Rose read out loud to her audience who squawked with delight at the opportunity being presented to her.  
 
    Finally, unable to deny the fact that this offer was quite extravagant, she celebrated with them and gave her sincere regrets that Victoria should not be able to accompany her on such an adventure.  
 
    “It is alright Miss, I assure you, I delight in hearing of the stories first hand from yourself, for I fear I should be much too nervous to ever do these things myself,” Victoria said solemnly, but bounced right back into life at the thought of Rose spending the entire afternoon with Duke Grant.  The pair talked the whole day of what should happen on their day trip and where they should be going, who this cousin of his was and if he or she was as important in society as the Duke himself. By the end of the evening right before Victoria had taken her second dose of medicine from the physician, Rose had quite convinced herself in all her doubts about the man and her own doubts about marriage and her future prospects in the area of social engagements, that she would have a pleasant time with the Duke on the morrow and went off to bed in good spirits.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9
  
 
    Mrs. Woodhouse was up early in the morning to make sure she had time to help Lydia prepare a decent lunch for Rose to take along with her for the sake of courtesy and also so that she might prepare games and conversation to entertain Victoria for the afternoon while Rose was absent.  
 
    “Mr. Woodhouse, how splendid it is to have a young lady like Rose in the household for a while, a lady who we can send off on all these adventures like balls and small trips,” she started first thing as he came down the stairs.  
 
    “Yes my dear, it is such a change in our day to day activities is it not?” he answered not entirely convinced that having a young lady so involved in society in their house was such a good thing this early in the morning.  
 
    Rose woke soon after and followed the voices through to the kitchen where she prepared a plate to be brought up to Victoria.  
 
    “Good morning my dear, please do sit with us and have your breakfast,” Mrs. Woodhouse suggested. Rose sat and spread some butter onto her toast lazily.  
 
    “Thank you Mrs. Woodhouse, these breakfasts that Lydia has prepared are always so wholesome, they fill me up for hours,” she said biting into her bread.  
 
    “I am pleased to hear it Miss Rose, Lydia and I have prepared some lunch for you to bring along with you for your trip to the lake, although I doubt the Duke and his relations would let you go hungry on their watch, I would not like to see you appear to be ungrateful,” Mrs. Woodhouse went on, moving the small package towards her.  
 
    “Rose, my dear,” Mr. Woodhouse began, “I would like to thank you once again for being so kind and patient with our daughter Victoria. We have seen such joy in her countenance since your arrival here that we have not seen in many weeks before that,” he said with compassion.  
 
    “I know it cannot be easy for you to have to sit with her so frequently, but it really has been making a world of difference to her,” Mrs. Woodhouse added patting the top of her head as she passed into the sitting room to finish her sewing from the previous day.  
 
    Rose sat in happy silence for the remainder of her breakfast before heading back upstairs to check in on Victoria before Duke Grant arrived. 
 
    “It is such a fine looking day out Rose, I am sure you are in for a wonderful day!” her young companion cooed as she leaned over her bedside to look out the window.  
 
    “It is isn’t it?” Rose uttered, “But my dearest regret for this day should be that you cannot accompany me out of doors to enjoy it. I would be most fortunate to have the opportunity to join you outside sometime before I leave, perhaps you shall feel well enough by then my sweet,” she said kindly kissing the top of Victoria’s head as she lay back down to rest. She remained at the side of the bed nearest the window so that she might look out with her friend as they waited for the carriage which was to take her on a wondrous outing with the Duke.  
 
    Rose felt herself begin to desire to see the Duke sooner rather than later and quickly grew impatient. She thought perhaps if she could speak with him often enough about his drunkenness, that it might solve some of the problem. If it did she thought for a moment she might consider him, but there were larger concerns to deal with first. And his mother! The woman was an absolute cat as far as Rose was concerned, how could she ever encourage her affection? But this was thought for another time as the sound of hoof prints and wheels on gravel announced her approaching departure for the day.  
 
    Victoria shot straight up like a board and began ushering Rose out of the room lest she take too long and they left without her.  
 
    “I will be back before you know it dear Vic,” she said as she made swiftly for the door, grabbing her bonnet from her own door handle as she passed.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, Mrs. Woodhouse stood waiting for her and she kissed her on both cheeks and passed her freshly prepared lunch to her.  
 
    “Away with you girl, we cannot wait to hear all about it when you return this evening,” she said waving good bye through the door.  
 
    Duke Lewis Grant stepped out of the carriage with poise and balance and, as he walked toward the door to bow to his friend and her hosts, Rose felt blood rush to her cheeks upon seeing him bend at the waist and kiss Mrs. Woodhouse on the hand before shaking hands with her husband.  
 
    “Pleased to meet you both,” he said coolly, nodding to each of them in turn. “I shall take good care of your...” he paused, not knowing what to call her, “Governess, and will return her in a decent allotment of time. I should hate to see her taken away from her duty so long,” he assured them taking Rose by the arm and leading her to the carriage.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10
  
 
    The air by the lake was considerably cooler than the air in the city near the Woodhouse’s estate and Rose found the need to bring her small coat along with her to block out the wind.  
 
    “Such a fine day to be out of doors is it not Miss Munro?” asked the young blonde woman who The Duke introduced as his cousin Anne. Anne had been in town since the ball and had requested that she learn the lands which her family governed during her stay. Rose recognized her immediately as the woman who had been rubbing the Duke’s back in the punch room, and she felt her heart lighten a little knowing she was not a mistress of his. 
 
    “It is indeed ma’am, I hardly see days such as these with the occasion to come to the lake,” Rose admitted, not ever experiencing views such as the ones she was seeing in that moment. Birds flew overhead as the waves crashed around them echoing all around the trees and bouncing off every rock in their path. It was truly a breathtaking scene, one Rose felt very privileged to be sharing with the Duke and his relations.  
 
    “Miss Rose is in town dear cousin, to care for a friend of hers who is gravely ill. Is that not the kindest sentiment you have ever heard?” the Duke asked of his cousin. 
 
    “My goodness, it is like she is the saint Mary herself, here to tend to all creatures. It must be very appreciated by her family, I am sure. Acts like this rarely go unnoticed I daresay Rose,” Anne added with finesse.  
 
    “I think their allowance of my being out so much is demonstration of such thoughts Miss Anne, I cannot imagine if they should let me out if I did not do my job as best I could. Victoria is such a sweet child and she so enjoys hearing about my endeavors each day that she nearly shoves me out the door herself with what little strength she does have.” 
 
    Thinking of her poor young friend at home made Rose a little bit anxious which the Duke noticed and, taking her by the arm, he distracted her by showing her the houses which he frequented on the lakeside to deal with in business and other such things pertaining to a Duke’s busy lifestyle.  
 
    “You’ll see, ladies, just ahead are the Bennett estates which overlook the lake in its entirety.” 
 
    The ladies glanced about at some of the houses nearby but he corrected them, “Guide your eyes up ladies, it is that handsome building up there on the hill in the distance,” he explained pointing in the general direction of a monstrous house. 

Rose recalled dancing with a man by the name of Bennett at the ball and not for a moment did she connect him with an estate of that magnitude. He was a very humble and down-to-earth man with no such high manners as the Duke. 
 
    “You must forgive my cousin dear Rose, for I doubt he is able to continue a conversation for more than ten minutes without its being intervened by a rapport of one of his clients or business partners. I daresay it is all he thinks of sometimes,” Anne mentioned as the carriage pulled into the estate. Anne took her new companion’s arm and led her ahead of her cousin.  
 
    “Ah yes Anne, do poke fun at your poor cousin, but you do, I believe, forget that it has only been a small number of years since your uncle died and left me the entirety of his affairs to handle when I was barely out of childhood,” he explained in defense. “It is a wonder I even have the time to speak of anything at all including such affairs as these,” he said, quickening his pace so as to catch up with the ladies.  
 
    “I find it all interesting actually,” Rose piqued. “There is so much work and talk that must go into governing a place. There are the people’s complaints to handle, the land to tend to, money to be kept safe and spread out for various uses, and all of the while being able to keep each thing separate from everything else,” she went on in awe.  
 
    The day was spent in admiring the views and the waters, breaking every here and there when an extraordinarily beautiful scene stood before them.  
 
    Rose, who had been nervous of meeting the Duke’s extended family, had been overtly nervous about the outing, and she hoped she was making a good impression. She also feared that his mother should have accompanied them, the thought of which still made her uncomfortable.  
 
    “How long are you to stay in town then Miss Anne?” she asked politely, trying to keep conversation alive.  
 
    “Oh, I think I shall be fixing in town permanently very soon my dear,” she said casting a sideways glance at the Duke.  
 
    “How wonderful! I wonder if I may ask are you engaged then?” Rose went on, pleased that the subject had not been entirely dismissed.  
 
    “I am actually,” Anne said smiling wider as she continued to stare at her cousin who paid her no mind and resolutely remained focused on the ground in front of him.  
 
    “Congratulations dear!” Rose exclaimed as the trio continued on back towards the carriage. The time had quite gotten away from them as they approached the horses once more. Only this time they were not only greeted by the coachman but by Her Grace as well, in all her cold, unyielding state.  
 
    “Well my dears, how good to see you again, well most of you” she said stopping her son in his tracks and giving a cold and disdainful look to Rose. Clearly, he had not expected her to be there. “There is no need for that,” she added when she noticed Rose drop into a low curtsey.  
 
    “I beg your pardon ma’am,” Rose muttered bowing her head.  
 
    “Your Grace”, she corrected her. “Lewis, it is so kind of you to bring your friend along as a chaperon for you and Anne, but I do not think it is necessary that you have one anymore,” she said to her son who looked positively enraged.  
 
    “Pardon?” Rose asked naively. 
 
    “Oh my dear, did you not know?” Mrs. Grant said covering her mouth as if she had just exposed a large secret. “I am so sorry to have to be the one to inform you, Anne and my son are engaged to be married within the month!” she exclaimed clasping her hands together. 
 
    Rose turned to look at Anne who beamed at the Duke like a little puppy who had lost and found its owner. Rejection and embarrassment set in quickly as Rose began to understand the she had not been invited to be better acquainted with his family because he was interested in her, but rather she was chaperoning them! 
 
    She felt herself go hot in the face and turned to the Duke demanding she be taken home. He took her hand to lead her into the carriage where his mother stopped them. “No, no dear, we shall be taking this carriage home; Miss Rose may take the small one which I came here in. I should not wish any further embarrassment on the poor thing,” she said coldly, glaring at Rose in a standoffish manner.  
 
    The Duke lifted her into the carriage and cast her a regretful look as it sped off and away from them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11
  
 
    The carriage ride home felt like an eternity of misery which she could not shake. When the coachman pulled up to the front gates of the Woodhouse estate and jumped down from his perch, Rose pushed open the door herself and ran inside with no word of utterance whatsoever to the driver.  
 
    “Rose is back!” Mrs. Woodhouse shouted from the kitchen. “Tell us all about it dear,” she said eagerly as Rose pushed her way past her and made quickly for the stairs not wishing to speak with anyone at the moment. “Rose!” she called, “Rose!” with no response but the slamming of her bedroom door once she reached the top of the stairs.  
 
    She threw herself onto the bed and remained there until well after suppertime, ignoring any knocks or calls from outside.  
 
    “Rose,” came a quiet voice in the next room. Victoria must have grown impatient waiting for her to come and tell her all about her not-so-glorious adventure with the Duke and his family. She rolled slowly out of her bed and wrapped a shawl about her shoulders wiping a tear from the corner of her eye before moving into Victoria’s room.  
 
    “Yes my dear Victoria?” she asked. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    She shook her head, “Only your company Miss.” 
 
    Rose looked down at her feet and shuffled forward into the room. “Of course my dear, that is why I am here after all,” she said through muted tears.  
 
    “Whatever is the matter Rose? I have not known you to ever be upset about anything, but when I heard you slam your door this afternoon I knew there must be something grievously wrong in your mind Miss,” Victoria noted scooting over slightly so that Rose might accompany her on the side of the bed.  
 
    She did just that and climbed in beside her young friend and held her hand fast.  
 
    “You do not wish to know the details of my outing Miss, I should not like to dampen your spirits so, you were so excited this morning,” she apologized.   
 
    “There you are very wrong Miss Rose, I fear that even though it is clear you have not had quite the day we had both hoped you would, you have had a day which needs be discussed among friends like us. If you are grieving, I must understand the reason behind that grief so that I might grieve with you,” Victoria offered in kind sympathy.  
 
      
 
    At this, Rose allowed her tears to roam freely for a moment before Victoria handed her the tissues she had sitting on her bedside table. These, Rose blew her nose and wiped her face on before composing herself enough to tell her young friend about her day with the Duke and his cousin, or so she corrected herself, fiancée.  
 
    “Goodness me!” cried Victoria, “and all this time we had been so convinced he had wanted to make an offer to you!” 
 
    “Yes, well. It does appear that that is a dream which will never be granted. Although really dear, we should have known better, shouldn’t we?” Rose began, “Noble families like his do not very often marry out of the family do they? It should have been stranger of him if he had asked for my hand instead of hers.”  
 
    “Yes, but it does not explain his keen interest in you darling,” Victoria continued on in speculation. “And he never once mentioned to you that he was betrothed to her which I think truly puzzling.”  
 
    “Perhaps my dear, but it is of no consequence now, I hold my position now more than ever of remaining an old maid,” Rose said sharply as if to inflict the Duke with her words. She lay her head back down and stared at the ceiling in silence while she could still feel Victoria working her way through plots of how to bring his attentions back to her beloved friend.  
 
    “It is of no concern Victoria, really, I should not like to marry a man who is so inclined to retain the truth from people he acts are his friends,” she added hotly. “I must bid you good night my dear, it has been a long day and I should like to get some rest,” she said, rising from the bed and moving towards the door.  
 
    “Good night Rose, pray, do not worry too much about Duke Grant tonight, think only of happy thoughts,” Victoria said before lying her head back down.  
 
    “I shall try my best,” Rose said softly closing the door behind her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12
  
 
    The day’s events caused quite the stir of emotions at the Duke’s palace as his mother flew into a whirlwind of displeasure.  
 
    “This kind of foolish behavior with a young woman of no considerable position in the world is exactly the kind of thing I warned your father about when he fell ill!” Mrs. Grant shouted through the corridors as they arrived back at home.  
 
    Anne had gone up to her room and was in a state of confusion herself as she had no notion of this Rose woman being of such a keen interest to her betrothed. She had thought on it the entire ride home and now understood where it could be seen. His guiding her through taking her hand, the way he glanced upon her, and even the tone of his voice. For the first time since she had seen him in his role as Duke, he had been completely sober that afternoon which she now attributed to Rose’s desires.  
 
    “Mother, you knew as well as I that a marriage with Anne should never be successful,” he roared back at her. “We have not been close since our infancy and what in the world makes you think that a suitable match?” he asked her reaching for the closest bottle of brandy on his desk. 
 
    “Her having inherited nearly twenty thousand pounds from her parents since last April dear boy is what makes this a good match!” she retorted not noticing his drainage of the glass. She went on, “It is a fine match for the both of you, the entire family should benefit and the pair of you should have such handsome children. You do not wish, I hope, for your heirs to be ugly creatures,” she scoffed.  
 
    The Duke rolled his eyes and poured himself another drink as he paced furiously in front of his mother. “This is an engagement I have never desired to be in from the very start, you know that. And now that I find a woman who might tempt me to marry her, you cannot be anything but ungrateful of her!” he scolded. 
 
    From upstairs, Anne could hear everything and promptly burst into tears as she had believed in this marriage ever since she had first been told of its planning. Having wealth and status was all she had ever known and with the Duke nothing would change in that regard for her.  
 
    Hearing the floorboard creak in an unnatural way from above, Mrs. Grant spun around to face her son. “Is all this pain and disruption to our family really worth the affection of some poor girl who is so unwanted by her own family that they send her off to be a...a... governess!” she exploded.  
 
    “Is the protection of your pride really worth the destruction of this family and the abandonment of your son from you forever?” he spat back at her, anger rising in his stomach.  
 
    “Well my son, if this is a choice you must make for the betterment of yourself I daresay you must do it shouldn’t you?” she said sarcastically, turning on her heel and slamming the door behind her as she went.  
 
    The Duke sat at his desk in distress, trying to make sense out of the whole thing. He had hoped to pursue Rose in a drawn out courting with many days spent in each other’s company. But now the element of honesty had been ruined for him and he could not think of what else to do but to write her an apology.  
 
      
 
    June 3, 1815 
 
    Dear Miss Rose, 
 
    First, I must send you word of my greatest apologies. I have not been so ashamed of my own behavior in ever so long, nor have I been quite so embarrassed.  
 
    I must ask that you forgive me in my vain attempts to gain your attentions and affections through my deceit of not informing you of my betrothal. But you must believe me when I tell you that it is an engagement not made of my own design and since its birth, I have had no interest in allowing it to ever become more than what it is at present.  
 
    My cousin Anne lost her parents last spring and has inherited plenty for fortune from them, she should be fine even if she never marries anyone. It is my mother who believes so strongly in the match as she hoped it would bring us greater fortune than what we have already, but I care not for any of that.  
 
    I have come to realize that a woman such as yourself, so kind and generous, is the kind of woman I should hope to make a wife one day. Not that I am down on my knees asking you now, I cannot hope to believe that you will ever feel towards me again in the way I thought you might have at the ball the other evening.  
 
    I have much to explain to you and many things to apologize for. I can only hope that you will agree to meet with me just once more, in town tomorrow; near the butcher’s there is a lovely little fountain, I will be there by the time of eleven o’clock if you wish to come.  
 
    All of my sentiments towards you have been true, please know that. My disorderly conduct on our second meeting in my office as well as my over indulgence at the ball you must excuse, for my disdain for this high position and all it entails has turned me to drink. I write this now with a cold glass of brandy in hand but desire to put it down soon.  
 
      
 
    This episode with my mother and cousin are one of the many things which drive these drinks into my hand, and they are the very thing I wish to rid myself of.                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
 
    Yours, Duke Lewis Grant 
 
    The letter arrived and was received first thing in the morning at breakfast and was taken directly from the table at which Rose had opened it up to Victoria’s room so that she might help her in deciding whether or not she should visit the Duke.  
 
    “I think it should be quite romantic dear,” Victoria offered, “He does seem sensible in the way that he declares he is not attached to more than one woman,” she said clearly.  
 
    “Yes, but then why hide the fact of his betrothal if he never desired to go through with it?” Rose asked her in return.  
 
    “From what Mama tells me Miss Rose, ‘Men are complete fools in love,’” she said doing her best impersonation of her mother which even impressed Rose.  
 
    “I suppose you are right, but I daresay I cannot believe him quite in love with me, for I am nothing special, not even a governess to you dear,” Rose said looking down at her feet ashamed.  
 
    “Nothing special!” cried Victoria. “Nothing special! You, Miss Rose are the kindest person I have ever met with. Mama and Papa absolutely adore you and none of us has ever laid eyes on a finer woman in all our lives although Papa might try to convince you that Mama was as lovely in her youth,” she giggled.  
 
    Rose went red in the face and smiled down at her sweet companion. “You are so kind yourself Victoria, I have not met with someone as supportive as you in all my life, I swear it,” she added resting her hand on Victoria’s shoulder.  
 
    “Well Miss, I daresay you have spent enough time thinking about it, and if you should decide as I have that you should go to meet the Duke, you had best go now or else risk being late and missing him, it is near on ten thirty already!” Victoria screeched.  
 
    Rose stared out the window a moment longer and agreed that even though she was still boiling with anger, that she should go and hear what the Duke had to say even if she was still embarrassed.  
 
    A horse was saddled and readied by the time she arrived downstairs again and she said farewell to her hosts once more as she sped off towards town.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13
  
 
    Rose arrived a few minutes before eleven but could see no sign of the Duke. She walked about the perimeter of the fountain and even went into the butcher’s shop with no luck. She sat down on the edge of the fountain and waited, deciding in her mind that if he should not show up by a quarter past she would go home.  
 
    As soon as she thought it, her assumptions were laid to rest. At the end of the street astride a tall white stallion, the Duke came into view. He slowed as he approached and tied his horse up next to hers where the two of them mingled quietly.  
 
    “Miss Rose, you cannot imagine how I am feeling this very moment, that you have come to meet me,” he said, with a slight rasp in his voice from the exercise. “May I sit?” he asked politely, not wanting to offend her by assuming she would not mind sharing her space with him.  
 
    “Sir, are you quite alright?” she asked with mild concern as he appeared to be more out of breath than one would expect of a man as fit as himself riding on horseback for a matter of minutes.  
 
    “I shall be in just a moment Miss Rose, do not fret,” he said, “I had only left home a couple of moments ago as it was the only time I was able to get away. My mother has been a complete terror since yesterday afternoon I’m afraid,” he explained, slowing his breathing slightly.  
 
    “And what has gotten her so upset if I may ask?” Rose replied with heat in her voice.  
 
    “You of course, I mean... not you as in you have done anything wrong, I mean you as in... my affections for you,” he stammered, fearing he should say the wrong things.  
 
    “Your affections?” she asked surprised, “I should hope sir that if you showed affection for a woman you would be honest with her about any prior betrothals you might already have in play,” she added with sauce.  
 
    “I do know that, it is only I never considered it a betrothal to begin with and so have never treated it thus,” he started, “If I had any interest in pursuing the betrothal I should have told you instantly, or else should not have invited you to my ball,” he excused himself further. “I admit it was quite selfish of me to hope that I could win your attention and at the same time delay my mother’s learning of it until I was able to break off the betrothal to Anne which I have rightfully done last evening,” he concluded looking at Rose for any trace of forgiveness.  
 
    She looked at him imploringly, trying to find a sign of his betrayal in his eyes, but she could not. “Sir, you have done me such a kindness in telling me all of this, but I must ask how it can be possible for a man such as yourself to find any interest in a woman so low on the social chain as myself?” she asked blushing in humility.  
 
    “That is perhaps the easiest question you have ever asked me Miss Rose,” he said, “You see, all the women I meet with in my position are women of rank who have nothing better to speak of than money and fashion where you care about the real world. The women I meet are also so prideful of themselves that they cannot be bothered to help others, but you, you have taken yourself away from your own family to care for a child that is not your own and cannot be treated by doctors,” he explained with obvious admiration.  
 
    “It is really nothing, Your Grace,” she said still not making eye contact.  
 
    “Please, Rose,” he said, lifting her chin so that he could see her face, “You do not need to call me Your Grace, I would much prefer you to call me Lewis,” he said in an attempt to bring himself down to a human level at which she could connect.  
 
    At this she smiled weakly and turned herself to face him more directly. “Lewis,” she began, tasting the word on her lips as she said it, “I fear I must be frank with you about this,” she admitted, “I find myself in a state of serious concern for your welfare.” 
 
    Duke Grant looked at her with confusion. She waited, thinking he might pick up on her meaning on his own. Seeing he did not she went on.  
 
    “I have noticed that a large majority of your time sir is spent with drink in your hand,” she said shyly as if she were a child admitting to seeing her mother kiss her father.  
 
    The Duke looked down in an ashamed manner as she spoke and he knew this would not do.  
 
    “Rose, I will admit to you that I understand your meaning and must sadly inform you that I am quite aware of my own downfall,” he said calmly. 
 
    “Then why does it prey on you so?” Rose asked quickly, desiring to get to the bottom of it.  
 
    “It is this position which I entail and detest so strongly against Miss. It does my mind no good to be so constantly concerned in other people’s affairs and so detached from my own,” he went on.  
 
    “My family has always prided itself on hard work and running a fully functional dukedom and with the passing of my father the responsibility fell to me for my father was a selfish man who refused to leave it to my elder cousins which I offered,” he paused to gauge her reactions. 
 
    “I see,” she replied, gears still working endlessly in her mind. “Why could you not have it signed over to anyone else?” she pressed on.  
 
    “Because no one else in my family wanted to take on the responsibility, knowing that it had nearly driven my poor father to his grave early. And so the entire thing has fallen to me and as much as I should hate to do it, I cannot let my family fall from their peak, and so, I drink,” he said nonchalantly, “To cope and get through a day.”  
 
    Instinctively, Rose began to feel pity towards the man which replaced her embarrassment at being so rejected by his mother the night before and even upon their first meeting.  
 
    “Sir, I wonder if I may be so bold to ask if there is anything your mother dislikes so much about my character aside from my position in life?” she asked in spite of herself. She crossed her ankles one on top of the other as she waited for the response. She had never desired the approval of another woman before, but she thought if anything should ever come of her and Duke Grant, then she should be able to appease his mother.  
 
    “Are you mad?” he asked loudly enough that a few passersby stopped to stare at him. “I’m sorry; I did not mean to cause a scene, but my word Rose! You are quite the image of perfection in every way I could think of and my mother should certainly think so had she ever met you in aristocratic society,” he rambled, getting a bit carried away with his emotions.  
 
    She blushed scarlet at this and covered her face with her hand to hide her reddening cheeks.  
 
    “Do not hide your face dear Rose, it is such a pretty face,” he spluttered, taking her hand in his. “If I may be so bold, my mother once tried to set me up with a lady whom might be your twin in both looks and wit, but her heart was not so kind as yours. I cannot think there is anything besides your situation at all which repulses her,” he said.  
 
    Rose cast her eyes down at this, somewhat ashamed of not being more rich and societal.  
 
    “But my dearest!” he interjected her self-loathing, “If we were to be married one day, you should not be in a low situation anymore would you?” he asked, half joking about to make her smile again, and half serious in his hopes that she might still accept him one day.  
 
    “You are too honest sir,” she said, “There is much to be discussed and more time must be spent in moving towards such an arrangement.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, I do know that now, I understand there is more to this than my simple will to be married to you. So, if you will agree to it, let us start now,” he said hopping down off the fountain and holding out his hand for her to take. She hesitated a moment and looked into his eyes which sparkled in the sun so brightly she could not help but smile in return and hop down after him.  
 
    The pair travelled up and down the streets for hours chattering constantly as they went. He asked her about her siblings and her parents, and she of his father and mother and what caused her to become so cold. Noting the time as the winds began to change, they realized that neither of them had paid any attention to it all day.  
 
    “I should get home to the Woodhouse’s sir, my poor companion should be missing me greatly at this hour,” she explained. “I have had such a lovely time with you and I should not be surprised to meet with you again so long as your sobriety withstands,” she winked. 

“It shall, but do Miss, let me accompany you back to the Woodhouse’s estate, I should feel much better seeing you safe,” he offered preparing his horse for a ride. 
 
    “Of course sir,” she replied as she stepped into the stirrup of her own horse and, turning it around, led him towards her host’s estate.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14
  
 
    Their short ride was a pleasant one, with the wind blowing through their hair and the trees whipping by. It was oddly freeing, not only to be riding their horses quickly through the paths, but to have cleared the air around themselves which clouded them from one another in their truest forms.  
 
    Rose threw her head back and laughed as they came up to the lane which led to the front gate of the Woodhouse estate. Pulling back on her reins her horse slowed and the Duke did likewise with his stallion which pulled up beside her and stopped to nudge her own filly. She looked across the way to see if the coast was clear, which it most certainly was not. For a woman with an ailing daughter, Mrs. Woodhouse never left the front door unoccupied should anything of excitement occur outside.  
 
    “I suppose it would be rude of us to not have you introduced,” Rose offered as she slid down off her horse and led it by the reins towards the narrowing of the lane.  
 
    “Dear Rose!” called Mrs. Woodhouse, “Do wave up in the window won’t you dear, Miss. Victoria has gotten her father to assist her to it so that she might see you when you arrived home,” she said happily.  
 
    Rose did as she was told and looked up to the window where Victoria’s small face shone brightly in the setting sun. She waved up to her friend with a huge smile and so full of pride that she could not help but let out a small giggle.  
 
    “She looks so well!” she exclaimed waving again only to see the small figure of her friend wave back once more.  
 
    When she finally looked back down to her own level she caught Mrs. Woodhouse staring intently upon the Duke.  
 
    “Oh yes!” Rose cried stepping between the two. “Mrs. Woodhouse, this is Duke Lewis Grant, Lewis, my host Mrs. Woodhouse,” she introduced as the Duke bowed and took Mrs. Woodhouse’s hand in his own and kissed it in the charming way that he did.  
 
    “Pleased to make your acquaintance ma’am,” he said happily, his eyes still wide with excitement at his success in his request to bring Rose home himself.  
 
    “And you sir, won’t you come in for some tea before you head home?” she asked. “You must be hungry at this time of day.” 
 
      
 
    Without a second thought he nodded with gratitude. “Thank you very much Mrs. Woodhouse, it would be a pleasure.” 
 
    The three of them went inside and sat at the table so that Mrs. Woodhouse might order for some tea and biscuits to be prepared for them. “Mr. Woodhouse!” cried the lady in a fit of anxiety, “You must come down at once sir, we do have company you know!” she called as her husband came down the stairs to greet them. 
 
    For a moment, he stood in awe at the bottom of the stairs, never having set eyes on the Duke until this very evening; this Duke or any past Dukes actually. He bowed nervously.  
 
    “It is quite alright sir, you do not need to take me too seriously, for I fear I do not do so very often myself,” he laughed at himself and approached the timid man on the staircase. They shook hands which seemed to help Mr. Woodhouse overcome his startle as they re-entered the kitchen and sat down to tea.  
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Woodhouse spent a few moments asking questions about politics and his family heritage and the like when Rose jumped up with glee and began clapping her hands together wildly.  
 
    “Lewis, before you go, I beg you to entertain me in coming upstairs to meet my sweet Victoria,” she suggested.  
 
    “Of course Rose, I have heard such wonderful things about your daughter Mr. and Mrs. Woodhouse”, he added before being dragged up the stairs by an anxious Rose who could hardly contain her hurry to see Victoria’s face when they entered the room.  
 
    She paused at the top of the stairs; Victoria could always tell when someone was standing outside her door.  
 
    “Well bring him in why don’t you!” shouted an excited little voice from inside, stronger than Rose had heard it since her arrival at the Woodhouse’s.  
 
    They pushed the door open gently to find Victoria sitting bolt upright in bed with her hair pushed back from her face and her biggest smile on display.  
 
    “Hello Victoria,” the Duke greeted kindly.  
 
    “Your Grace,” she said, bowing her head as if she were curtseying from a sitting position.  
 
    Rose led him closer to her so that he might kiss her hand as he liked to do out of respect for all ladies, young and old. Remembering that Rose had told her of the times he had kissed her hands, she held out her own as he approached her which made him laugh in enjoyment.  
 
    “My, my, my, you are every bit as lovely a young woman as Miss Rose has described you to me,” he said charmingly which sent red sparks through Victoria’s cheeks that lit up like fireworks.  
 
    A few moments passed before the light outside began to fade faster as the sun dipped lower behind the trees.  
 
    “Duke Grant?” asked Victoria with keen interest and investment.  
 
    “Yes dear?” he replied.  
 
    “Shall we be seeing you again very soon?” she asked, looking from the Duke to Rose and back again inducing every ounce of implication that she could muster from a tiny glance.  
 
    The Duke, not wanting to sound over confident by replying to the question immediately, turned to Rose for approval with a raised brow. She peeked out at him through the corner of her eye and nodded in confirmation. He smiled widely and looked back to Victoria and said, “Yes, my dear, I think you shall.” 
 
    The young couple walked down the stairs together so that the Duke might bid adieu to his momentary hosts.  
 
    He took Rose’s hand in his own, kissed it, climbed on top of his horse and disappeared into the night.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue
  
 
    Rose could not believe that six months had passed since she had arrived at the Woodhouse’s. She had travelled back home for a period of two weeks, to announce her betrothal to Duke Lewis Grant.  
 
    While her family was momentarily shocked and surprised, they welcomed the Duke with open arms, and the wedding was planned for two months later.

Her Grace had remained cold and distant towards Rose, only warming up to her when she saw that even her hateful actions could not drive Rose away, and she feared losing her only son if she continued to oppose their upcoming marriage. 
 
    While she still did not believe that Rose was the best woman for her son, she made an effort to be more open to the idea of getting to know Rose better. Rose was grateful for the respite in the cold demeanor that had become Her Grace’s air when she was around Rose.

As Rose walked down the aisle holding her beloved father’s arm, a tear formed in her eye when she caught sight of her future husband. More tears formed when she caught sight of Mr. and Mrs. Woodhouse standing at the side along with Victoria, who was supported on either side by her parents. While Victoria still had a long recovery ahead of her, she was now able to walk with help and get out of the house; Rose could not be more proud of her.

As she reached the Duke, she saw that he, too, had tears in his eyes, and she looked up to Heaven, thanking God for the unexpected twist of fate that brought her to care for a sick young girl which led to this moment in her life that she would never forget; a moment that was the beginning of a life full of love with a man she had always dreamed of.



                                                                     The End 
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                  ©2020 by Sophia Wilson 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission. 
 
      
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are a product of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, events or locales is completely coincidental. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One
  
 
    Not all women have to have the same dreams; some have bigger dreams than the miniscule ones revolving around house matters and a shackled married life. Sophia’s mother, however, believed otherwise.  
 
    Born and raised in a family led by a man who took pride in his work as a physician, Sophia was bound to be both inspired and motivated, regardless of her gender; little did she know how much a problem this would prove to be; her mother was often her biggest enemy.  
 
    William Hatcher was well known as a hardworking and able man that had built his entire life from the bottom up all with his very own hands, and thus the community respected him immensely and the family was thought of nothing less than noble. His theories and hypotheses had led to various great findings and people from far and wide would visit him, just for a consult, hoping he would have some free time for themselves. Sophia’s mother however, Lilly Hatcher, was quite the opposite. Having been raised the traditional way, living in a household heavily influenced by the code of conduct and discipline resembling the military, she had all the attributes of a stern and domineering woman and mother. 
 
    Sophia’s grandfather had served his entire life in the Royal Navy and had chosen Sophia’s dad for her mother himself as he didn’t believe in love. Although with all the time spent alongside William, Lilly Hatcher did love her husband. She considered herself lucky to find a man she had learnt to love especially in her circumstance where love was never the priority; a strict father could birth such beliefs, and living with such irrational thoughts rooting ancestrally from her maternal family line was the main reason Sophia and her mother didn’t get along. Arguments and tantrums were a daily event in the Hatcher household and Sophia had grown tired of them the minute they had begun. 
 
    “Sophia, I am not having this argument again, not now! I do not have the energy for it and I’ve got many things to do!” her mother said, almost yelling before she stormed off out of her room, disappointed with Sophia once again. 
 
    All I asked was whether or not I could at least apply for medical schooling; she didn’t have to get so distraught about it! I do not understand! She can love and marry a man that is a physician but she finds it absolutely ridiculous if her daughter simply proposes to be one! It is so unfair!  
 
    Frustrated, she locked her door and fell on her bed flat, burying her face in her pillow attempting to scream and crying hot raging tears.  
 
    I will never understand her, and she will never understand me. We just cannot get along! All I’ve ever seen growing up is my father working as a physician and being celebrated for it. He’s helped cure people and taken care of them. I too, want to be a physician like him! What is the point of this life if I cannot do anything to help others? It is a humble and noble vision, who cares if it doesn’t interest eligible men when they end up at our house in search of a wife. I do not plan to be a mere housewife anyhow; I’ve seen what it has done to my mother!  
 
    The tears streamed down her face faster now, as the rage slowly turned into another close form; utter sadness. It could never take getting used to, these fights with her mother, not with both of them sharing the same genetic and familial stubbornness, she had noticed it more after these outbursts they would share, neither of them willing to surrender. Sophia believed wholeheartedly that she was right about her passion and her dreams and her mother believed she was right with hers, trying to make sure that Sophia would be wed and be settled instead of bargaining her life with an unpredictable medical profession; she didn’t want Sophia to end up all alone. 
 
    A fragile little knock came from the other side of the door. Sophia knew who it was. 
 
    “Come in,” she replied allowing her little sister to come in. 
 
    Mary opened the door, peeking with her head first to check if Sophia was alone before taking any further steps forward. She walked in carefully after seeing her sister lying in her bed gloomy and unhappy. 
 
    “Are you okay, Sophia?” asked Mary caringly, hating her sister crying despite how much they fought and argued. 
 
    “Yes, I am alright Mary,” Sophia said lying, not wanting to worry her little sister. 
 
    “I heard you two fighting again. What was it about this time? Being a physician or not wanting to marry?” asked Mary who knew much more for her age and was only four years younger than Sophia. 
 
    Sophia didn’t respond and looked coldly out the window right next to her bed. Mary understood, she had seen this all before way too many times to find it all new and strange. 
 
    “Maybe she’ll come around. I still think you should talk to Father about this, I am sure he’ll have something supportive to say. You cannot be doing this alone,” Mary advised her confidently. 
 
    “You and I both know how well it turned out last time. He didn’t say anything of the topic and Mother kept interrupting,” Sophia reminded her sadly. 
 
    “Yes, but that was so long ago! You cannot be such a coward about something you really want Sophia! You should speak with him again, there is no harm in trying. Can it possibly get any worse than this?” asked Mary skeptically. 
 
    Sophia shrugged at the suggestion, but she was desperate. Admissions would close off soon and she had very little time to convince her parents and make all the needed preparations for medical school. 
 
    Her little sister hugged her comfortingly, making sure she knew that she was supporting her no matter what, and left the room to leave Sophia alone with her thoughts.  
 
    Sophia thought little and cried much. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    In the evening, Sophia’s father arrived home as he usually did just as the sky darkened. The table was set with plates and cutlery, ready for dinner. Sophia had been much too upset to give a helping hand in the kitchen and so, she had stayed in her room all day. She had finally decided to speak about the matter once more with her father; her little sister’s words had inspired her, she also had no other choice. 
 
    William Hatcher kissed his wife, who was busy garnishing her freshly roast chicken hot from the range, on the cheek as he entered the kitchen still clothed in his work clothes. He lovingly petted Mary’s hair. 
 
    “Dinner is ready, Will,” Sophia’s mother said to her husband as she finished garnishing. 
 
    “I will be right there, love. Just need to get cleaned up, you know how these clothes for work make me feel!” he said, as he left immediately to change his clothes, hungry and exhausted. 
 
    “Go call your sister for dinner, Mary. She’s been so moody and angry lately and she hasn’t left her room all day!” her mother said, fed up. Mary nodded and proceeded to go upstairs, obediently. 
 
    “Come for dinner, Sophia! Father’s home!” Mary yelled from outside her room. 
 
    Just as she was about to knock thinking that Sophia had ignored her calling, the door opened. Sophia stood there, dressed and washed up for dinner, smiling. 
 
    “I am coming…before you knock and make much noise on my door,” Sophia said, walking past her. Mary was a little confused; she was expecting her sister to be in the same state in which she had left her earlier. She hurriedly ran after Sophia, trying to get past her and into the kitchen first. 
 
    “Good evening, Sophia! And where have you been?” her father asked her, cheerily. 
 
    “Good evening, Father. Oh nowhere, just busy,” she answered him, looking at her mother. 
 
    “Well come then, sit down. Your mother has made a wonderful dinner for us, it will get cold,” he ushered her to sit down. 
 
    Sophia sat herself next to him, making sure she was close enough for conversation. 
 
    The dinner went on mostly quietly with her father talking briefly about work and asking everyone how their days were. Sophia was trying to find the perfect time to say what she had prepared for in her room. Mary was eyeing her, catching on to what Sophia was about to do, so she spoke. 
 
    “So Father, would you agree that your profession is one that is both honorable and very important in today’s day?” Mary asked abruptly. 
 
    “Well, um… yes. I mean of course, I do…” her father replied, a little baffled with the sudden impulsive question. 
 
    “So this means you would advise people to become a physician if they were able, would you not?” asked Sophia, jumping into the conversation. 
 
    “Well yes, I would,” her father responded, hesitantly trying to figure out what they were coming unto. 
 
    Sophia’s mother, quicker than her father, had caught on. 
 
    “Sophia, dear, why do you not let your father have a nice hot meal without bombarding him with such questions?” her mother said, glaring at her. 
 
    “I would, but then again Father is oh-so busy saving people, I do not want to take up any more of his time, besides, family dinners are a wonderful time to discuss such things,” Sophia said boldly, ignoring her mother’s vague warning. 
 
    “Another word, Sophia and you can have your dinner alone in your room!” her mother said angrily, not approving the way Sophia had answered her. 
 
    “Sent to my room for what? For asking a question? For talking to my father? I am one and twenty and I cannot have a conversation in my own home with my own father?!” Sophia replied to her mother, trying to remain calm. 
 
    “You and I both know where this is leading, Sophia!”  said her mother, her tone rising. 
 
    Sophia’s father firmly smacked his palm on the table. 
 
    “Enough!” he said, and as he did so, everybody went quiet. It was unusual for her father to get angry. 
 
    “Can someone please explain to me what is going on? Why are you two arguing? What did I miss?” he demanded, looking at the both of them. 
 
    Just before the two of them could speak, he raised his hand to silence them. 
 
    “No, not you two. I do not need to hear long tales,” said her father, growing impatient. 
 
    “Mary, you tell me what is going on, so we can settle this right here,” he said in a calmer voice. 
 
    Mary looked at everyone, nervously. 
 
    “Um, well, Sophia asked Mother if she could apply to a medical school to become like you and Mother said no because she wants to marry Sophia off,” Mary said hesitantly, all in one go. 
 
    “What? You are interested in attending medical school, Sophia? I thought it was just a passing fancy or that maybe you were not serious about it,” her father said, perplexed as though it had never occurred to him before. 
 
    “Yes, I am serious! I’ve dreamt of being a physician just like you! I want to help people too and do something amazing in the world. I thought you would understand that, since you already are one,” Sophia began explaining herself. 
 
    “That is a good vision, but there are a lot of factors that come into play, Sophia. This job is a lifetime dedication and it isn’t easy for women. You have to get married one day and have your own family, enrolling in medical school will not allow you those things,” her father spoke, almost like her mother. 
 
    “What do you mean? You are saying that not getting married is the end of the world? That getting married is the equivalent to saving so many lives? How could you even say that?” Sophia said, trying not to feel too hurt and disappointed with what he was indicating. 
 
    “Watch the way you speak with me Sophia Grace Hatcher! I didn’t say any such thing, what I said was that there are different priorities for women and right now getting married to an able and eligible man is the top most priority! There will be no further argument on this matter, what I’ve said is final.” Her father’s words had cut her like a knife. 
 
    She stared at him, feeling shattered from the inside and rose to her feet. She threw her napkin on her seat and marched out of the kitchen, without a word.  
 
    My Father is my mother, I am done for. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    No one had disturbed her, or knocked at her door or even asked how she was after the incident in the kitchen at dinner, thereafter and through the remaining day.  Sophia hadn’t expected it either; she had done the unimaginable; walked out without being excused from the dinner table after a heated argument with her father. He has probably banned everyone from coming to see me, or check on me. Very well, I am better off alone rather than being with parents who cannot understand me and appreciate my dreams. 
 
    The next morning was also unusually quiet, Sophia had predicted at least her mother to barge into her room angrily, but she hadn’t. Things were rather calm and the serene environment was making her very uncomfortable. She opened her door and looked straight into Mary’s room across the hallway. 
 
    “Mary. Mary!” Sophia whispered just loud enough for Mary to hear. 
 
    Mary looked around the room at first, trying to figure out where the noise was coming from until she saw Sophia peeking through the little open doorway, beckoning her to come in. Mary got up from her bed and went tiptoeing to Sophia’s room, careful so that the floorboards would not creak and her parents would not hear it. 
 
    “What is happening, Mary? Why is everyone so quiet?” asked Sophia as soon as Mary stepped in. 
 
    “I cannot tell you right now, Father told me not to,” Mary said, knowing her sister would find a way for her to reveal what was going on, one way or another. 
 
    “Mary! You have to tell me! I am your sister! You saw how unfair they were with me yesterday; I need to be prepared for whatever is coming up!” Sophia said frustrated. 
 
    Mary thought for a few seconds. 
 
    “There is a proposal for you…” Mary began saying. 
 
    “A proposal? That is nothing special or important! I’ve dealt with many. I thought it was something much more serious,” Sophia said laughing slightly, relieved upon hearing so. 
 
    “No you do not understand Sophia, this is the one. Father came back home with that news, that some friend’s son has asked for your hand in marriage and he’s perfect for you. Father already approves of him and the only thing left to do was tell you after dinner. That is why things got a little quieter than usual, it is because Father had come with news,” Mary explained, feeling nervous herself. 
 
    “What? So what you are saying is he’s chosen a husband for me without even telling me?” Sophia asked, shocked. 
 
    “He just needs you to say yes, and he knows you will after he tells you to,” Mary said. 
 
    “Never! They cannot do this to me! They’re doing so more because I want to go to medical school and they want to get that idea out of my head from its very roots!” Sophia said as tears welled up in her eyes. 
 
    As they both stood there, in the middle of Sophia’s room, Sophia crying and Mary trying to comfort her, they both heard footsteps coming up the staircase. None of them budged knowing that before Mary could try going back to her room, they would have seen her, and so she stood her ground and stayed alongside her heartbroken sister. 
 
    As predicted within a few seconds, her father knocked on the door and asked to come in. Neither of them answered the door and so he came in anyway. He spotted Mary and a look of disapproval came across his face. 
 
    “Mary! I asked you not to,” he said, even though he knew this would happen; they were inseparable when one of them was going through tragic times. 
 
    “I am sorry Father but I am not really sorry, she had the right to know!” Mary said facing her father. 
 
    “That is enough from you Mary, you may leave to your room now, thank you!” her father said as her mother followed in behind him. Mary stomped her way to her room, leaving them to talk but making sure they knew how much she was against this. 
 
    Sophia sat on her bed knowing this could be a while and also because she was not the least bit interested in what either of them were about to say. 
 
    “Sophia, I am sure you already know thanks to Mary…” he began saying. 
 
    “That you have found a husband for me so that I will not want to study anymore?” Sophia cut in saying. 
 
    “Sophia, you need to understand, we are doing this because it is better for you. You are too young to understand the consequences, we love you and we want you to be happy, but you may not necessarily know what happiness is at this moment, and so we have to decide for you,” her father responded to her in a much calmer manner, trying to make her see things from his point of view. 
 
    “That makes absolutely no sense, I have a noble passion, one that you are honored for every day, footsteps I wanted to follow but no, instead you are just like Mother and we’re no different are we? There is nothing unique about us, nothing that should be admired,” Sophia said with a sinking feeling in her chest as she realized all these powerful words would be in vain as the look on her father’s face didn’t show change. 
 
    “Sophia…please…,” her father began saying. 
 
    “No, that is alright. I know you cannot do anything; this is definitely where my happiness will lie. These tears streaming down my face are mere tears of joy. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go for a walk, thank you,” she said, without allowing her father to speak.  
 
    He gently nodded his head as her mother stood idly behind him not having to do anything herself as her father was doing an excellent job. 
 
    She walked out of her room, knowing that this was going to be the way it was; her world crashing down on her. Everything she had dreamt or hoped, she would now have to burn before her very eyes. Could being a woman really be such a curse? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
  
 
    Life was unfair and Sophia knew no one would have known it better than she right now. She grabbed a shawl and left the house from the front door without any direction as to where it was she was going, she just needed to breathe. 
 
    Her eyes were blurry and hazy and she could barely see the ground she was walking on but she continued with her head facing towards the ground.  Not too far from where her house was she came across a desolate ground that she had seen many times taking a nearby route from her house to the local marketplace. Wanting to be entirely alone, she went into the ground. A few scattered trees stood tall here and there on parched ground that had not been tended to in a very long time; it had not rained heavily this year.  
 
    Sophia found a small quiet spot near a thin running creek and wrapped her arms around herself, the cold hitting her harsher than before. The tears had stopped now, only sadness had come. 
 
    So, this is it. This is my grand future, the one I dreamt of building as a child, it comes down to nothing. I thought it would make him proud, having a daughter like me, but instead all he sees is shame and an impossible daughter. 
 
    As she thought of these things, almost back to tears, a man nearby had noticed her standing there. He could not see her clearly from where he was standing as the distance between them was great. He could see a silhouette of someone he knew and without a second thought he rushed towards her. 
 
    “What are you doing here?!” the man said with a hint of anger in his voice.  
 
    Sophia turned around shocked and confused to see a man questioning her presence. 
 
    “Excuse me?” she managed to ask, still baffled by who he was. 
 
    As she turned around, the man saw her face clearly and immediately the anger was gone and he stared at her wide-eyed, quickly snapping himself out of the trance he felt he was in and apologized. 
 
    “I am sorry. I… I thought you were someone else… someone I knew,” he said, still admiring her beautiful face. 
 
    “You startled me! I thought you were going to kidnap me or something!” Sophia said, still having not noticed his handsome face. 
 
    “Kidnap you? Before I announce it out loud? I am sure that is the first thing not to do when kidnapping somebody!” he said laughing, amused by her. 
 
    “I guess so,” Sophia said as she realized the hilariousness and laughed too. 
 
    He stopped laughing to admire hers, smiling at the way she laughed wholeheartedly and pure. There was something about her that would not make her easy to forget and he was aware of that. 
 
    Sophia realized he was looking at her and stopped laughing and straightened up, feeling nervous and trying to hide her shyness after having noticed how incredibly good-looking he was.  
 
    “Well, I have to go, my family will be wondering where I went off to,” she said, clearing her throat and not actually wanting to go home. 
 
    “Right, right. I am sorry again, I didn’t mean to startle you,” he replied, remembering how they had met. 
 
    “That is alright,” she answered him, wanting to stay a little bit longer. 
 
    “Have a pleasant day,” he said, tipping his hat and awkwardly walking in the opposite direction. 
 
     She hesitantly walked back home, her mind now distracted by the strange man’s face. 
 
    Something about his eyes… I do not know if he saw something in mine too… Sophia! Snap out of it! You are never going to meet him again; you do not even know his name!  
 
    She climbed the porch steps back to the house ready to face her parents again, her father would be waiting to talk more on the matter and for preparations to start as soon as possible, this had to be done before anymore interferences could present themselves. 
 
    Indeed, her father was sitting in the drawing room waiting for her to come back. Her mother sat next to him, her legs crossed quite content with her husband handling everything and not her. 
 
    “How was your walk, Sophia?” asked her father as she stepped into the drawing room. 
 
    Sophia remained quiet, she couldn’t mention the strange man she had met and she felt that she didn’t quite need to either. 
 
    “Now, if you sit, we can talk about this a little more,” he instructed her, gesturing with his hand to the seat in front of him. 
 
    Sophia sat quietly, not wanting to argue as she was tired and felt light-headed. 
 
    “The man’s name is Elliot Clerk, and he is a wonderful man, whose father I’ve known for many, many years. He works as an article clerk and he’s a good man who would keep you happy,” her father said. 
 
    Sophia didn’t say a word. 
 
    “I’ve invited him to come over tomorrow, so that you two may meet and get to know each other a little better. You never know how many things you may have in common. You have the right to know each other and so he’ll stay for dinner,” he said, in more of an order than a choice. 
 
    Sophia looked at him blankly. 
 
    “Is that all, then?” she asked, as she got up to leave. 
 
    “Yes. For now,” her father replied, not expecting her to behave in this manner. He had thought a tantrum or outburst would follow, some sort of reaction for opposing it, but nothing occurred. 
 
    She got up and left without a word and cried herself to sleep, knowing there was nothing she could do, not any more. 
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    The next day, Sophia, feeling glum, stayed in her room, opting out of having breakfast and beginning a hunger strike that didn’t really last very long as Mary, out of sympathy, sneaked food in for her shortly after breakfast. 
 
    At afternoon, despite her long and sincere prayers, there was a knock on the door, and soon after Mary came into Sophia’s room to inform her of who had just arrived. 
 
    “Sophia! He’s here!” Mary said as she rushed into the room. 
 
    “I know, I heard the door open and Father with his enthusiastic and overjoyed voice greeting him,” Sophia said, still dressed in her sleepwear. 
 
    “You know you are going to have to come downstairs, right?” Mary asked her curiously after realizing she was still not dressed. 
 
    “I know, but….” Sophia began saying when she drifted off into silence, lost in thought. 
 
    “What is it?” Mary asked curiously, seeing her sister’s facial expression change. 
 
    “I’ve got it! Mary? You know how women have to be oh-so polite and graceful when these men show up wanting to marry them? Usually completely fake and putting on this great façade? Well I am not going to do that! I am going to tell him how it is, there is no near hypocrisy coming from me! Not if I can help it!” Sophia said with a sudden burst of energy. 
 
    “What?” Mary asked, still confused. 
 
    “Oh you’ll see! Now go, go! I need to get dressed. Out, Mary!” Sophia said pushing her out of her room hurriedly. 
 
    Sophia rushed to her cupboard and picked out a dress neither too fancy nor too casual and slipped it on and pinned her hair. I need to be subtle, otherwise Father will be angered thinking that I was set out to do this. I need to make it look natural. 
 
    She waited in her room, for her father or mother to call and in a little while, she heard her father coming upstairs. 
 
    “Sophia?” he knocked politely on her door. 
 
    “Yes, come in,” she answered him, neutrally. 
 
    “We need you downstairs, oh … you are dressed,” her father said, surprised that she was ready. 
 
    “Yes, isn’t that what you do when people arrive to your house?” Sophia responded with a hint of bitterness. 
 
    “Rightly so, now come on down and please, be on your best behavior,” her father said, leaving the door open and leaving, expecting her to follow behind him. 
 
    She went downstairs, lifting her dress slightly above the floor so she would not trip. As she entered the living room, she saw a young man sitting uneasy on one of the settees. He straightened up when he saw her and gave her a polite smile before he darted his eyes off her, hoping not to be too rude or eager. 
 
    “Ah, glad you have joined us Sophia!” her father said as though they hadn’t met in ages. 
 
    “This is Elliot. He’s here to meet you. Why do not you have a seat right here?” her father suggested; sitting across from him. 
 
    Sophia sat where she was asked to and analyzed the man who sat before her. He had dark brown hair and brown eyes, he was younger than she liked but she couldn’t say he was bad-looking. He fit a gentleman’s look well and he clearly knew how to dress. 
 
    “Hello, it is nice to meet you Sophia. I am Elliot,” Elliot started the conversation as Sophia sat idle and was quiet. 
 
    “Yes I know, my father just told me,” Sophia said, pointing out the absurdity of him having told her again. 
 
    “Oh right! I am sorry. It is just, you are very beautiful and I am not one to get so nervous usually,” he said awkwardly. 
 
    This is why I do not like little boys, Sophia thought to herself, unimpressed by the absence of masculinity and confidence that she very much admired. 
 
    “Well, I will leave you two alone to get to know each other. I am glad you are staying for dinner Elliot. You are going to love the roasts my wife makes!” Sophia’s father joked, getting up to leave. Elliot laughed out of politeness, it was very obvious to Sophia. 
 
    They were left alone and there was silence in the room. 
 
    “So tell me about your interests and hobbies,” Elliot asked, trying to initiate conversation once again. 
 
    “I have many…,” Sophia answered him “…some of which you may even oppose or dislike,” she added with an ulterior motive. 
 
    “Some I’d dislike? Please do explain? I do not think I’d mind anything civilized and in the limitations of a decent, noble minded woman,” Elliot asked, highly amused by her statement and not taking her very seriously. 
 
    “Define what you mean by the limitations of a noble minded woman? Are you trying to imply that I may not be? If I believe in something that women have not done so much before?” Sophia asked with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “In that case, it really does depend what you are on about. I cannot say anything more without you telling me what it is you are talking about,” Elliot said in a firmer tone now. 
 
    “I want be a physician, like my father. I want a partner, a husband that would support me in this dream of mine,” Sophia said out loud, boldly. 
 
    “A physician? Why so? Why would you want to leave the comfort of your house to be a physician?” asked Elliot unable to comprehend what she was saying. 
 
    “Why does my father do it? I want to help people, to do something productive in life rather than just tending to house chores. I want to aid sick people and nurse them to health with all my ability,” Sophia explained without going into details, judging by his face that he already disapproved. 
 
    “I would not like that; I would not want to come home to no wife or dinner. I like things the old-fashioned way, men go to work and earn money to support their family and women stay happy in their houses, raising kids and taking care of things at home,” he said, stating strictly what he did approve of. 
 
    Sophia studied his face, it had gone from a soft kind-natured man to a rough stern man, although she knew this was probably most likely, for people to be so different from the inside, it was still astonishing to see it happening right before her very eyes. 
 
    “I am sorry, but that is what I want and what I need, you have the right to your own opinion but this is mine,” Sophia told him bluntly. 
 
    “Very well then, there is no need for me to waste my time with a woman who does not value our traditional culture. I will be leaving, thank you,” Elliot said getting up and dismissing himself, without a moment to lose. 
 
    “Very well, then,” Sophia replied, expressionless.  
 
    “Goodbye, Sophia,” he said at last, before he walked out the door and grabbed his coat from the coat rack and left. 
 
    Now the actual storm will come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    There was yelling and arguing and more yelling, accusations being thrown back and forth, everybody hot-headed; the storm had come. 
 
    “How dare you?! How dare you shame us like this? You purposely said things that made him want to go away! Sophia did you not think of your parents?! Of our respect? I cannot face my friend anymore! What am I going to say to him?” Sophia’s father was yelling, loud enough for the whole house to ring with his voice. 
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose. We were talking, sharing our views and opinions and they didn’t match. That was all. You should believe me, but you will not!” Sophia defended herself. 
 
    “No Sophia! That is it! I will not have any of it! Go to your room until I know how to fix the situation. Why couldn’t you be like other girls?” her father sent her to her room, consumed by rage. 
 
    Sophia didn’t respond to him; he’d only get angrier.  
 
    How things have changed in just a matter of days? What hell has come upon me? How can something so noble for men be such a disaster for women? Will it always be like this or will I eventually give up? One of us has to. I thought Mother was the issue, but alas, it is much more shameful to know that my father, despite his profession and education is no different than my mother; that is where the shame lies.  
 
    Life was not going to be easy for her from here on now, this she was aware of knowing that now she didn’t have her father’s support either. Before it used to be just her mother she had to deal with, now her father would need handling, too. 
 
    She spent the next few days in her room, idly looking at the walls and thinking long and hard about what life had come to. Mary visited her often trying to cheer her up and doing her best to support her sister as best as she could. She spent her time reading romance novels and painting, trying to divert her mind and adding some color to her dull and gloomy life. 
 
    One day, she wanted to visit the local market to get a set of new paints in hopes that the change of environment would help brighten her mood. Ever since the incident, the house seemed more of a cage than a home; her parents didn’t talk to her, her sister was always way too worried, she stayed in her room waiting for things to get better even though knowing they may never be the same again. 
 
    The market wasn’t too far from where she lived, and she would go often with her mother to get food and essentials, sometimes sneaking off from her mother to get lost in the crowd for a while. The walk was always refreshing for Sophia, although she longed to go alone without her mother at her side, especially now that they were barely speaking. 
“Mother, will you come to the market with me today? I must get some new paints,” Sophia asked her mother as she walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “I should be happy to,” her mother replied, getting up to straighten and pin up her hair, happy that Sophia was taking an interest in something outside of her bedroom walls.

Crisp air filled her lungs as she took what felt like her first breaths in days. Walking there, it was nice to see new faces, and not just the miserable ones of her parents and the walls.  
 
    Everybody has a story; maybe some worse than mine. Who knows what that woman living without her husband, who lives across the streets is going through? Or that old man at the end of the road who does not like visitors? Or the couple that have had no children for many years now? My problems are definitely smaller than theirs, maybe I should consider Elliot, for how long can I actually live like this? How long can I be this alone? 
 
    Lost and tangled in these thoughts, she went through the busy streets with her mother that were crowding just before the market area, the many women, men and children hurrying to buy things. What a bad time to come! We should have come here earlier! 

She became separated from her mother, quite happy about it as she wanted to explore a little on her own. 
 
    Trying to get through the crowd of people, she bumped into somebody, dropping the things they were carrying all over the ground. 
 
    “Oh! I am so sorry! I wasn’t looking where I was going! Are you alright?” Sophia asked instantaneously, without seeing who it really was and proceeding to pick the books that had scattered and fallen on the floor. 
 
    “No that is alright, I am fine…” said a familiar voice, pausing to have recognized Sophia. 
 
    Sophia looked up to see who the man was and she too, recognized him immediately. 
 
    “You?” Sophia said to the man she had encountered once before in the ground near her house. 
 
    “Yes, fancy meeting you here, woman whose name I still do not know,” he said smiling at the sight of her. 
 
    “I do not know your name either, man whose name I still do not know either,” she replied back, smartly. 
 
    “True. This must be fate, running into you again like this,” he suggested, still smiling. 
 
    “Or maybe it is a very little town and everyone comes to this market to purchase their goods?” she rationalized his statement. 
 
    “I like you!” he said, laughing and highly amused by her humor. 
 
    Sophia blushed a little, trying very hard to hide it from him. 
 
    He noticed and admired her even more. 
 
    “My name is Duke Seth Colborne, and it is a pleasure to meet you, once again by chance,” he said extending his hand out for her’s. 
 
    “Duke?! You must be joking!” Sophia said laughing, thinking he was not serious. 
 
    “What is so funny? Oh you do not think I could be a Duke do you?” he asked smiling, liking the sound of her laughter. 
 
    “You? No! Not at all!” she continued laughing. 
 
    “Does my handsome face not say Duke all over it?” he asked playfully. 
 
    “Surely you have mistaken yourself for one!” she said, trying to control her laughter. 
 
    “But I jest you not, fair maiden for I am a Duke, whether you believe it or not!” he said in an assuring tone, kindly. 
 
    Sophia stopped laughing and saw that he was clearly not jesting. He really is a Duke! 
 
    “You are not jesting, are you?” Sophia asked him, suspiciously. 
 
    “No I am afraid, I am not,” he said smiling. 
 
    “I am not going to apologize, even if you are a Duke,” she said, even though she was impressed by him. 
 
    “I would never ask you to, what I will ask from you is your name. What name could justify the beautiful woman before me, please do tell?” he asked charmingly. 
 
    “Sophia, Sophia Hatcher,” she said with a face trying her utmost best not to be timid. 
 
    “A name as beautiful to the face that it belongs to,” he said, taking her hand in his and giving it a soft kiss. 
 
    Sophia was fully taken by his good looks and charm. His eyes were piercing strong but kindness covered him and his face. His tall stature and lean look were very appealing, but the thing that swooned her the most, was his gentleman-like behavior and wit. 
 
    Lost in the moment, Sophia realized it was becoming dark. She needed to find her mother so they could be home before dark. Her father would be expecting his meal and would be worried if they were not home soon.  Mother will start suspecting I have left for good! And the market people here will think I have married this man in front of me! I have to find Mother! 
 
    “My pleasure in meeting you, Your Grace, but I am afraid it is getting dark and I need to find my mother so we can get home,” Sophia said, not wanting to leave. 
 
    “Yes you must, it is not safe for you both to be out here after dark. I was wondering why I did not see you with a chaperone. Where is it that you live? Somewhere close-by? I could walk you both to your house, if you would not mind?” said Duke Colborne, wishing to spend some more time with her. 
 
    “I am sorry but we will be fine going alone, it is still not dark yet, but thank you for the offer, it was very kind. I live just near the ground we first met, the house that meets it. So it is not far at all,” Sophia said, secretly loving the idea of him walking her home and how thoughtfully and caringly he had offered to do so. 
 
    “As you wish, that is very close! Good bye, Sophia. Until we meet again,” he said, smiling with a spark in his eyes Sophia could swore she saw. 
 
    “Good bye, Duke Seth Colborne, if we ever do,” she said as she left the marketplace in search of her mother. 
 
    Until we meet again? That is what he said didn’t he? Will we ever meet again? This thing only happens by chance and it was chance enough that we met the second time! Oh! I did not even buy my paints! But I now have an excuse to go to the market again tomorrow, maybe he will be there, Sophia thought to herself as she found her mother, who was not happy that Sophia had separated from her. But Sophia was not going back home entirely empty handed; now she had his name. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
    The same time around the day before, Sophia was dressed to visit the market again, desperately wishing he would be there. Scandalous or not, she planned to go alone without her mother or her sister noticing. She knew the perfect time to sneak out of the house, when both would be taking their afternoon rests. 
 
    She wore a proper dress that she had picked out from her wardrobe and pinned her hair up nicely, making sure she looked nice. She had taken one of her mother’s leghorn bonnets, knowing she could pull the bonnet down low on her face, so no one would recognize the physician’s daughter off without a chaperone. 
 
    Mary suddenly came into the room and was confused to find Sophia dressed up. 
 
    “Sophia? Are you going somewhere?” Mary asked, curiously. 
 
    “Just to the market, why do you ask? Do you need something?” asked Sophia casually, looking in the mirror, tucking loose strands of hair back into her neatly pinned hair. 
 
    “No, I do not, thank you. But Mother is resting so she cannot go with you. Will you wait for her to awaken? You are so well dressed, and I was wondering what you were doing,” Mary said, sitting herself on Sophia’s bed, wanting to still know why she was dressed better than her mopey self. 
 
    Sophia turned her head to see a confused and curious Mary waiting on her bed. She decided to tell her secret to her. 
 
    “Okay Mary, I am going to tell you something, but please keep it to yourself,” Sophia said seating herself beside her sister. Mary’s eyes lit up with eagerness to know what the secret was. 
 
    “Can you do that for me?” Sophia asked her, trying to be cautious. 
 
    “Yes, of course! Now tell me what is it?” Mary asked her impatiently, unable to contain herself. 
 
    “There is this man I have bumped into by chance twice now. I met him the second time yesterday when mother and I were at the market. He is so handsome and intelligent, Mary! Oh you would love him! I think he likes me and I wanted to go to the market to see him again! Also I forgot to buy the paints I needed yesterday, so if anyone asks, I am just outside in the woods or more so, ill and in bed and do not want to be disturbed, do you understand?” Sophia told her the details, her eyes demanding that Mary not say anything else to their parents. 
 
    “But you can’t go alone, Sophia! You will shame our family!” Mary said, shocked at what her sister was planning.
“No one will recognize me,” Sophia said, donning the bonnet and pulling it down low to conceal a portion of her face. “Mary, promise me you will not say anything”.

“I shall not say anything. A man?! What is his name?! YOU finally approved of a man! This must be a new day in history! What a miracle!” Mary said, jesting and laughing. 
 
    “Mary, I am serious! His name is Duke Seth Colborne, now please be quiet about it. With Mother and Father being so against me, I do not want to bring anything like this out in front of them just yet, I mean I do not even know if he actually wants to court me or not!” Sophia said, suddenly feeling the pressure and the unknowingness of the situation. 
 
    “He is a Duke! Oh, Mother and Father will surely approve the instant that they know!” Mary said excitedly. 
 
    “Yes, but I cannot tell them yet. Let me just get to know him a little better, maybe he has some secret past or something sinister,” Sophia said, contemplating the many things that could go wrong should she meet him at the market. 
 
    “Maybe he is perfect and just the one you were waiting for,” Mary suggested dreamily. 
 
    Sophia smiled at her little sister’s selflessness. There was no doubt that during the past few days, Mary had been her strongest support and she had done so unconditionally; it was something that made Mary truly special.  
 
    “Oh! I am going to be late! I am going now Mary, wish me luck!” Sophia said, getting quickly on her feet and leaving to go to the market. 
 
    “Good luck, Sophia!” Mary called back after her.  
 
    The walk to the market was much different than the one Sophia had had before, there was something brighter in the world today; maybe it was true love.  
 
    I cannot fall for him just yet, I do not even know the man properly, let alone imagine my entire life with him. What if Mary cannot keep a secret and tells Mother and Father? This has to turn out good! I do hope he is the one! It would really make my life so much easier! But wait… I have not even told him yet about wanting to be a physician. What if he disapproves as well? Many Dukes like the old traditional ways, I do not think he would be in the favor of it. Sophia, calm down. Take a deep breath in and breathe out. You only just found out what his name was, let’s take this slow, shall we?  She brought some sense back into her. 
 
    The market was as busy as the day before, everyone living their own life, trying to buy what they needed, chattering and discussing problems at home. Sophia didn’t notice anybody much, today she was not paying attention to her surroundings, all she wanted was to see his face. She went to the spot they had met the day before, but he was not there. She looked around, squinting her eyes to look in the distance hoping he was still making his way there. Maybe he is running late for something, he will be here. He did say he was coming, did he not? Or did I misunderstand what he was saying? What if he just only meant that we would meet again? 
 
    The hope in her slowly began fading away; there was no sign of him anywhere. Sophia still waited for him, wanting to prove herself wrong, that despite it all he would be there. It was getting dark again, and she had stood there alone in the chilly wind for a long time. Giving up and confirmed that he was not coming, she walked back home with a heavy sinking heart. He’s not for me. 
 
    Coming home again, with Mary’s help, she snuck in through the kitchen door and went to her bedroom to change her clothes and return her mother’s bonnet. She walked into the drawing room where her parents sat; they looked at her briefly and continued doing what they were doing. Her father was reading a book on Literature and her mother was writing a letter for her sick sister on the other side of England. Sophia went back upstairs to her room, saddened. I do not deserve to be treated like this, I really do not.  
 
    She didn’t bother changing her clothes again and fell limp on her bed, with no energy inside of her all due to the way things had turned out that day.  
 
    Suddenly, Mary came in running through the door. 
 
    “Tell me what happened!” Mary said, before noticing Sophia’s mood. 
 
    “Oh, it didn’t go well, did it?” Mary asked, sitting next to her sister who was lying in her bed. 
 
    “No, it didn’t. He didn’t come,” Sophia said, feeling hopeless and miserable. 
 
    “I am so sorry to hear that Sophia, but maybe he was busy and something had come up all of a sudden? You should not give up just yet! You were so happy leaving, don’t let something you are not even sure of bring you down,” Mary said, trying to cheer her up and make her see the other side of things. 
 
    “I do not know, Mary. I am beginning to think that Mother and Father are right. I should just quietly get married to whomever they say, I mean what is the point? It is not like I love any man or any man loves me? Why not just live the normal life every woman lives? They are happy too, are they not?” Sophia said, depressingly. 
 
    “Sophia! Do not talk like that! You are my inspiration. You will see, everything will be alright! Just wait and see!” Mary said, hugging her sister. Mary was not sure at all of how things would really turn out, but she could not stand seeing her sister so sad and unhappy; she knew she had to say the right things to comfort her, even if they were untrue. 
 
    Mary hugged her once again and left the room, closing the door behind her. Sophia stared at the ceiling, wishing and hoping with all her heart for a miracle to come knocking on the door. 
 
    After a few minutes, there was a knock at the door. 
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
    Sophia was not too interested by whom it was that had knocked on the door; they did not get many unplanned visitors. Maybe it is another suitable bachelor they have called for me to wed? she thought as she turned to her side, facing the wall alongside her bed, really hoping it was not. She was not ready to face this all over again.  
 
    Mary came running again inside the room in a frenzy. 
 
    “Sophia! Sophia! Get up! It is him! The Duke you were talking about! He is downstairs! He is waiting for you! Get up!” Mary said, overly excited and nudging Sophia. 
 
    “What?! The Duke?! Mary is this a trick to get me to come downstairs?! Because if it is, I will not speak with you, if that is the case!” Sophia said in shock, partly surprised and partly excited. 
 
    “No silly! I swear to you it is nothing of the sort! The Duke is waiting for you downstairs! He even said your name! And you were so right! He is incredibly handsome!” Mary said, trying to shake the shock off of her sister and get her to get out of bed. 
 
    “Truly? He must have found out where I lived, as I had been very vague in telling him! I have got to go downstairs and explain things!” Sophia rushed to her feet, straightening out her dress and tidying up her hair, trying to make it look the way it did when she had first made it. 
 
    She ran into the hallway and then slowed her pace at the stairs, trying to not look so eager, her heart beating fast in her chest. She was afraid someone else might hear it. 
 
    She went into the drawing room to see her parents already seated and the Duke seated in the seat where Elliot sat no longer than a week ago. 
 
    “Hello, Sophia,” the Duke said, standing up from his seat to greet her and out of respect. 
 
    “Hello, Your Grace. I am surprised you are here,” Sophia said, trying to form her sentences properly. 
 
    “So you do know him then, Sophia?” her father asked before the Duke could respond. 
 
    “Yes, Father I do. We…” she began saying before her father cut in. 
 
     “He has told us everything. I will leave you two alone to talk then,” Sophia’s father said, getting up to leave and her mother followed beside him. 
 
    Sophia watched them astonished, how easily they had taken all of it. She looked over at the Duke and he was already smiling. 
 
    She sat near him, still unable to understand what was going on. 
 
    “You spoke to them? What are you even doing here? Wait! Why were you not at the market today? I thought I would see you there!” asked Sophia, all at once, surprised by his bold behavior. 
 
    “Yes I did speak with them, I told them about how we met and they let me speak with you. I thought it would be easier if I handled things with your parents, it is the way I like to do things. Also, were you waiting for me at the market?” he asked, smiling at the thought of her wanting to see him again. 
 
    “No! I was… I was already going! I had forgotten to get something, so I went back again today. But that is no concern of yours. What did you say to them? And how did you know where I lived and why are you here?!” Sophia said, shocked and excited at this new chance that had come before her. Her prayers had been answered the minute she had made them. 
 
    “I told them plainly, that I like you and that I would wish to know you more. About how I found out you lived here, well, you told me yourself and then it was not too hard asking the directions to a very famous physician’s house. I found the house in an instant. Thirdly, about your last question, well like I said earlier, I like you and I want to know you Sophia, there is something about you that can keep a man like me awake in my bed at night, unable to sleep,” he said charmingly, being romantic. 
 
    “Your Grace! You are so blunt with your words!” Sophia said, nervously blushing. 
 
    “Is that not the way life should be? Honest and open! Nothing to hide!” he said, laughing and saying out loud. 
 
    Sophia smiled. He is the one, I know it sounds crazy, but I believe in my soul it is he. 
 
    “You are right, Your Grace, this is the only way life should be,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    He smiled back and they looked into each other’s eyes, both of them caught in the other one’s web, unable to look away. They were falling for each other deeply and deeply together. 
 
    Sophia realized what she was doing and forced herself to break free of his glance; she looked bashfully to the other side of the room, trying to not reveal it too much. 
 
    “It makes me smile when you turn away from me like that, a bashful and beautiful woman,” Duke Colborne said, noticing her shyness every time she tried to hide it. 
 
    Sophia did not think he did, and she was surprised knowing he observed her so closely. She smiled. Wait, Sophia! What about knowing him more?! Know him better before you fall for him! Ask him about your dream! The right man will never want you to leave it, if he is the one, he too will support you! 
 
    Sophia was afraid to ask him, just in case he would disapprove of her choice. She did not want him to leave, she was falling for him and she did not want that to end, not when they had just met each other and every moment since then had been magical. 
 
    “Your Grace, I too, like you, but I am afraid there are some things we need to discuss before we continue to get to know each other,” Sophia said, straightening up and brushing her dress with her hand. 
 
    “Nice to know you like me,” he said, smiling playfully. 
 
    Sophia smiled at his wit. 
 
    “Well yes, otherwise you would not be welcome here!” she said, smiling at him. He laughed and she could not help but laugh with him. 
 
    “I am serious though, we do not know much about each other and I think we should discuss at least the main things before…” she said before the Duke interrupted her. 
 
     “Before we fall deeply in love?” he said, looking at her in admiration and then smiling charmingly at her. “But love is often over-rated, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes, precisely. And you should be so lucky, Your Grace, that I should even consider falling for a man such as yourself. You see, I have not had a suitor to this date that has approved of my profession choices and I would seem it unfair if I did not mention them to you right now. It needs to be told and I would like to discuss these things right now, so that they can be out of the way,” Sophia said in a more serious tone. 
 
    “Your profession? Well what is it then? Surely it cannot be so absurd that men have cowardly left the chance of marrying a beautiful woman such as yourself?” he said truthfully. 
 
    “You will be surprised. As you know, my father is a physician and growing up I have always admired his work. The way he helps people and takes care of them, providing cures. Watching him, I too want to be a physician. I want to join a medical school and follow his footsteps. Many men do not agree with this lifestyle choice, I wanted to know if you do or do not?”  
 
    Duke Colborne looked at her in complete shock and confusion, Sophia saw how his face had changed once she spoke of wanting to become a physician and she was ready to hear him condemn her of her choice. He is just like them! 
 
    “That is all?” he asked, after a minute of silence. 
 
    “Pardon me, Your Grace?” Sophia asked, confused. 
 
    “Is that all you needed to tell me?” he asked again, reconfirming.  
 
    “Well, yes,” Sophia said, unsure of what he was thinking. 
 
    “Those other men were fools! There is nothing more becoming than meeting a woman who is confidently passionate about wanting to become something great! And a woman wanting to be something both noble and prestigious as a physician is even greater. You are unlike any other woman I have ever met, Sophia, and I consider myself truly lucky that fate intervened in our path,” Duke Colborne said, admiring her more than before. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace, but surely you are jesting? This is what you like about me now?!” Sophia asked, utterly perplexed. 
 
    “Yes! I love your confidence, self-assuredness and boldness. When I met you, I knew you were unlike any other woman I have met throughout my lifetime, certainly not like my wife, but now you have only assured it more! You are a wonder, Sophia!” he said, praising her. 
 
    “Your wife? Are you ma…married, Your Grace” Sophia asked, shocked. 
 
    “I was,” he answered quietly, “But no more. But go on, Sophia; please tell me more about your dreams.” 
 
    “You do not know how happy that makes me feel! Oh this is wonderful! Who thought running into you would become the happiest moment of my life?!” she said before she threw her arms around him, embracing him, shocking both her and the Duke. He was taken aback by her unexpected embrace but he wrapped his arms around her, and hugged her back, reveling in the soft feel of her against him. 
 
    “Mother and Father will have to take back their words after they know of this!” Sophia said, consumed by excitement. 
 
    “Sophia, I am so glad you told me this about yourself and the fact that you did so honestly and with an open pure heart is truly admirable, but I too have something I need to tell you…” he said in a solemn tone now. 
 
    “What is it?” Sophia asked, uneasy all of a sudden. This was too good to be true. 
 
    “Well, about my wife - she died. It has been four years since her passing as I was married quite young, like most Dukes are required to. Her death was unexpected and with her loss, I was deeply struck with sadness. I did not believe in love again. Many suitable and beautiful women would want to marry me, offering themselves but I was never interested. My mother would have wanted nothing more than for me to be wed again and give her grandchildren, but as hard as I tried, I could not love anyone, but then you came along. The moment I laid eyes on you, I knew there was something special about you, something I could love. I knew I wanted to see you again but with no name or any way of finding you, I nearly lost all hope. Meeting you in the market again was my life taking its turn back into love and being happy. I knew I had to know you. I hope you are not uncomfortable with all that I have told you,” he said in a soft voice. 
 
    “No, Your Grace. I am truly sorry for your loss, Your Grace. It could not have been easy. I can tell that you loved her deeply. It does not bother me that you had a wife, not at all. In fact, the way you talk about me already assures me that you will love me with all your heart, and that is all I ask,” she said, putting a loving hand on his to comfort him. 
 
    “Thank you Sophia, you don’t know how much this means to me. I would have travelled around the world to get to you, but luckily fate had it such, that you were right here this whole time,” Duke Colborne said, placing a hand above hers. 
 
    They exchanged loving glances when suddenly there was a creaking sound of the floorboard from just outside the drawing room. 
 
    “Mary!” Sophia called out, knowing it was her. 
 
    Mary came out from behind the wall she was hiding. 
 
    “Were you spying on me Mary?” Sophia asked, embarrassed. 
 
    “Maybe,” Mary said, cheekily. 
 
    “Mary!” Sophia said, with a hint of anger. 
 
    “Hello Mary,” Duke Colborne said, getting her in laughs. 
 
    “Hello, Your Grace, it is nice to meet you. My sister is usually lovelier when she is not yelling at me, you would agree?” Mary asked, cleverly. 
 
    “Your sister is lovely just the way she is!” Duke Colborne said, laughing at her antics. 
 
    “Mary, please go!” Sophia instructed her with her eyes. 
 
    “If you will excuse me, Your Grace, I must go before the monster in my sister awakens,” Mary said before running off. 
 
    “I am sorry about that, Your Grace,” Sophia said, turning to the Duke. 
 
    “That is quite alright. I do not have any siblings so it is nice to see the two of you,” he said, smiling. 
 
    They spent the rest of the evening talking and discussing each other’s like and dislikes before he left. He left right before dinner, saying it was not polite of him to come by like this unannounced and stay for dinner and promised that he would come by the day Sophia would cook for him. Sophia had blushed profusely once again, and he had gone. 
 
    He was the miracle that knocked on my door, she sighed as she closed the door. Sophia was already in love. She knew others would think her crazy, but her soul told her that what she felt for Duke Seth Colborne was more than a passing fancy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    Her parents, who had been patiently waiting to leave unlike her older sister, had already resumed their usual evening positions in the drawing room; her father on the nicely cushioned arm chair and her mother sitting, slightly leaning, on the settee. 
 
    Sophia walked into the drawing room, her heart fluttering with a rush of beautiful emotions. Her father caught a glimpse of her and smiled. It had been too many days that the household had been gloomy; he too had noticed the immediate change. 
 
    “Sophia, what did you two talk about?” her father asked, as she stepped into the drawing room. 
 
    “About everything. We discussed about the future mostly,” she said to her father, who was eagerly listening. 
 
    “Did you happen to mention your specific interests to him?” her father inquired. 
 
    “I did and he fully supports it,” Sophia said humbly. 
 
    “Are you certain?” her father asked, shocked. 
 
    “Yes. Father, I wanted to say I am sorry for how things have been at the house lately, I never wanted anyone to get hurt, especially you and Mother. I have longed to become a physician like you; I wanted to pursue it and follow your footsteps. I’m sorry again. I just met His Grace by accident and then he showed up here,” Sophia explained, sincerely. 
 
    “I know dear; I feel that we have been too harsh on you. I’m glad a man like him has come along, I welcome him with open arms, he is what your mother and I have wanted for you, we want you to be happy and I can see that you are. We bless this union my child; we both have made mistakes, let us move on from this all being happy,” her father said emotionally before he embraced Sophia tightly. Sophia hugged him back, fighting back tears. 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Sophia said, burying her face into his chest. Her mother smiled and hugged her too, kissing her on the top of her head. 
 
    Now to Sophia, everything felt right with the world again.  
 
    ---- 
 
    The next day, the Duke visited her again in the afternoon. They spent the day casually strolling outside, sitting and talking, sharing laughs and falling in love – at least Sophia was. She was unsure of how the Duke was feeling about her. 
 
    Sophia loved that he supported her dreams, and she thanked God for bringing him into her life. As time went on by, they became closer and closer together. His Grace would spend time with Sophia at her house almost every day. When three months had passed, Sophia and the Duke were strolling in the desolate grounds where they had met and Sophia noticed that he was acting particularly odd. 
 
    “Are you okay, Your Grace?” Sophia asked him after observing his odd demeanor. 
 
    “Yes, yes I am, I was just thinking…” he said after snapping out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Thinking about what?” Sophia asked him curiously. 
 
    “As we have grown to know each other, I think it is time for us to think about our betrothal,” he said out loud, plainly. 
 
    “Our betrothal?” Sophia asked, shocked yet filled with glee. 
 
    “Yes. I love you Sophia and I want you to be my wife, and I do not want to wait any longer than we have to!” he declared. 
 
    “Are you asking me to marry you?” she asked, smiling with delight. 
 
    “Yes. Will you marry me Sophia?” he asked holding her hands in his. 
 
    “Let me think about it,” Sophia said acting as though she was thinking it over. 
 
    “Sophia?!” the Duke said, confused. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! Of course I will! I love you,” Sophia said laughing. 
 
    “Oh thank Lord!” he said, relieved that she had only been jesting with him. 
 
    Sophia smiled at the man she had only imagined would walk into her life. He is perfect; who knew one walk here would change my life forever. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    After the betrothal, the Duke invited Sophia to his estate to introduce her to his mother. Sophia had wondered about his mother but had never asked, thinking that it may be too impolite to, she felt that they did not get along very well as he did not mention her often.  
 
    He picked her up in his coach late afternoon and took her to his estate. The grounds she arrived to were grand and the house was majestically built. The walls stood high with stone walls and footmen standing at the door ready to serve. Although the house was beautiful, Sophia felt a certain eeriness and uneasiness as the coach approached the front doors.  
 
    The footman opened the coach door and the Duke got off, helping Sophia off after him. He led her inside, showing her around briefly. The inside was as beautiful as the outside; it was kept luxuriously decorated and meticulously clean. 
 
    He seated her in the drawing room and a maid brought her a cup of tea. Shortly after, a short elderly woman, clothed in the finest of cloth and jewels came walking into the living room.  
 
    “Hello, Mother. I am glad you found time out of your busy schedule to come and meet with us,” the Duke said arrogantly to his mother. Sophia sensed the bitterness but remained quiet. 
 
    “Yes, as you did insist I visit, how could I say no? I, too, wanted to see who this woman was that has got you caught in this love spell. The woman you are always raving about,” his mother said, tauntingly. 
 
    “This is Sophia Hatcher,” the Duke said, introducing Sophia and ignoring his mother’s taunt. 
 
    “Hello, Your Grace,” Sophia said, curtseying slowly in front of the Duchess. 
 
    “Hello, Sophia,” she replied, her eyes inspecting her top to bottom and her eyebrows flickering briefly up in disapproval of her. 
 
    The Duke looked at Sophia, indicating to her with his eyes to ignore his mother’s rude response and so she did. 
 
    “Mother, will you be joining us for dinner?” the Duke asked, even though he knew the answer already. 
 
    “I am afraid I cannot. I am much too busy, but please go on without me and enjoy yourselves,” his mother replied dismissively, looking Sophia up and down with disapproval again. 
 
    “Of course,” the Duke responded coldly. 
 
    “I will speak with you later, Seth,” his mother said, before leaving. 
 
    “I am sorry, Sophia. Now you know why I was trying to put off you meeting my mother. The truth is we do not get along well, there is an unsorted past between us and well, we have never reconciled. I can’t,” the Duke confessed after his mother had left. 
 
    “That is alright. I understand, my mother and I were like that too, things are a little better now since my marriage has been sorted, but before that, every day, there would be tantrum and arguments. It was really exhausting to be honest,” Sophia told him. 
 
    “Another thing we have in common then?” he said, trying to lift up the mood. 
 
    “Yes, clearly,” Sophia said, smiling at him. 
 
    The two of them had dinner later that evening. The long table was filled with more food than the both of them combined could eat. 
 
    “Why would you get all this food prepared? It is way too much!” Sophia said while entering the dining room at dinner time. 
 
    “I wanted it to be grand for you. I was not sure what you loved to have, so I had the house cook make you her every best dish,” the Duke said, pleased with his decision. 
 
    “You really did not have to, but thank you,” Sophia said, as the Duke pulled out a chair for her to sit on at one end of the table. He then went around to the other end of the table and seated himself. The two of them enjoyed their dinner with delicious food and rich laughter. The dessert that Sophia had served to her exclusively was one of her favorites.  
 
    After the evening was over, the Duke took her back home and they parted their ways to meet another day. By now, they would meet up almost every day, finding it hard to be without each other for more than one day. 
 
    As Sophia changed her clothes to get dressed for bed, she felt a sudden sharp pain in her stomach. At first she ignored it, carrying on with her grooming before bed as per usual. There was another sharp pain, this time more painful than the last. The third time, she screamed in pain for help, before she knew it, her vision was becoming blurry and her sight darkened; she lay unconscious on the floor of her room. 
 
    Mary had heard the scream the clearest and ran into Sophia’s room to see what was going on, she screamed louder than Sophia when she saw her sister lying pale-faced on the wooden floor. Her parents came in rushing through the door. 
 
    “What!? What is happening, Mary?! What is all the screaming about?” asked her mother panicking when she came into Sophia’s room. 
 
    The question did not need to be answered, for when she entered, her eyes directly fell on Sophia’s unconscious body. Sophia’s father came in behind them trying to see what all the noise was about and when he saw Sophia, he went straight to his room to get his medical utensils. He examined her body and breathing, assuring both Mary and her mother that Sophia was definitely alive. 
 
    He took a few samples from her mouth, suspecting that she had been drugged and his suspicions became true when the tests confirmed it. He quickly made up an elixir to reverse the poison in her blood and the three of them lifted her unconscious body on to her bed, praying that she would open her eyes soon. 
 
    “What happened to her? I know you know William! You would not have made an elixir had you not known! Tell me what it was! You can’t hide it from me! I have seen you practice since the very beginning!” Sophia’s mother asked her husband in worry and grief. 
 
    “She was poisoned,” Sophia’s father said in low tone, unable to comprehend how it would have happened. 
 
    “What?! How? Who would do such a thing?!” Sophia’s mother asked. 
 
    Mary was trying not to cry; it would have only made her parents worry more. 
 
    “I am not sure, when she will wake up we will try to find out how this happened,” Sophia’s father said. 
 
    They desperately waited for Sophia to gain her consciousness, waiting for her at her bedside. After a few hours, Sophia opened her eyes and all of them took a sigh of relief. 
 
    “What is going on? What happened? What are you all doing here?” Sophia asked in confusion when she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Oh thank God, you are okay!” her mother embraced her tightly. 
 
    “Yes, why? I feel…funny,” Sophia replied, still hazy. 
 
    “Are you in any pain?” asked her father, examining her. 
 
    “No not anymore. I do remember that I was in a lot of pain and then suddenly everything went black, the next thing I know, I wake up lying in my bed with all of you surrounding me,” Sophia said, recalling the events that had occurred before her unconsciousness. 
 
    “Sophia, it is very important that you remember if you ate anything bad or foul,” her father inquired. 
 
    “Why? What has that got to do with anything?” Sophia asked. 
 
    “You had been poisoned,” her father said finally, trying to be careful as not to scare her. 
 
    “Poisoned? That is ridiculous! How would I be poisoned?” asked Sophia, almost laughing at just the absurdity. 
 
    “Not how, who. Who do you think would poison you? The poison in your blood was something not naturally found, it needed to be made chemically. Did you eat anything that felt as if it were strange or odd?” her father asked, investigating. 
 
    “Now that I think about it, the dessert I had had a strange pungent smell and the taste was a little bit bitter, I liked it so much though that I had it all,” Sophia recalled from earlier in the evening. 
 
    “It sounds like it was the dessert that was poisoned,” her father confirmed. 
 
    Why would somebody want to poison me!? This does not make any sense. I will have to tell His Grace about this in the morning, something very odd is going on. Thank God I survived. 
 
    “Do you feel better?” asked Mary, still fearful for her sister. 
 
    “Yes I do, don’t worry Mary. I am okay now, just a little weary that is all,” Sophia said smiling at her worried sister. 
 
    “I am so sorry I let you think that you made the wrong choice, seeing you unconscious there on the floor and not knowing what to do, I felt so helpless. If you want to be a physician I fully support you. If it was not for your father right now, Lord knows what would have happened!” Sophia’s mother said, hugging her again almost weeping. 
 
    “It is alright, Mother. I know what you mean, I am okay,” Sophia said hugging her mother back. 
 
    “You rest easy now, we will see you in the morning,” her mother said before she kissed her lovingly on the forehead and they all left the room to let her recover from the horrific incident. 
 
    Sophia had a hard time sleeping but she eventually did, feeling the fatigue that had overcome her body all of a sudden. Why? Why me? Why would someone poison me? She suddenly thought about the Duke and his deceased wife. Would he be capable of such a thing? She realized she had never asked him how his wife had died as she did not want to upset him. But she now was fearing for her life. If it wasn’t the Duke, who would want to harm her? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven
  
 
    The next day, all Sophia could think of was the events of the night before, they kept replaying in her mind over and over. She had to speak with the Duke and so she waited for when he would arrive in the afternoon. He reached her house late afternoon, hoping to be welcomed by Sophia but instead Mary opened the door. 
 
    “Hello Mary,” the Duke said smiling, as he entered through the front door. 
 
    “Hello, Your Grace,” Mary replied, expressionless. 
 
    “Where is Sophia?” he asked, looking around briefly to find her. 
 
    “She is upstairs in her room; you can go up and see her. She has been waiting for you all morning,” Mary told him. 
 
    “Is she unwell?” asked the Duke a little worried. 
 
    “You can see her and speak to her yourself,” Mary said. 
 
    Mary led him upstairs to Sophia’s door and knocked, announcing that the Duke was here. Sophia allowed him to enter while Mary stood outside of the open door, feeling protective and worried over Sophia.   
 
    The Duke was shocked when he saw Sophia lying in her bed, still pale-faced. 
 
    “Sophia?! What has happened? Are you unwell?” the Duke asked, panicking and going to her side. 
 
    “I am recovering now, feeling much better than last night,” Sophia said, feeling better that she had seen him now. 
 
    “Last night? What happened last night?” asked the Duke, trying to fit the pieces together. 
 
    “After I came home, I felt sharp pains in my stomach and before I knew, I was lying unconscious on my bedroom floor. My parents rushed in and my father gave me an elixir that thankfully worked. He says that I was poisoned but I do not believe it,” Sophia told him in detail. 
 
    “Pains…” the Duke said, not very shocked. 
 
    “Yes, but think about it. How would I be poisoned! That is foolishness! The last food I ate was with you and you do not appear to be ailing,” Sophia said lightly laughing but still not sure if the Duke had been involved in the incident. 
 
    “Sophia, I am so sorry…” he said, feeling uncomfortable. 
 
    “Sorry? Sorry about what?” asked Sophia, baffled by his apology. 
 
    “I need to tell you something. I did not tell you the entire truth that first time I visited you,” he said, confessing. 
 
    “The entire truth about what?” Sophia asked. 
 
    “My wife did not die of an illness, that is what the rumors said and that is what they made everyone believe. In truth, she was murdered. I always suspected it but I could not tell anyone as everyone whom I did speak with tried to make me believe it was not so. They took me for a sad and lonely man who was grieving his wife and so had gone insane, but I knew; I knew she was murdered and I knew who had done it. She too was poisoned, she had the same pains that you did, she was pale-faced like you are and her last few minutes were just the way you described them. I watched her fall to the floor in front of me, not knowing what to do,” the Duke said sadly. 
 
    “Your Grace? I do not believe that could be true? She was murdered? Who would do that?! It could have been me?! I could have died!” Sophia said, starting to panic. 
 
    “I now can confirm that it is my mother behind both of these incidents. She did not approve of me marrying for love and my first wife was someone I had chosen myself, she wasn’t a noble and my mother despised her. I married her regardless, without inviting my mother to the ceremony and out of spite, she and my ex-lover plotted against my wife. They killed her together. I tried to look for my ex-lover, Louise, but she had packed up her things and left by the morning when I went to visit her place. I am so sorry this happened with you Sophia, had I known it would have caused you so much danger, I would never have brought you even close to such a predicament,” the Duke said, apologetically. 
 
    “I know you would not, please do not be so hard on yourself. I cannot believe what you are telling me. Your mother is a cruel woman and a criminal, she needs to be sent to prison for what she has done!” Sophia said boldly. 
 
    “Yes, I have thought about that many times over the years since my wife died but I do not know if I could live with myself if my own mother went to prison. I suppose my father would be very distraught with me, watching down on me. I do not know how I could even prove such a thing. The last time I was made a fool of, I was made to feel insane for thinking that she was murdered in the protected and safe house of a Duke and again she will get away with it,” he said, getting angrier now. 
 
    “I have a plan, but you will have to follow it accordingly for it to play out well and we will need the help of my father,” Sophia said, explaining it to him. 
 
    Tomorrow, justice will be served. Tomorrow, I will make sure that woman is caught and that she is punished for not only what she did to me, but also for what she did to his late wife and to her own son. Did she not see that he loved his wife or that he loves me? How could a mother knowingly do that to her own child? Hurt them in their most vulnerable parts. It is inhumane and I cannot allow her to get away with this. She cannot get away with such sinister and heinous crimes! Killing women because of what? Because she does not approve of them? I will bring out the truth; I have to.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve
  
 
    The next day, everything was set out and planned. Sophia had made sure to make such a plan that would be hard to fail, even for a woman as clever as the Duke’s mother. All that needed to be done was that it had to go into play and that too, perfectly. 
 
    In the afternoon before the sun set for the day, Sophia and the Duke arrived at his estate to carry out the plan that Sophia had come up with; it was important that they were there just in time for dinner. They managed to reach there at a perfect time, making sure that the Duchess would be there. Both of them seated themselves in the drawing room at first, just as they did the day before, acting as though nothing had happened before, when the Duchess came in to the drawing room. She was instantly surprised to see Sophia; she had not been expecting to see her again, that was evident. 
 
    “Mother, are you okay? You seem like you saw a ghost,” the Duke asked after his mother was surprised by Sophia’s presence. 
 
    “Um, yes… no, nothing. It is… It is nice to see you again, Sophia,” his mother said, eyeing her suspiciously and with a hint of disgust. 
 
    Sophia did not say anything; she smiled politely at her and she left the room immediately in a rush. 
 
    “You think she caught on to something?” asked the Duke. 
 
    “No I do not think so, if this all goes well, we will be able to catch her red-handed,” Sophia said, proud of the plan she had come up with. 
 
    It was time for dinner and they were seated as the day before, trying to replicate the events just the same. Sophia made sure not to actually eat anything and acted as though she was thoroughly enjoying her food, while secretly spitting it out into a napkin. Oddly enough, when dessert was to be served, a footman came in with the same dessert as the day before, nicely placed on a platter. 
 
    He placed the plate before her and said, “The Duchess wanted this especially sent for you when I had told the cook that you had complimented it, please enjoy,” 
 
    Sophia stared at her plate, it looked exactly the same and she could immediately smell the pungency of the poison. She carefully scooped some of it into a napkin she had brought along with her and hid it. 
 
    After dinner, just as Sophia was leaving, the Duchess came to speak with her. 
 
    “I hope you enjoyed dinner,” she said, smiling smugly at her. 
 
    “I did, thank you, Your Grace,” Sophia answered her, plainly. 
 
    “I look forward to seeing you again,” the Duchess responded. 
 
    Sophia smiled at her politely and proceeded to leave, the Duke coming along with her.  
 
    Upon reaching home, Sophia handed the napkin that she had carefully carried with her to her father. He immediately took it and began doing some tests on it. Sophia and the Duke waited anxiously for Sophia’s father to confirm the presence of the poison or not. 
 
    “It is there,” her father said, after waiting a while. 
 
    “You are sure?” Sophia asked. 
 
    “Yes, it is poisoned,” her father confirmed for her again. 
 
    “I was hoping that it was not so, but in my heart I knew, I knew,” the Duke said frustrated. 
 
    Without a moment to lose, the Duke took the physician’s results and the sample straight to the magistrate. The magistrate and his men went straight to the estate of the Duchess, planning to take her to prison. When they and the Duke arrived there, the Duke noticed that one coach was missing. The footman informed him that the Duchess had just left; she had said that there was some important work she needed to attend to, but knowing his mother, the Duke knew that she had caught on and had already left.  
 
    “She is gone, Sophia,” he said to her, when he came back to the coach after speaking with the footman. 
 
    “Where has she gone?” Sophia asked, hoping they could still catch her. 
 
    “I do not know; we were so close. I am sorry I could not do my best for you Sophia,” he said. 
 
    “It is alright, it is okay. I know you did your best, maybe this is better, at least she is gone from our lives and she will no longer harm you nor me,” Sophia said, embracing the Duke. I hope we never see her again and that wherever she is, she suffers a slow and miserable death for trying to steal the one thing so sacred; love. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen
  
 
    It had been weeks since the occurrence of the poisoning and Sophia and the Duke had moved on. Sophia had recovered to her full health, eliminating all the poison from her body with elixirs her father made for her and gave her to drink at specific times of the day. The Duke had started to prepare arrangements for their wedding and sold the estate where his mother and he had lived, so as to rid himself of the haunted memories and so that his mother would never be able to find her way home again. At first, the Duke had trouble adjusting and trying to live with the fact that his worst enemy had turned out to be his mother. 
 
    Sophia and the Duke managed to organize everything for a wedding in a short period of time and wed at the local chapel, with their close friends and family attending the event. The Duke had purchased a large estate close to where Sophia’s house was and after they were wed, they moved to their new home, living there happy and quite content. 
 
    Everything was going well, when there was an unexpected knock on the door a few weeks after their wedding. 
 
    The Duke opened the door and was shocked to see the woman at the door. 
 
    “What are you doing here?!” he asked angrily. 
 
    “I am here to confess of it all, I need to confess what I have done,” the woman replied. 
 
    “What is it that you want?” the Duke asked his previous lover, Louise. 
 
    “Seth, you were right, it was your mother and I who had plotted against you and I feel terrible every day for the crime that we committed. I was driven by jealousy; I did not want you to be with anyone but me. Your Mother added fuel to the fire and before I could realize what had happened it was too late,” Louise said in tears. 
 
    “I do not care for you Louise. What you have done is none of my concern, just tell me where my mother is,” the Duke demanded of her. 
 
    “She is no longer here,” Louise said to him. 
 
    “I know that, where is she is what I am asking you of,” he asked her again. 
 
    “Seth, she…she is dead,” Louise replied. 
 
    “Dead? I do not believe you. Is this another one of your ploys, Louise?” he asked, not expecting the answer. 
 
    “Yes. She came to me after she ran from here knowing that the woman you are with, Sophia, had taken some of the poisoned food back with her. I live right on the outskirts of here, in a small cottage on my own. She came to me to hide but I did not offer her my place. After she left, I heard noises from the woods nearby and when I went to see, I found her lifeless. She had been robbed of her jewels and there was nothing and no one near her. The thieves stole from her and killed her,” Louise told him. 
 
    The Duke stood motionless, color draining from his face, trying to take the news in. 
 
    “What do you want from me now Louise? Have you not taken enough?” he asked her angrily. Sophia came to the door after hearing the argument. 
 
    “Nothing. I am leaving, I just thought you would want to know about your mother, you will never see me again,” Louise said as she turned around and left. 
 
    “Who was that?” Sophia asked approaching the door. 
 
    “It was Louise,” the Duke said, closing the door. 
 
    “Louise?! What was she doing here? Did she not vanish?” Sophia asked, shocked. 
 
    “She came to tell me about my mother,” he said. 
 
    “Your mother? What about her?” Sophia asked, having not heard about her since. 
 
    “She is dead,” he told her. 
 
    “Dead? How do you know?” Sophia asked her husband. 
 
    “Louise told me, she knew of our plans and ran to save herself. She had nowhere to go where I would not find her and so she went to Louise. She denied my mother any help after her wrongful ways before. When my mother left after being declined, Louise heard noises from the woods and when she went to see what had happened, she found my mother. The thieves had robbed her and killed her,” he said. 
 
    “I do not know what to say, I am sorry, it must still be hurtful to hear that about your mother,” Sophia said holding on to his arm. 
 
    “Yes it is. I just wish we had gone back to the times where things were simpler; when I was younger, I could have sworn my mother was a different person, all grown up I feel that I can’t even recognize her,” he said, not knowing what to feel after hearing the news about his mother and seeing a face that he never wanted to see again. 
 
    “You will get through this, I am with you here. We will have a private little funeral for her, it is the least that she deserves, and you can put her to rest forever. You will have done your part as a son and as an honorable man,” Sophia suggested. 
 
    They took an ornament that the Duchess had gifted to the Duke and buried it in the graveyard, paying their due respects. Sophia did this out of the love for her husband, knowing what he was going through was nowhere close to being easy. 
 
    A few months later, Sophia applied for medical school and she was enrolled immediately. She began schooling and soon was expecting their first child. She balanced both her motherhood and her profession all with the help of her loving husband, proving her family wrong of how she couldn’t do both.  
 
    How much she had prayed for a better life but no one goes through it with ease. Sophia had learnt this by falling in love with the Duke, but everything had turned for the better. Being almost close to death, she was able to relate to patients better and was making a name for herself as well-known as that of her father’s. She lived a happy life, with love and what she loved back. 
 
      
 
    The End
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    Chapter 1
  
 
    Caroline’s eyelids felt themselves become heavier as the night progressed on – she was already lamenting her decision of staying up late last night. She should have known better as she had known of this dinner party days prior but to be fair, these occasions were not her sip of tea.  
 
    Caroline was confident in her everyday dealings - an independent woman who in her twenty one years of existence had raked up enough money to sustain herself without the aid of a man. It was a virtue that was instilled into her very early on by her father, who happened to be an admiral back in the day. 
 
    However, social gatherings tired her out when done in excess and once you threw in the addition of lack of sleep, you reach quite the conundrum. 
 
    “Caroline!” a female voice called out to her, drawing her out of her reverie, “Young lady, I have been searching all over the place for you. It’s like you blended yourself against the white of the walls.”  
 
    Caroline shrugged; she had been keeping a low profile all afternoon. “Sorry, Jane,” she lamented to the woman, who actually happened to be the host of the dinner party; her neighbor and good friend.  
 
    “The food was delicious, by the way. You always tend to throw the grandest of dinner parties,” she said quickly, attempting to steer the conversation away from any more discussion on her reclusiveness. 
 
    Caroline’s tactic seemed to work as Jane turned a shade scarlet and waved her hand in the air dismissively, “Oh you know me,” she said modestly, “But enough about that. You do seem to look like you are having the most morbid time and I will not stand for this!”  
 
    Caroline tried to backtrack, “No, please – trust me, I am having a grand time!”  
 
    But Jane, being the stubborn friend she was, would not have any of it. “Come, I know something that is bound to cheer you up!” she said and dragged her along with her to the main room where the bulk of the party was situated.  
 
    “Oh Jane – really you don’t have -,” Caroline’s words were cut short as she came to see what Jane was walking her over towards. Her emerald eyes lit up at once. “Jane! When did you get this?”  
 
    The object of fascination happened to be a grand pianoforte situated at one corner of the room. In her previous sleepy haze, it seemed that she had completely missed this wooden beauty at first gaze.  
 
    Jane laughed at her friend – this was exactly the reaction she had been anticipating. “I knew you would enjoy it. We got it on a very good offer – I thought it is the missing link this room needed to tie itself together. After all, I always loved your pianoforte at your house.”  
 
    But Caroline had stopped listening halfway. She had already sprung forward to the instrument and was already running her fingers along the length of its keys – touching it but only barely so.  
 
    “Can I?” she asked, turning back to Jane with childlike excitement. The earlier traces of sleep all but washed away from her system.  
 
    “Go right ahead,” Jane nodded and then stepped back. 
 
    Caroline had loved playing as long as she could remember. She remembered stumbling across the instruments when she was a child. Along with her 8 siblings, she was offered lessons but while their interest gradually fizzled away, hers only grew. And eventually, she developed the proficiency of a truly talent pianist.  
 
    It was one of her biggest passions and Jane loved watching her perform.  
 
    Caroline’s fingers glided expertly across the black and white keys of the instrument and they rang out to play deliciously melodic tunes.  A small crowd gathered up around her as they listened appreciatively and by the time she was done, they broke into applause.  
 
    Jane greeted her with a grin splattered across her face, “You amaze me every time,” she said to Caroline.  
 
    “Thank you. You’re always so kind.”  
 
    “You deserve every bit of it,” Jane said grinning, “Anyway, we must spare no time now! Let us go off to the card room and have a game of whist amongst ourselves.”  
 
    Caroline smiled politely back at her – she did not want to flat out decline but at the same time, she knew if she went with her now, there would be no escaping.  
 
    “That sounds splendid,” she lied expertly, “However, if you do not mind, I need to make a short trip to the retiring room.”  
 
    “Of course, of course,” Jane replied back and then Caroline was on her way.  
 
    She felt like she needed to get away from the large crowd and go into a quiet corner. But she knew that Jane would not leave her alone for more than a few moments, lest she were to spot her again so she needed to devise a foolproof plan.  
 
    Slowly, she headed over to the library in the next room, careful not to be spotted by Jane or any of her family members. She opened the door and was delightfully pleased to find that the room was empty. Letting out a satisfied sigh, she took a seat on one of the chairs. Finally, she could have peace at last. With now the amusement of the pianoforte taken away, she felt herself drifting off to sleep once again.  
 
    -- 
 
    Caroline was jolted back to consciousness as she felt a hand subtly shaking her by the shoulder. Annoyed and still groggy from sleep, she snapped her head up to find an unfamiliar male face staring back at her.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” she quipped at him as she lazily rubbed her eyes, having only just realized that she had fallen asleep in the middle of the dinner party.  
 
    The man pursed his lips together at her and shot her a look of disappointment. “You should not be here sleeping. Are you not meant to be playing whist out with the rest? Such improper behavior,” he scolded her lightly whilst standing over her. 
 
    But Caroline seemed to grow even more confused. “Who are you?” she demanded at once and then straightened out her dress, “And what business is it to you whether I sleep or stay awake?”  
 
    The man straightened his back, too, as a chain reaction. “My name is Duke Colin Harding,” he announced with considerable pride. 
 
    But Caroline seemed unimpressed as she fought the urge to roll her eyes. “That did not answer my question. What is it to you if I sleep or stay awake to attend the party, Duke Harding?” she added in the last bit quite sarcastically.  
 
    The Duke seemed to be quite offended. He had only just met this girl in the span of less than a few minutes and he already found her to be quite gauche.  
 
    “Well, my uncle and aunt have thrown this nice gathering and I find it most improper of guests of your likening to spoil the evening by sleeping away like this,” he said with a firm voice. 
 
    “Your uncle and aunt?” Caroline crinkled her nose in confusion, “Are you Jane’s cousin?”  
 
    He nodded. “Indeed I am.”  
 
    “Ah,” Caroline let out, “Of course, she has never mentioned you so I had no way of knowing. I am one of her very good friends and I believe she would agree with me when I say you had no business of waking me up like so,” she huffed crossing her arms out against her chest. 
 
    “It does not matter to me what she thinks,” the Duke scoffed, “I was only fulfilling what I thought was right.”  
 
    Caroline rolled her eyes at him. “If you think it is so improper that I have come here instead of joining the main party, why are you here standing with me? Bit of a double standard isn’t it, Your Grace?” she said sardonically.  
 
    The Duke was quiet for a moment and it caused a triumphant smile to spread across Caroline’s face. She was about to speak up again, claiming how she had been right about the double standard when the Duke spoke up.  
 
    “I only came here for some peace, however, you seemed to have taken over the place for yourself and I needed to get rid of you somehow,” he admitted truthfully and then looked at her properly for the first time. “Are you the girl who was playing the piano just now?” he asked after a moment of realization.  
 
    Caroline raised her eyebrows at him but nodded. “That was me.”  
 
    “Ah, right,” he let out a strange sound that sounded both like disappointment and the state of being unimpressed. Caroline caught onto this and replied back, rather irritated.  
 
    “Why? Did you have a problem with that as well?” she fired at him. 
 
    He shook his head slowly, “Of course not – no problem. Just that I am a man of the books and these trivial pursuits do not serve to amuse me; though I cannot speak the same for everyone else present in that room.”  
 
    Caroline felt anger suddenly pulsate through her veins. This man thought he had the audacity to say such a thing to her in such a casual manner.  
 
    "You are quite the opinionated gentleman," she huffed out in her anger but the Duke seemed to be unfazed by it. 
 
    "I only share my opinions honestly. You do not have to agree with them - that is very much your prerogative," he replied with a casual shrug of the shoulders. 
 
    "You are quite pompous in your opinions, has anyone ever told you that?" She hit back at him with an equally unimpressed stare. 
 
    "It is not often," he said after a moment of thinking, "However, I am an intellectual man who appreciates differences of opinion." 
 
    "Right," Caroline rolled her eyes once again, "On second thought, I am not so sleepy anymore. I must go and find Jane." 
 
    The Duke looked at her for a moment and then realized that she had not asked for his approval as she had already begun to walk away. He walked over behind her. 
 
    "So how do you know my cousin Jane?" he inquired her, curiosity getting the best of him. 
 
    "We have known each other for years.  We are neighbors after all." 
 
    "Interesting," the Duke said in response and then stopped his motion. She walked away and out of sight. 
 
    Then suddenly, as if remembering something of great importance, he ran over to her.  
 
    "What is the matter?" she said turning around, surprised by his sudden appearance. 
 
    "You never told me your name. It is against proper social etiquette for you to leave without informing me," he explained. 
 
    Caroline felt as though she had heard the word social etiquette far too many times for one day. But she decided to answer him anyway. "My name is Caroline Baxter." 
 
    And with that, she had walked away from him. 
 
    The Duke took a moment to collect his thoughts. Such a strange woman - she had no regard for him even after he informed her he was a Duke. That was a reaction he was not usually accustomed to receiving from women. In fact, most people gave him special treatment after finding out the high position he enjoyed in the society. The reaction both surprised and irked him. 
 
    He had to admit to himself that he had behaved a little rudely with her but that was only because she had been shamelessly taking over the one spot he thought he would find peace.  The entire afternoon had taken its toll on him and he wanted to be left alone.  
 
    Truth was, the Duke was not feeling quite himself for the past few weeks. It was as though the pressures of daily life had turned into a burden on him lately.  
 
    He sighed and then walked back into the library that was just recently vacated. Finally with the improper girl out of the way, he could enjoy his time alone in peace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2
  
 
    Jane had invited Caroline over for breakfast the next morning. Caroline felt a sliver of guilt for being so uninvolved in the party last night that she decided to go. She wanted to catch up with her, as well, without the constant company of too many people around.  
 
    “Honestly, where did you disappear to last night?” Jane said over the table when they finally sat down for breakfast, “I searched all over the place for you but it was like you vanished into thin air,” her tone was agitated.  
 
    Caroline shrugged and racked her brain for an alternate topic of discussion. “You know how I am, Jane. Why must you force me into these things? I prefer my solitude and you know the only reason I attend your parties is that you are my closest friend,” Caroline sighed, deciding to be honest.  
 
    Jane shook her head, “I do not understand you and your incessant need to be alone,” she said before biting into her breakfast. 
 
    “Yesterday was not entirely uneventful,” Caroline added as an afterthought, “I happened to have the chance to meet your cousin, the Duke,” she said casually. 
 
    But to her surprise, Jane laughed, “Oh did you know? Were you two sharing a hiding spot or something of the sort, because I did not happen to spot him the entire evening as well,” she joked.  
 
    “Why yes, actually. That is precisely what happened,” Caroline replied, missing the irony in her friend’s words. “He came whilst I was sitting in the library and we had an unpleasant albeit brief conversation.”  
 
    Jane looked amused, “The library! Curse the heavens, for I should have checked there in the first place. Though – how amusing that the two of you would end up there, both trying to avoid your social obligation – what I would not give to witness the sight first hand! Did you say you had an unpleasant conversation with him?” Jane rambled. 
 
    Caroline nodded, “He was rather rude to me for not being out there participating in the party,” she remarked, thinking back to the night earlier.  
 
    “Oh was he? Bit odd considering the sort of person he is generally,” Jane replied back.  
 
    “And what sort of person is that, exactly?”  
 
    Jane laughed, “Well you might not like me making the comparison right now but I dare say, the two of you are quite similar in many ways. He also does not like to socialize much – I do not understand the reclusiveness, considering he is a Duke but then again, I do not understand your reclusiveness either.”  
 
    Caroline shrugged, “I do not agree – he did not look similar to me when I met him last night.”  
 
    “Well, you must get to know him before you can draw that conclusion, my love,” Jane reasoned, “He is actually staying over at the house – did you know that?”  
 
    This caused Caroline to suddenly straighten up in her seat, “You mean he is here at this current moment?”  
 
    Jane laughed yet again, “Yes – asleep probably upstairs in his quarters but he is here in the flesh, none the less. He is staying over with us for a few days.”  
 
    “Oh dear,” Caroline said dramatically placing a hand on her top of her heart, “Well if he is here then it means that I need to get out of the house at once.”  
 
    But before Jane could muster up a response for her friend, the Duke himself walked into the dining room.  
 
    “It is rude to eavesdrop but I could not help but wonder why you ladies are discussing me so profusely so early in the morning?” he said with a cocky smirk plastered over his face. He raised an eyebrow to both his cousin Jane and Caroline.  
 
    “Oh please,” Caroline huffed, suddenly regretting her decision to come over for breakfast, “That is hardly the case. We have more important things to discuss than you.”  
 
    “Your words say one thing yet your actions say another,” he replied casually, “Cousin Jane, I had the most exquisite honor of meeting your friend at the party last night. You never seemed to have mentioned her before, so I thought I should ask you directly of the woman who claims to be such good friends with you.”  
 
    Caroline rolled her eyes at the contemptuousness of the Duke’s words. “Please – she does not need to validate anything.”  
 
    “Now calm down, Caroline. Colin has a penchant to belt out these absurd remarks every now and then – do not take them to heart,” Jane said, “And Colin – I should say you owe Caroline a little apology for behaving so crassly with her the night before.”  
 
    The Duke stared back at his cousin for a few seconds and then cleared his throat, “I should do so, however I do not see how I did anything wrong.  I merely pointed out that what I saw was wrong – is all.”  
 
    “Forget it, Jane. I do not require an apology from this man,” Caroline huffed. 
 
    But to her surprise, the Duke started to chuckle. “But if it does mean that much to you then I suppose I do not have any other choice in the matter, do I dear cousin?” he said to Jane before turning to Caroline, “My lady, I should not have woken you up from your slumber the night before. But the liquor and the crowds of people had twisted my mood into something foul and you seemed to be in my way,” he said sincerely. 
 
    Caroline was taken aback – she did not think he was capable of conjuring up a genuine sounding apology. She nodded her head, “It is quite alright – now that you have realized your mistake.”  
 
    “Right – truce then?” the Duke said and then settled down in his chair at the dining table again, picking up his fork.  
 
    “I like how you two are getting along,” Jane said with a laugh.  
 
    “I hardly call this getting along, cousin,” the Duke said in reply, “However, I will say the next time I catch you dozing off in the middle of an extravagant social affair, I will resolve to reaching a compromise rather than evicting you from the room.”  
 
    “Let us not hope there is a next time,” Caroline replied back dangerously.  
 
    “Enough bickering now! Let us eat in peace,” Jane stepped in, not wanting to disrupt the pleasant atmosphere of the room.  
 
    Caroline sank back in her seat and observed the Duke from a distance. She found herself noticing how the stubble of his beard added a certain ruggedness to his face and how the chisel of his jaw gave his face definition. With an almost startling realization, Caroline came to the conclusion that the Duke was indeed a very handsome man.  
 
    Suddenly, she quickened the pace of her eating and tried to push the thoughts away from her head – she could not afford to be thinking like this about a man who had behaved so poorly with her only less than twenty four hours ago! 
 
    --

Jane seemed to be adamant on getting the two of them to get along. She convinced Caroline to stay for a little while longer after breakfast and thrust her into the garden with the Duke. After doing this, she herself conjured up an excuse and disappeared from sight.  
 
    “I do not understand why Jane wants the two of us to get along so ardently but I am going to respect her efforts and not call her out on them for now,” the Duke remarked as the two of them strolled the lush green garden. 
 
    “You know how she is,” Caroline said with a shrug as though this was no surprise to her, “She is somebody who loathes conflict with a passion – so naturally, when she saw that there was tension between the two of us, she felt the need to barge in.”  
 
    “You seem to know my cousin very well,” the Duke said, “Apologies for making those dubious comments about it earlier.”  
 
    “I did not think you had it in you,” Caroline replied with a laugh, “Two apologies in the span of less than an hour – I am truly amazed, Your Grace.”  
 
    “Why is it every time you say, Your Grace, you infuse it with such venom that I begin doubting my claim to the title?” he said with his lips pursed. 
 
    “Well - commoners like myself do not get to rub elbows with people with titles like you that often, so excuse me if the word is a little difficult for me to roll off my tongue,” Caroline replied and the Duke suspected that there was a hint of sarcasm hidden behind her words. 
 
    “You may call me Colin if the title repulses you that much,” he replied coolly, “I do not really mind.”  
 
    Caroline was surprised to hear this but she kept it hidden. “Colin it is, then,” she said and then paused for a moment, “So, Colin, what brings you to Bedfordshire at this time of the year?”  
 
    He shrugged his shoulders, “My mother wrote to me specifically and asked me to arrive here at my earliest convenience. I own an estate here where my mother resides; however, I live in our other estate a town apart. So I have come to visit her as well as my aunt and uncle,” he explained.  
 
    “Do you have any other siblings here or does your mother reside alone?” Caroline asked out of curiosity.  
 
    “Heavens no, I am an only child,” he said, “Jane is perhaps the closest thing I have to a sister.”  
 
    Caroline looked surprised. “Interesting – I would not know what that feels like. I, myself, am from a big family. We are eight siblings in total.”  
 
    “Eight is quite the hefty number,” he replied.  
 
    “It is - growing up in a household comprised of so many people was quite the challenge. However, I do not see how you could ever relate to such a thing as you are highborn – surrounded by wealth and luxury,” Caroline remarked.  
 
    But to her surprise, the Duke started to grin. “Being the Duke is not quite as delightful as you might expect it to be or how I expected it to be anyway. There is little joy in possessing obscene amounts of wealth if one seldom finds the time to enjoy it.”  
 
    “Then you should cherish idle moments such as these – such as a leisurely stroll in the garden. I expect you do not have the luxury of doing this a lot in your daily lifetime,” Caroline offered.  
 
    “I am not going to lie to you now and tell you I do not enjoy the company of a beautiful woman by my side,” he said casually even though the statement caused Caroline to freeze a little.  
 
    Caroline gulped, “Your honesty is appreciated.”  
 
    The two of them continued on their walk. Therein, they exchanged many words and Caroline found that the two of them had many similar opinions on many matters, just as Jane had mentioned to Caroline.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3
  
 
    “Colin!” Elizabeth Harding called out to her son, “Come in here, I have some important matters I need to discuss with you.”  
 
    She ushered her son inside the room and then closed the doors to ward off any unwanted listeners from spying on them.  
 
    Once inside, the Duke took a seat on the sofa in front of his mother, who was now pacing in front of him.  
 
    “What is it, Mother?  What has gotten you looking so frazzled at this time of the evening?” he asked with genuine curiosity at his mother’s state. 
 
    “Well, I do have some news for you and you must digest it,” she announced, “There was a very specific reason I called you to visit me in Bedfordshire, you must know this.”  
 
    “I suspected it to be so,” the Duke said casually, “However, let us not build up the suspense any further. It would be most desirable if you were to just outright tell me now.”  
 
    “Fine, alright, but you must listen with an open mind,” the Duchess admonished, “I have arranged a meeting for you tomorrow.”  
 
    “A meeting?” the Duke raised his eyebrows, “Of what kind?”  
 
    He knew his mother rarely interfered in his business dealings so he struggled to imagine what sort of meeting she had arranged for him. The Duchess sat down beside her son.  
 
    “Well, you are a much sought after man by the ladies yet you seem to have no interest in settling down and I will not be here forever,” she said vaguely.  
 
    “Mother, will you just outright come out and say what you mean? I am not fond of these elaborate web of puzzles you are weaving for me this current moment,” he said impatiently.  
 
    “Alright then,” the Duchess said finally, “I have arranged for you to meet a woman tomorrow who can be your potential wife – I have personally handpicked her out for you myself so I expect you to show up without a word of complaint,” she said firmly. 
 
    The scenario finally clicked in the Duke’s mind – of course, what other reason could it be for his mother to be so impatient? He considered the idea for a second in his brain; he did not lie to himself – he had been toying with the idea of settling down in his mind for a few months now but there hadn’t been anyone who he had his eyes on. Perhaps he could go see this woman that his mother had chosen for him. 
 
    He nodded and the Duchess got up from her place of sitting and hugged her son in surprise. “How delightful!” she said with great fervor, “I thought you would at least put up some form of a fight in your defense.”  
 
    The Duke shrugged, “No, Mother. I am quite indifferent to it now – I will meet this woman tomorrow.”  
 
    The Duchess clapped her hands together in excitement, “Oh you are going to absolutely love her. I am so pleased that you have agreed.”  
 
    -- 
 
    Caroline Baxter found herself dealing with an unlikely debacle over the course of the next few days. She had never much thought about the idea of love, much less how her ideal man should be like but she found herself sitting in corners, daydreaming of scenarios she had never thought about much before.  
 
    And to her horror, she found that the cause of it seemed to be coming from one person who she had only recently met.  
 
    And that person was the Duke.  
 
    Caroline felt at war with herself – her brain did not understand what her heart was telling her. After all, how was it possible to develop feelings for someone just after having two short interactions with them? She did not know why he had the effect that he did on her – perhaps it was only his face or perhaps it was the way he invoked feelings in her that she was not sure she was capable of having earlier. It was manic – the effect he had on her!  
 
    They say that love and hate are the opposite sides of the same spectrum. And so, if it were true that she developed a hatred for him when she first met him, it was also quickly becoming true that she was fast moving onto the other end of that same spectrum. Her emotions were transforming quickly into something she had not quite experienced before – could it be love?  
 
    Whatever the reason was, she found that she had developed something more than a little crush on the Duke and in her typical fashion, she had no idea what to do about it. 
 
    She considered confiding in her best friend – Jane - but she felt scared of the judgment. She was not yet ready to admit it out loud to herself – let alone anyone else. 
 
    And so she kept it in. Little did Caroline know, as she kept her emotions to herself, developments were occurring in the Duke’s life that would make it wholly impossible for her to ever admit her feelings to him out loud.  
 
    -- 
 
    Her name was Alexandra and she was the daughter of the Duke’s mother’s best friend, hailing from the same high society as he did.  
 
    Their first meeting was awkward, to say the least, as the both of them sat beside each other in a crowded room where everyone seemed to know everyone already, based on their family ties.  
 
    “This communion is going to be amazing,” Alexandra’s mother remarked, “I cannot think of a better woman to be by your side than my daughter.”  
 
    The Duchess chimed in, “I absolutely agree,” she said.  
 
    The Duke turned to look at the woman he was supposed to marry – she did not utter a single word to him, rather she avoided his gaze and had her eyes trained to the floor for the most part. He noticed that she was conventionally beautiful – but there was nothing so remarkable about her that would make him think of her for nights on end.  
 
    He turned to face her, “Would you like to go for a stroll in the garden?” he asked her, hoping to get her alone so he could get some time to know her.  
 
    She looked at her mother first and then back at the Duke and back to her mother again.  
 
    “Oh you know how my Alexandra is,” her mother said in response instead, “Of course you can but Alexandra is a little timid - we are all family here, you can speak to her here.”  
 
    The Duke nodded and sank back defeated into his chair.  
 
    “Worry not, my love,” the Duchess chimed in with a beaming smile on her face, “Once you two are bound in marriage, you will have a life time to speak to her.”  
 
    Alexandra giggled at this and the Duke stared back at his mother in horror.  
 
    It was true – wedding bells were eminent in the Duke’s future and it was true that he was settling down on the advice of his mother, but as he saw the two ladies interact, he began to wonder if he would ever be compatible with Alexandra at all?  
 
    The Duke decided he was going to have a lot to drink that night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4
  
 
    With the progression of time, Caroline was only growing more infatuated with the Duke. They say that absence makes the heart grow fonder and that was certainly true for her scenario; she had not seen him again since the incident at breakfast, except very briefly outside Jane’s house whilst she was running some errands with her mother.  
 
    Caroline decided she would not keep her thoughts to herself anymore and the first confidant would be no one more relevant to the situation that she was in than Jane.  
 
    “Why do you look so frazzled today?” Jane asked her when Caroline came to visit her with the intention of a confession – clearly, Jane could tell something was happening by the look on her friend’s face. 
 
    Caroline pursed her lips, “I need to talk to you on a matter of great urgency.”  
 
    Jane raised her eyebrows, “Great urgency, you say? Well come on in then and tell me.”  
 
    Caroline was fidgeting in her seat and playing with her hands. She wondered if it was this hard to confess to Jane, how would she ever manage to do so in front of the Duke?  
 
    “I am trying to find the words but they will not leave my throat,” Caroline said with a faux dramatic effect to her tone – she might as well make her situation humorous as it was already sufficiently awkward.  
 
    “You are spewing riddles and reaching no conclusions – you need to tell me what is happening this instant, Caroline Baxter!” Jane said harshly. When Jane used somebody’s full name that certified that she meant business. 
 
    Finally Caroline uttered a sigh of resignation – she knew that there was no point in hiding it anymore since she had come this far. “I think I have developed feelings for someone,” she said timidly with her voice barely above a whisper.  
 
    This caused Jane to suddenly perk up with curiosity, “Oh is that so now? Well, thank God, by the looks you were hosting on your face, I was under the impression you have come to deliver upon me some grave news of the advent of a disease or worse. This is quite the pleasant surprise,” Jane concluded with a laugh. 
 
    “Well then, are you not interested in finding out whom I am referring to?” Caroline said rather impatiently. Now that she had confessed half of it, she could barely keep the other half from bouncing off the tip of her tongue.  
 
    Jane nodded, “Of course, of course. Go on, then. Tell me the name of the person who has been stealing away your night’s sleep and making you into this frazzled nervous mess.” 
 
    Caroline sucked in a sharp breath, “Jane,” she started, “I think I have fallen in love with…Colin.”  
 
    Now there aren’t a lot of things that have the capacity of shocking Jane but this piece of information nearly knocked her out of her seat and her mouth fell agape. “Colin? Do you mean…my Colin?” she asked in further shock. 
 
    Caroline nodded, “Yes, him.”  
 
    “The Duke!” Jane said clapping her hands together, “Oh who would have guessed? Just till yesterday I was under the impression you did not think very highly of him.”  
 
    Caroline let out a frustrated groan, “That is what I thought too but as it turns out, I have fallen in love with him. He occupies my thoughts like a stubborn tenant who does not pay rent but does not vacate the premises – I have no control over it and if I am being honest, it is driving me quite insane,” a scarlet blush had crept up on her cheeks by the end of the sentence.  
 
    Jane just clasped her hands together in front of her and beamed at her friend. “I cannot express how this feels – I have never seen you like this and it is out-rightly the most precious thing I have seen, it turns out. You must confess your feelings to him; I am sure he will reciprocate.”  
 
    Caroline shook her head. She did not want to say so in front of Jane but she knew that she belonged to a different social class than the Duke hailed from. He was one of many estates and big family fortunes while Caroline was from a middle class family of ten, where everyone had to work to keep food on the table. She felt insecure about that fact and wondered if the Duke would ever accept her given her social standing. The thought made her heart drench with melancholy.  
 
    “And why not? I believe his mother is scheduled to visit us today – she might bring him along and then you can have a chat with him. I will personally make sure that it happens,” Jane was getting quite excited about her matchmaking efforts now.  
 
    Caroline cracked a small smile. She did not have the guts to tell the Duke but she was happy that she had at least confided in someone – it felt as though a boulder had now been removed from her chest. She felt very light.  
 
    The two women agreed that they would meet again in the nighttime at dinner after the Duke’s mother had left. Jane vowed to get any and all information from the woman that could help Caroline in her efforts. 
 
    -- 
 
    Elizabeth Harding sat across the room next to Jane and her mother. The woman had a certain superior high society air about her – perhaps it was the way her back was always perfectly straightened or how her posh accent ran thick amongst the rest. But whatever it was, it cast a rather daunting impression on those nearby. She crossed her legs and sipped on her tea.  
 
    “Today, I did not only come to drink tea and exchange pleasantries. I have some important news that I feel proud to announce that you are the first ones to know,” she said with a smirk dancing on her face. 
 
    Jane’s mother leaned over to her excitedly, “Well, what is it, Elizabeth? You must tell us at once if the news is as exciting as you are making it sound like.” 
 
    The Duchess laughed, “Well Laura,” she said referring to Jane’s mother with her name, “I have the most astute honor of announcing that next week, my son is to be married in a lavish wedding ceremony.”  
 
    While Laura let out a delighted squeal and clapped her hands together in excitement at the news, Jane stared back at the Duchess with her mouth agape.  
 
    “He is getting married?” she repeated in a state of shock, “But how can this be?  I heard nothing about a betrothal – this seems very sudden.”  
 
    The Duchess nodded, “It all happened quite quickly after I expressed to him that I think he should settle down now. He trusts my choice and so when I showed him the woman I had handpicked for him, he was more than happy to oblige.”  
 
    “Who is the lady that you have picked?” Jane asked out of sheer curiosity. 
 
     “She is lovely – oh dear Jane, you will adore her also,” the Duchess gushed over her prospective daughter-in-law, “Her name is Alexandra.”  
 
    After some more questioning, Jane came to find out exactly who Alexandra was. She had met her at a few balls but they had never sparked enough chemistry to ever have a memorable conversation. Jane felt a lump in the back of her throat as she thought of Caroline – she would be devastated to hear about this news. 
 
    -- 
 
    That night, Caroline went over to Jane’s house as planned after the Duchess had left. She straightened out her clothes as she waited for the footman to come open the door. Since the afternoon, she had toyed a little more with the idea of confessing to the Duke. The thought still scared her but she thought perhaps instead of confessing, she could attempt to meet him with the help of Jane. Perhaps she could get him to fall in love with her and then he would confess himself without her needing to.  
 
    She was snapped out of her reverie when she felt herself being wound tightly in a hug by none other than Jane herself. The hug was much tighter than usual and it left Caroline with an odd taste of a consolatory one in her mouth.  
 
    “Come in, come in, let’s go up to my room,” Jane’s words were rushed as she dragged her friend up to her room. She sat her down on the edge of her bed and then began to nervously pace the room. 
 
    “Jane,” Caroline finally called out, “What has gone into you? You are making me a little uneasy with your sudden onset of anxiety,” she remarked. 
 
    Jane ran a hand through her hand, “I am sorry, I am quite disheveled at the moment; you must excuse me but as it turns out, I have the most terrible news to deliver to you.”  
 
    Suddenly, Caroline’s heartbeat accelerated as she began to think of all the grave possibilities. Slowly, she mustered up the courage to open her mouth. “What is it?”  
 
    Jane shot her friend another one of those looks that suggested that she felt sorry for her and walked her over to the bed, gently lowering her onto the bed, sitting down beside her and wrapping an arm around her. “When Her Grace came over to visit, she brought with her some news that I am sure you will not be so fond of.”  
 
    Caroline nearly jumped up from her place of sitting, “What is it? Is the Duke alright – has he sustained some form of injury?” 
 
    Jane shook her head, “No it is not that,” she said and then paused for a moment, “It turns out that the Duke is getting married very soon.”  
 
    Caroline went into a state of shock as she stared back at her friend – she could not believe the words that were coming out of her friend’s mouth. “But,” she finally spluttered out, “How did this – this was not – this is so sudden. Has he chosen her for himself and how long was this going on for?” Caroline fired her questions at Jane – she felt the onset of humiliation.  
 
    The man she loved was already off to be married to some other woman.  
 
    “No, it is not premeditated. I believe his mother chose a girl for him and he simply agreed without putting too much thought into the matter,” Jane told her.  
 
    Caroline threw her head into her hands, “This is awful – what am I meant to do now?”  
 
    Jane did not have an answer to her words – she just pursed her lips.  
 
    “I am sorry.”  
 
    -- 
 
    Caroline did not sleep that night as she thought of the events of the day. Her heart pulled on its strings as she thought of the fact that the Duke was now going to marry someone else entirely. This is what heartbreak feels like.  
 
    -- 
 
    The wedding ceremony was personally put together by Elizabeth Harding. It was a lavish affair where the guests all walked the entrance decorated in bouquets and complete orchards. The entire chapel and its outdoor surroundings smelled of beautiful flowers and the bride walked the aisle while donned in white. The guests gasped and clapped at the arrival. The groom stood at the end of the aisle and took in the sight of her.  
 
    She was a beautiful woman, no doubt, but as he stood there, he felt no spark or no connection. It was as though he was a guest at someone else’s wedding and it took a nudge from the priest for him to realize that this was not something where he could participate from the sidelines. This was his own wedding day and very soon, he was going to officially wed her as his wife. 
 
    Alexandra walked over to him and flashed him a perfect smile. They said their vows and the crowd clapped.  
 
    They were now the Duke and Duchess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5
  
 
    Laura had thrown a lavish dinner party for the Duke where she had invited half the town. It was meant to be a celebration of his marriage to Alexandra. It was a lavish and most extravagant affair and Caroline found her name etched across the guest list.  
 
    It was going to be a long day. 
 
    Caroline was dreading seeing the Duke again now that he was a married man. Her feelings for him had not yet diminished by accord and she knew that she might splutter out her heart’s contents if she were to face him again. 
 
    Thankfully, Jane sympathized with her and assisted her in her efforts in dodging the Duke. 
 
    “You must stay here in this room,” Jane told her, “I am sure Colin will not come here, for he is entirely busy with everyone outside. They are flocking him like hounds – everyone wants to wish the Duke and new Duchess a happily married life.”  
 
    Caroline tried to hide the fact that the word Duchess made her wince a little. She had to get comfortable with the idea that the man she was in love with was a married man.  
 
    Caroline tried to appease her mind by looking for other distractions – she looked over to where the gentlemen were enjoying their glasses of wine and a wicked thought crossed her mind. It was true that it was frowned upon for women to drink openly at gatherings but right now, given her state of mind, she did not care much about social conventions.  
 
    In fact, if she were to survive being in the same room as her beloved and his lover then she definitely needed to put some liquid assurance in her system. She pranced over to the table and picked up a glass for herself and before she even knew it, she had downed the liquid in one go. It burned against her throat and she welcomed the feeling. Two glasses later, she was already beginning to feel at ease. A warmth sprouted from the bottom of her stomach and stemmed out to the rest of her.  
 
    She decided she was done being alone and ventured out of her designated room, even though she knew the risk of seeing the Duke outside was much higher but in her state of semi-inebriation, she welcomed the risk.  
 
    First, she came to meet Alexandra. “My name is Caroline,” she introduced herself to the woman with a sly smile on her face, “Congratulations on your marriage.”  
 
    Alexandra raised an eyebrow at her; she did not know who this woman was. But Caroline was quick to clear that up.  
 
    “I am very good friends with Jane,” she explained, “Jane is your husband’s cousin – well, at least according to him she is the closest thing he has to a sister.” 
 
    Alexandra nodded but something in her mannerisms felt forced. Caroline observed that it almost seemed as though she was putting on a façade for show. From afar, Alexandra seemed to look like the picture of perfection with bouncy blonde hair and her perfect smile that she flashed every now and then. But something about her did not seem very genuine to Caroline. Still, Caroline dismissed the notion all together thinking she might be biased from her love for the Duke.  
 
    They did not exchange any more words and Caroline was on her way. She searched the crowd for Jane – suddenly she did not want to stay in the party anymore. She was done with the festivities and the alcohol in her system had mellowed her out significantly.  
 
    She decided to retire to her old place where she found solace the last time she was at a party like this. She walked over to the library and breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that it had been unlocked.  
 
    Walking in though, she saw something she was not expecting to. The Duke sat on the couch with a glass of brandy in his hand.  
 
    “Caroline?” he called out to her as he noticed her tiptoe in.  
 
    “Oh – sorry I did not mean to intrude. I will be right on my way,” she said but before she could rush her way out, the Duke called her back in.  
 
    “Wait, Caroline,” he said to her in an intense tone, “I do not want you to go. Come – stay with me, have a drink!” he offered.  
 
    Caroline slowly made her way to him, “It seems you do not care about propriety today – here you are encouraging me to ignore the ongoing party outside and stay here with you,” she said as she sat down next to him.  
 
    The Duke laughed and it caused a pang of something in Caroline’s heart. This was a bad idea – she told herself – being this close to him when she was so head over heels in love with him and he was a married man. But she decided to be in the moment and discarded all thoughts out the window.  
 
    “Well it seems that you still harbor some bad feelings about that day,” he laughed, “I told you – my intention that day was not to be malicious. Besides, I decided I quite like your company after we had that chat in Jane’s garden.” 
 
    Caroline gulped, “Well I am glad that you think so, Your Grace.”  
 
    “I thought we agreed that you will call me Colin from now onwards,” he said casually taking another sip out of his glass.  
 
    “You’re right,” Caroline nodded, “But what am I meant to call your wife now?” The words rolled off her tongue before she even had the chance to stop herself.  
 
    The Duke gave her a look, “Well, you may call her anything you want. Her name is Alexandra,” he said nonchalantly.  
 
    Caroline could not help herself – she had far too many questions about the Duke and his marriage and she felt that this was a good chance to ask them, instead of wondering about them for the rest of her life.  
 
    “I did not see you as the type who would settle down so soon,” she said, trying to sound as casual as she possibly could, “But here you are – wedded and taken in the short span of a few days that I have gotten to know you.”  
 
    The Duke laughed in response, “It was quite sudden, I will give you that,” he said.  
 
    “Then why did you agree to it?” Caroline asked him. 
 
    He looked back at Caroline and for once, he did not have an answer himself. He had been telling himself that he had agreed to this marriage because his mother had said so and that it was convenient, but right now as he sat next to her, all of those things looked like petty excuses. He did not know why he had married her and right now, looking at Caroline straight in the eyes, he was not sure if he even wanted to marry her.  
 
    Caroline nudged him softly, snapping him out of his daze. He shook his head.  
 
    “I do not know, if I was to tell you the truth,” he said honestly, “But I guess that the only thing I can say with utmost certainty is that I did not know if anyone else was going to come along in my life, so I decided to settle for her.”  
 
    Caroline was taken aback by his honesty and it encouraged her to do the same.  
 
    “Maybe you should have waited then,” she told him and unconsciously moved over to him a little, “Perhaps the right person had been in front of you all along?”  
 
    The Duke laughed, “Well if she was then she should have made her presence felt before.”  
 
    Caroline struggled with herself. She wanted to tell him everything, all her heart’s content.  
 
    “Colin,” she started. She noticed that her breathing had suddenly gotten really rough. “Colin, I need to tell you something.”  
 
    The Duke straightened up and took another sip of his drink. “You can tell me anything that you want.”  
 
    And then it finally dawned upon him – he had not married Alexandra because he had thought that there was no one else left out there for him or that he had listened to his mother. No, the real reason he had married her was much deeper.  
 
    For the past few months, the Duke had been wrapped in a near constant cloud of grief and depression. His grim thoughts had been his most constant demons. Depression is a state where everything becomes monotonous - not even the joys of living such a lavish life brought him any sense of relief or happiness. It was a grey life and the Duke had been struggling to find some color within its walls. 
 
    And that is when he decided that he needed to take a chance. He decided that perhaps marriage would be the thing that would eventually bring him out of his depression – a new start and getting to know another person. 
 
    But now – a week into his marriage, he had been proven wrong as nothing changed. Everything was still the same stagnant grey as it had been before. He sighed. 
 
    Meanwhile, Caroline battled with her own anxiety. She knew that this was a now or never type scenario – if she didn’t tell him now, then she would forever regret keeping it in. 
 
    For now, she knew that she had no chance with him. He was already taken by another woman so it should not make any difference to him what she felt about him. But telling him would be a sort of catharsis that Caroline desperately needed – perhaps after telling him, she could finally begin to get over him as that would be the final nail on the coffin. 
 
    “I well, I do not know how to say this,” she said with a nervous laugh.  
 
    The Duke began to become a little curious at this point. “Well perhaps we need to put more alcohol in you – then you might be able to properly speak your mind,” he suggested.  
 
    Emboldened by his suggestion, she took the glass from his hands and brought it to her own lips and drank. Once the cool liquid hit her throat, she had gained enough confidence to speak her truth.  
 
    “I think I am quite ardently and most definitely in love with you,” she said without skipping a beat. 
 
    An awkward silence fell upon the air as Colin struggled to comprehend the weight of her words. He blinked several times over and then opened his mouth only to shut it again. He had been rendered speechless. 
 
    Caroline took this as a bad sign and suddenly, her cheeks flushed red. She stumbled to get off the couch and away from him. “I am sorry – I shouldn’t have – please forget,” she mumbled but before she could properly stand up, the Duke clasped her hand and pulled her back in.  
 
    “Why did you not tell me this before?” he asked, regaining his ability to speak.  
 
    “Well,” she said blushing, “I only realized it not too long ago and then I found out that you were to be married.”  
 
    The Duke stared back at her. “I had no idea.”  
 
    “Well,” she said awkwardly fidgeting beside him, “What is there to be done about it now?”  
 
    She felt the intensity of the Duke’s gaze on her and it made her blush even deeper. She was under his scrutiny and she had no idea what was rummaging through his head at the moment. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the Duke replied. Suddenly, he was seeing her in a totally different light. Her confession had an odd effect on him and he found himself being drawn to her without his own conscious effort.  
 
    “I should go,” she said and tried to get up from beside him but to her surprise he pulled her back in. Now, being just a few inches away from his face, she could feel his cool breath fan across her face. She gulped, unsure what to do next.  
 
    Suddenly, his lips were crashing down on hers and molding themselves along their contours. Caroline was surprised by his reaction but she soon wound her fingers in his hair and kissed him back. They devoured each other for a few moments before the Duke suddenly stood up urgently and took her hand.  
 
    “We cannot do this here,” he said to her as he settled his disheveled hair.  
 
    “What are you saying?” Caroline asked him, still breathless from the kiss. 
 
    “I am saying that,” he paused and then looked back at her, biting down his lip. She was absolutely beautiful – how had he so blatantly missed this the first time they had met? If he had known something like this was possible between them, he would not have agreed to get married.  
 
    “I am saying that I am going to take you home,” he said looking at her straight in the eye, making sure that his intention was clear.  
 
    Caroline looked back at him with the same dazed look – the man she loved was asking to take her home with him. In her head an image of Alexandra flashed before her but then she shut off her mind of all thoughts about her completely. 
 
    She took his hand. “Take me.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6
  
 
    The next morning, Caroline awoke with a raging headache. She draped the sheets around her body and found that she was alone in a bed that she was not familiar with. Gasping, she got up as she realized what had transpired the night before. 
 
    She had expressed her feelings to the Duke and what had happened next was something she had never expected. The Duke had taken her up and they had spent the night together. Bile rose in her throat but she could not bring herself to regret any moment of it. It had been perfect and everything that she had wanted it to be. 
 
    She turned to her side and saw that even though the Duke had gone, he had left a note for her on the bedside. Slowly, she picked it up and opened it.  
 
    I had a wonderful time with you. I appreciate your love for me. Please know that this is not the end. We should figure out where this road takes us. 
 
    She read the note over and over and before long she had it memorized. She traced the contours of his handwriting as she mulled over her own thoughts, blushing as she remembered the time that she spent with him.  
 
    There were too many thoughts present in her head and she needed to get back home. A cure of a hangover was needed but was a cure for a broken heart also required? Had she just so willingly entered into an affair with a married man? A married man – who, that too, was very different from her in terms of social class. If anyone was to ever find out about their tryst, it would be the talk of the season. She knew she had to hide this. 
 
    But no matter how big the secret was, there was one person whom she could not hide anything from. 
 
    She had to talk to Jane.   
 
    -- 
 
    Jane was in her garden, bent over her petunia flowers when a flabbergasted Caroline appeared in front of her. She put down her gardening tool and examined her friend from afar.  
 
    “Why on earth do you look so distraught?” she asked her, eyeing her up and down.  
 
    Caroline shook her head, “I have a lot to tell you – please come inside with me so I can get this off my chest.”  
 
    Jane followed her inside the house and then crossed her legs out in front of her. “Go ahead, tell me what has happened,” she prodded but then found herself getting distracted, “Though – did you leave the party early last night? I did not see you later.”  
 
    Caroline’s heartbeat started to accelerate at the ends  -  could it be that Jane already knew? 
 
    “I did,” she said briefly, unsure of how to start to explain the events that took place after she left.  
 
    “Well – that confirms it – you and Colin are actually so alike,” she said as a matter of fact, “He left the party early last night as well. Nobody knew what had gotten into him. I actually had to sit out with his wife the whole time after – she complained about it.” 
 
    The words made an uneasy feeling of guilt rise inside Caroline. The reality started to click in front of her as she began to see things how they truly were. Was she out of her mind to confess that she had slept with a married man, even if it was to her best friend? The mention of the word wife had thrown her back into reality, and she realized that telling Jane what had happened would be a bad idea.  
 
    “Anyhow, that is not so important anymore,” Jane dismissed the thought with a wave of her hand, “You are more important here. Now tell me – what did you come here to say?” she asked. 
 
    But Caroline had changed her mind. She pursed her lips, “Actually – well, it’s not significant anymore.”  
 
    Jane made a face at her, “What do you mean by that?”  
 
    Caroline dished out the first excuse her brain could conjure up, “Well – actually I came to tell you about how I left the party early. That was really it, since I did not want you to be offended about it. Of course, you already knew so my telling you now is pointless.”  
 
    Jane scrunched up her face in a way that told Caroline that she did not buy her excuse but to her relief, Jane did not press further for more questions and decided to let the topic go.  
 
    “Well, fine then,” she said, “But now that you are here, let us go into town with Mother. There is a wonderful new bakery open on the main street and I am just dying to try out the new butter bread.”  
 
    Caroline felt thankful that her friend was so easily amused by things – it was proving to be in her benefit today.  
 
    -- 
 
    It had been two days since the two of them had the exchange at the party and the Duke had yet not made any sort of efforts to contact her. She had to remind herself that it wasn’t as though she was waiting for him to contact her but deep down she knew that it was a lie. She was waiting on him ever since she had read that note that he had left her – the note that was now conveniently plucked away in her dresser, away from all prying eyes and only for her to know the existence of.  
 
    Caroline had not yet decided what to do with the whole scenario. Morally, she knew that she was in the wrong but her feelings for the Duke served to cloud her judgment. She wrestled against herself but she knew that when and if the time would come again, she would not be able to resist the Duke. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    Caroline jumped up from her bed at the noise. She felt around in the darkness of her room and only when another similar thud came through, she realized that the noise had been coming from the window.  
 
    Begrudgingly, she walked over to the window – groggy and confused.  
 
    In the dim light of the moon, she made out a familiar face standing beneath her. Colin was standing outside throwing rocks at her window. 
 
    She whisper-yelled from her window to tell him to stop, in a state of panic. He winked back at her and told her to come down. With an odd fear and excitement coming from inside of her, she quickly put on her dressing gown and made her way downstairs.  
 
    “What is it?” she told him when she finally came face to face with him, “What is the meaning of this?” she asked.  
 
    “I knew you were an admirer of Romeo and Juliet,” he said, flashing her a grin.  
 
    She resisted the urge to roll her eyes but then she looked at him in the steady dim of the moonlight – he looked nearly handsome enough to knock her off her feet. 
 
    Her breath came out hoarse, “Why have you come here?” she asked.  
 
    He shrugged and pulled her down on the cool grass lawn to sit on the ground with him, “I suppose I missed you and wanted to see you.”  
 
    She bit back her lip, “Are you telling the truth?”  
 
    He nodded, “I do not know – I have not been able to stop thinking about you ever since that night. It is as though you were something that was in front of me all along but somehow I was too blind to see it. But I see it now.”  
 
    Caroline bit back her tongue from mentioning his wife – she did not want to dim the mood by mentioning the sad reality of their actions. No, right now she wanted to exist in this fairytale.  
 
    “I have not been able to either,” she nodded.  
 
    “What should we do about it?” he said, now instinctively inching a little closer to her. 
 
    She shrugged, “I know just as much to do as you.”  
 
    He breathed in her scent and tried to familiarize himself with it. He could not get enough of her. She, in turn, leaned in her head and rested her forehead next to his and before they knew it, one thing was leading to another.  
 
    “Let us go to an inn,” he suggested in the midst of it all somewhere and in her inebriated state, she agreed. 
 
    No, Caroline had not consumed a drop of alcohol that evening but she was drunk on the idea of Colin and the love that she fostered for him.  
 
    -- 
 
    The two of them found themselves falling into a pattern of events. Most nights, they would meet in an obscure inn in some part of the town, both disguised to not make their appearances known. It was secretive and dramatic and they both thrived on it for they only had a few hours before Caroline would have to get home, sneaking in the same window she would leave by. More than anything, they would sometimes just sit and talk into the late hours of the night. They would discuss their childhoods and how they felt about things around them.  
 
    It was a source of great comfort for the Duke. For months, he had been battling with demons with his depression but now, it seemed that his life finally seemed to have a little bit of excitement. More so, the Duke found himself falling a little in love with Caroline and all her mannerisms.  
 
    “I honestly do not want to leave,” he told her one day whilst they sat together in bed.  
 
    Caroline nuzzled up closer into his neck, “Mhm, I do not want to leave either.”  
 
    “Why could you not have come into my life earlier?” he asked her with his eyes fixated on the ceiling of the room.  
 
    “I ask myself that too,” she murmured, “To think if it hadn’t been for that day in the library, we would have never met each other.”  
 
    He nodded, “Well that day is now my favorite day.”  
 
    Caroline thought of Alexandra and how she was so blissfully unaware of what was transpiring behind her. It made her feel strange, as it always did but she suppressed the feeling.  
 
    For now, she was content with this. 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7
  
 
    Alexandra saw the Duke arriving home early the next morning and called him over.  
 
    “Where have you been?” she asked with her hands crossed out in front of her.  
 
    The Duke paused and then went over to give her a hug, “I was away,” he kept his words short –not wanting to straight out lie but also not giving anything away. 
 
    “Well – it seems as though you are always away,” she said in a bored voice before turning away and walking back to the couch. 
 
    “I am here now,” he said to her.   
 
    It was not as though the Duke had not tried to attempt to make his marriage work. He was not an inherently bad person and he did not think that cheating was something a person should indulge in but every time that he tried to talk to Alexandra, it bore no fruit. They had nothing in common and conversations were very dull. She had refused to consummate the marriage and they had separate sleeping quarters. 
 
    The Duke had vowed he would not have a marriage like his parents had had, his father had several concubines and his mother had turned a blind eye to them as she enjoyed the wealthy and noble lifestyle she was living.  
 
    But I’ve done the same thing to Alexandra, he thought as he shook his head. He was no better than his father and he thought too highly of Caroline to keep putting her in that awful position. 
 
    He tried to think back to the moment he had agreed to marry her – he did not see why he had done it. He cursed himself – he should have waited a little longer for the right person to come along but he did not and now he had to suffer the consequences. 
 
    Alexandra nodded, looking bored and announced that she had a long day and would now be returning to her quarters to sleep. 
 
    It was as though the two of them were both equally uninterested in each other and their union was, indeed, a very unfortunate match. 
 
    -- 
 
    Colin decided that he no longer wanted to meet Caroline at inns and other obscure places. They had only been intimate two times, the rest of the time they talked. He loved how intelligent she was and she loved hearing his tales of his childhood and of running the estates now. He made up his mind to bring her home and show her the inside of his massive house – the empty estate that was only occupied by him and Alexandra and their plethora of servants. Caroline agreed. 
 
    The two of them snuck into the sleeping quarters at an obscure end of the house when the Duke was sure that Alexandra was fast asleep. But instead of doing anything else, they just sat and talked.  
 
    “I remember how you told me you did not like music when we first met,” she laughed.  
 
    “Ah, why yes – it still holds true to some extent – I am more of a man of the books,” he said in his defense.  
 
    “Well – I see no problem in being both,” she said and then her eyes lit up, “I love the pianoforte – it is one of my passions and I cannot imagine a life without it.”  
 
    Seeing her get so excited about a topic, the Duke conjured up an idea. 
 
     “Do you want to play?” He opened the closed door to the adjoining room where a piano sat collecting dust.  “I would love for you to show me your skills,” he offered.  
 
    Caroline could not help but accept his offer – she loved playing music and did not turn down any opportunity to do so.  
 
    As the Duke watched her lovingly caress the keys with her eyes focused intently on the keys as she made them harmonize so melodically, he began to realize that perhaps he did not mind music so much at all. In fact, when she played it with so much passion pouring out from her, it made him love it just as much as her.  
 
    That was when he realized that he loved her, for when you love someone, everything that they do ends up becoming a favorite of yours, or so he believed in his version of love. He was quite shocked at the realization that he loved her, but he knew to deny it would be to deny what the heavens had planned out for him. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a sound from the top of the stairs and the Duke realized in panic that the sound of the music had woken Alexandra up.  
 
    “Quick,” he said to Caroline and halted her playing, “I think Alexandra is on her way here. You must hide yourself in the other room.” And without waiting to listen to a reply, he ushered her away to that room.  
 
    Caroline waited inside, still stunned from what had just happened. 
 
    In that moment, as she heard the Duke talking to his wife on the other side of the door and reassuring her, Caroline felt a taste of something she had never experienced so intensely before. 
 
    She felt shame.  
 
    Shame that she had to hide away from everyone and the person who openly claimed the Duke as her own was out there with him at this moment. 
 
    She felt like the other woman and it twisted her heart. 
 
    She did not know why it made her so emotional but tears started to leak out of her eyes as she waited and hid herself away. She felt pathetic and thought to herself that she did not deserve this life of sneaking around. 
 
    Right there, she made a decision.  
 
    -- 
 
    “What do you mean, Caroline?” the Duke said to her the next time they met up in the secrecy of an inn but this time, she had no intention of staying with him in shame. She had only gone there to deliver a message to the duke. 
 
    “I mean exactly what I said,” she told him sternly, “I will not shame myself anymore. I know we just talk but I feel this is not right, Colin. I refuse to do it any longer, and I will not see you anymore.”  
 
    The Duke tried to dismiss it as a joke at first – surely, she could not be serious but when she crossed her hands out in front of her, he started to think that perhaps she was. 
 
     “So what are we to do then?”  
 
    “Well it seems that you will have to pick one of us – I cannot go on leading this double life any longer,” she complained.  
 
    Colin knew that this conversation was due – he had been anticipating it but he did not know that it would come so soon. He tried to relax her by rubbing her shoulders but she shrugged him off almost vehemently.  
 
    “No, Colin,” she said to him. “I do not want to see you again. I am making the choice for us. You need to stay with Alexandra.” 
 
    “Caroline, please…” he began, but his answer was the shutting of the door, and he was left alone, still in shock at what had happened. But he could not blame her.
--

Caroline knew she had done the right thing. The clandestine meetings with Colin had shattered her heart and her soul. Yes, she loved him, would only ever love him, but she could not continue their meetings. The two intimate times were dear to her heart, although she was loathe to admit that even to herself. 

Caroline could not eat; she spent her days alone in her room, not wanting to see even Jane when she came calling, worried because she had not seen Caroline in weeks. 
 
    One more week had passed when her worried mother knocked on her door, insisting that Caroline accompany her to one of the shops in town. While she had refused, her mother would not take no for an answer, and so Caroline dressed and walked the short distance into town. 
 
    While the fresh air did make her feel better, her heart was not interested as it was still shattered in two.  
 
    After her mother had finished her shopping, they stopped at the bakery for some fresh bread to take back home. While her mother was paying, Caroline snuck out the side door, wanting to be alone for a bit, away from all the chatter and gossip occurring in the bakery. 
 
    She heard soft moaning and walked to the back of the bakery then towards the woods where she heard the noise coming from, afraid that someone was injured and needed help. As she edged closer, she realized the sound was coming from a man and a woman as they kissed passionately. 

Embarrassed and not wanting them to see her, Caroline quickly turned to head back the way she had come when words uttered from the woman’s voice stopped her dead in her tracks.  
 
    “Oh, Noah! How I love you! Colin is an absolute insufferable man. Curse his sadness day in and day out, it is no way for a woman such as myself to live but his wealth will allow us to live the life we have always dreamed of. Soon, my love, soon.” 
 
    Caroline did not even need to look back to see who had uttered those words as she recognized the voice immediately, it was Alexandra. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8
  
 
    Two more weeks had gone by, and the Duke had respected Caroline’s wishes and had not contacted her. She wrestled with writing a letter to the Duke, telling him what she had overheard but he would probably not believe her. What business is it of mine anyway? she thought and decided to put the incident out of her head.  
 
    Besides, Jane had insisted that she go to a ball with her as she was worried about Caroline, who did not look well and who still wanted to do nothing but hide away in her bedroom. 
 
    Caroline had refused but at both Jane’s and her mother’s constant insistence, she had given in. She had to admit that getting ready for the ball made her feel a bit happy again. She wondered who she might meet, if they would ask her to dance and if she might feel even a little bit of attraction to them. 
 
    Caroline was in a happy and festive mood as they arrived at the ball. A handsome young man, Thomas, quickly asked her to dance and she eagerly accepted. After two sets, they walked off the dance floor where they continued to talk a little, getting to know each other.  
 
    “I need to speak to you,” the Duke said in a demanding voice as he cornered Caroline at the ball whilst she was on her own for a moment. Caroline was shocked. What was he doing here? Her mind raced back to the day she had overheard Alexandra behind the bakery and she wondered if Alexandra might have run off with Noah.  
 
    Caroline gave him an icy stare, “Well I do not wish to speak to you at the moment,” she said stiffly before turning away, “and you cannot make me.” 
 
    “Can’t I?” the Duke said, spinning her around to get her to face him, “It looks like I can!”  
 
    Caroline glared back at him – running a hand through her wild hair, she desperately sought some form of escape. She did not want to speak with him at the moment and was not in a mood to deal with anything that he had to offer.  
 
    “I can see that you are noticeably angry,” she started to say but he cut her off.  
 
    “Why, how awfully observant of you,” he snapped back at her. 
 
    Caroline ignored his sarcasm and raised her eyebrow, “Make it short.”  
 
    That was all that the Duke needed to hear. He grabbed Caroline by the hand and took her to one of the empty rooms. Once there, he closed the door behind him.  
 
    “Explain yourself,” he said sternly with his arms crossed out in front of him.  
 
    “There is nothing to explain,” Caroline spat back with equal venom in her tone.  
 
    “Do not make me spell it out for you, Caroline,” the Duke warned and his tone promised dangerous consequences.  
 
    Caroline pursed her lips, “You do not have the right to play the jealousy card,” she told him with a stern face, “You, of all people, do not have the right to do so.”  
 
    “Who is he to you?” the Duke asked again, ignoring every word she had just uttered to him.  
 
    “Again, you do not have the right to play the jealousy card. Whatever he is to me is between the two of us – you are not one to be asking such questions,” she huffed.  
 
    This caused the Duke to suddenly pull her closer to him, “How can you say that I am not one to be asking these questions? Have you forgotten all about our time together?” he questioned her.  
 
    “What is there left to remember?” she replied with a little hurt seeping into her tone, “You are not willing to leave your wife – so why should I wait from the sidelines and watch, just to get myself hurt?”  The emotions that she had kept bottled up inside for so long were now freely flowing out. 
 
    The Duke’s face softened at once, “You know none of that is true and you know that I care about you very much.”  
 
    “I do not see how you do when all you do is talk and there are no actions,” she said. “Has your wife left by now? Apparently Noah is much more of a man than you,” she spat out, shocked that she did not have the power to stop the words.  
 
    “Why do you not see my actions? And who is Noah? Why would you think Alexandra has left me?” the Duke said frustrated, “Do you not see how I ignore my wife for you? I have not even taken her to bed – all because I feel I do not want to do you any wrong , why cannot you see that?” he demanded with a hint of desperation in his tone.  
 
    She gave him a wry sarcastic smile, “Then why is it so hard for you to leave her? I am done playing my role as the other woman. But not to worry, Alexandra will make it easy very soon for you and I will no longer be interested.”  
 
    “What foolishness are you talking about Alexandra? And you have not answered my question as to who this Noah is. And, you are not the other woman,” the Duke said to her, suddenly grabbing her hand, “You are the only woman who has been able to capture my heart. There is no one else but you.”  
 
    “You say that so easily but then there you are with a ring on your finger while mine lays bare,” she remarked, “Perhaps I should court Thomas – I am sure he would be willing. Maybe then we could continue our little affair and you would see what it is like being with someone who already belongs to somebody else.” 
 
    The Duke’s face soured up noticeably at the mention of the other man but he tried his best not to let his emotions get the best of him. “You are the one my heart belongs to.”  
 
    “Then leave your wife,” she gave him her ultimatum – her words rang crisp and clear. Although she knew and hoped that Alexandra would run off with Noah and make Colin’s mind up for him. 
 
    The Duke hesitated and then opened his mouth to speak, ‘You know it is not that easy.”  
 
    “And that is where we part, Colin,” she said to him, “You wish to have it all – a beautiful high society wife by your side but then still indulging in your unfaithful whims on the side – I cannot bring myself to be a part of this any longer. I thought I loved you and perhaps I still do but I cannot berate my heart more than it already has been – I have suffered enough.”  
 
    “Are you leaving me - again?” he said to her in a small voice that for a moment, it seemed as though he was a child yet again.  
 
    Caroline did not know the answer to that question. She did not want to end it with him again after seeing him again now – for if she did, she would do nothing but miss him terribly once again, but she knew that she could no longer participate in this show where she was the side woman and another woman called herself his wife. She wished that Jane had not talked her into coming to this ball as seeing him again was doing strange and dangerous things to her heart. 
 
    She had had enough of this. 
 
    “That is for you to decide,” she finally said to him, “Now – stand aside and let me be. I will go out there and return to Thomas and you shall not follow me or bother me once again. Only speak to me when you have made a decision – I am not here to cater to your uncertainties.”  
 
    She turned towards the door, but bitterness overcame her and she turned back to Colin, words suddenly spewing from her mouth. 
 
    “Oh yes, Noah. Apparently he is Alexandra’s lover. I happened to come upon them two weeks ago when I stepped outside the bakery for some fresh air while Mother paid for the bread. I heard, umm, noises coming from the woods and thought someone was injured and needed assistance. I was mistaken. There in a passionate embrace was Alexandra and Noah. She told him that they would be together very soon, that is why I thought maybe she had left you.” 
 
    And with that, she left with the Duke only left staring behind her, a shocked expression on his face.  
 
    -- 
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?” Thomas asked Caroline a little while later and she gave him a small smile and a nod.  
 
    “Yes,” she said. She could not help but notice that her conversations with him were so vapid – empty of any substance and often consisting of small talk.  
 
    “You look very beautiful tonight,” he said to her and flashed her a smile.  
 
    She looked around, as if on instinct, to see if the Duke was around but he was nowhere to be found. Then, it was no use orchestrating a love affair with Thomas in the middle of the ball as the Duke was not around to witness it. Caroline had been hoping to make him more jealous but it was not to be. She just smiled back politely at Thomas. 
 
    Caroline knew that she was still head over heels in love with Colin and he was still pretty much the only man for her. She hated how the cards had played out and how they could not be together. She knew that the Duke did not love Alexandra – she was not insecure about that part but the thing that had upset her the most was how he was unwilling to get his marriage annulled.  
 
    She looked back at Thomas but she did not see him for who he was. Instead, she only saw the emptiness that the Duke had left in his wake. She felt envious of Alexandra for she got to flaunt the Duke – they could go out in public and she could wrap her hands around him without having to cast several stealthy gazes around to see if anyone was looking or not. But Alexandra did not love him, that much was evident. 
 
    She wanted that life with the Duke but she knew that was only ever going to be a dream that would be forever unfulfilled. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt a wave of nausea wash over her. Quickly, she excused herself from the company of Thomas and made her way to the retiring room.  
 
    Once inside, she bent over the porcelain bowl and retched out her stomach contents. The bile made her mouth taste rancid and her head started to spin – she felt completely sick. 
 
    What was happening to her? She convinced herself it was the shock of seeing the Duke again so unexpectedly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9
  
 
    Caroline slowly returned to the dance floor, searching for Jane so that they could leave and go home. She went out on the balcony for some fresh air, deciding to take a break before seeking Jane out again. 
 
    “Your Grace!” she overheard, and stepped to the edge of the balcony to look down. 
 
    “What is it?” Colin said angrily.  
 
    “Your Grace, Alexandra was caught gathering up your jewels and most prized possessions, stuffing them into two bags and then quickly exiting out the door, while a man I have never seen before waited for her in your coach. Reginald and Solomon caught her and escorted them back inside while Norman went to summon the magistrate and bring him back to the house. We are awaiting your presence back at the house, Your Grace, to ascertain what ought to be done.” 
 
    Caroline gave a shocked gasp, causing the Duke to look up and see her. He said nothing, only nodded and got in the coach to go back to his estate. 
 
    Caroline then noticed Jane standing off to the side and she called up to Caroline and told her to come down so they could go home. 
 
    Jane had also seen Alexandra with Noah on the day she insisted that Caroline go to the ball with her, and she had planned to tell the Duke what she had seen at the ball. Just as she was telling him, the Duke’s footman appeared, giving him the news about Alexandra. 
 
    Jane said nothing to Caroline on the trip home, as she knew that Caroline had overheard the conversation between the Duke and his footman. Caroline wanted to confide in Jane that she had seen Alexandra and Noah behind the bakery, but she was too shocked to open her mouth and form words.  
 
    --

The Duke arrived back at his estate and confronted Alexandra about her deceit while the maids packed up her things. The attempted thievery had been stopped, thanks to the observant eye of Reginald, the butler, and the stolen items were removed from her bags under the watchful eye of the magistrate.  
 
    The Duke saw a nervous, brown-haired man sitting cross-legged on the couch and suspected that it was Noah. His suspicions were true when he heard the magistrate ask for his name and he nervously replied, “Noah Dunn”. While the Duke was angry, he was more relieved that Alexandra would soon be out of his life forever. 
 
    Both Noah and Alexandra were then escorted by the magistrate to prison. 
 
    --

Caroline was not proficient in the field of medical health care but she had learned some things from midwives and her mother about pregnancy. She knew what morning sickness was and knew how violently it could overtake you. She was afraid to admit that what she had been feeling might be morning sickness, but she knew there was a high possibility that it could be.  
 
    Caroline doubled over in horror as she considered the possibility.  What was she to do? The scandal would forever harm her family. She wept as she considered different ways she could end this pregnancy but then she knew she could never go through with it. If she had to go away, start anew and pretend that she was a war widow, then that was what she would do. 
 
    At the current moment, as Caroline lay in her bed with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped securely around them, she had two things running in her mind – constantly, obsessively and deliberately.  
 
    One was that she did not know what to do if she actually turned out to be with child. But she shook that from her head as she instinctively knew that she was with child. 
 
    And two, she needed to go see Jane and let her know everything that she had been hiding from her. 
 
    -- 
 
    “Jane,” she hugged her best friend and tears began to roll down her cheeks at their own accord. 
 
    Seeing Caroline in a state like this, Jane immediately went into a state of panic. “What has happened?” she demanded her at once, “Caroline Baxter, you tell me what is going on at once! I am tired of this secrecy as I have noticed that you have been keeping things from me for a while now,” she demanded in an angry tone.  
 
    Caroline shook her head, “I do not know how to tell you this.” 
 
    “You know that you can tell me anything.”  
 
    She closed her eyes and with trembling lips announced, “I am pregnant with Colin’s child.” 
 
    To say that Jane was shocked was an understatement. She was shocked that Caroline would place herself and her family in scandal’s way. As Caroline began to cry at Jane’s harsh words, Jane softened and told Caroline that she had to tell Colin right away. 
 
    Jane confessed to Caroline that she had invited the Duke to the ball, telling him that she had something important to tell him about Alexandra and also because she knew the Duke would divorce Alexandra and she wanted Caroline to be there, hoping they would get together. 
 
    She told Caroline that she would arrange a coach for them to be taken to the Duke’s estate the next day. While Caroline protested, she soon stopped, knowing that she had to tell the Duke and hoping he had a suitable solution.
-- 
 
    The Duke had felt a sense of relief when Alexandra had been taken away by the magistrate. He felt a lightness that he had not felt in a very long time. His marriage would be annulled quickly, and he hoped that Caroline would still want him, although he feared that she would not and that Thomas might hold her heart.

The footman announced to the Duke that Jane and a guest were there to visit with him. When he saw Caroline, tears stung his eyes as he realized how much he loved her and how close he came to losing her.

Jane left them alone, nudging Caroline to tell him quickly. The Duke raised his eyebrow and led her into the drawing room. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Caroline closed her eyes and spoke to him. “Colin, I do believe I…I…I am with child, your child.” 
 
    She heard a sharp intake of breath and then a long exhale as the Duke tried to take in the information he was just given. After a brief period of shock, he was able to speak. 
 
    Caroline feared that he would send her away, but if she hoped he would, she was sorely disappointed. 
 
    “Caroline, I love you. My marriage will be dissolved and I would be so honored if you would marry me.” 
 
    Caroline did not have to think about her answer. “I love you,” she said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Well it’s about time!” Jane said, coming in to hug them both. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue

The divorce occurred quickly and the marriage occurred soon after. It was a small gathering, and while the duke’s mother had been angry at the dissolution of her son’s marriage to Alexandra, she softened when she was told the true details of the marriage’s demise. Caroline knew it would be a while before his mother would warm up to her, but she hoped that a grandchild might bring them closer together. 
 
    When baby Joshua was born, both Colin and Caroline were amazed at how perfect their son was. Both thought back to that unexpected meeting in the Library of Jane’s house, both thanking God for that day and how fate had brought – and then kept – them together. 
 
    Caroline smiled down at Joshua and then up at Colin, her life was perfect and she was blessed, she looked forward to a lifetime of loving Colin, watching Joshua grow, and prayed to be blessed with more children. 
 
                                                          The End
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    Chapter 1
  
 
    The Brooks’ family of Derbyshire was comprised of five members in all. Lord Ernest Brooks, his wife Lady Susan Brooks, and their three daughters, Ladies Emily, Isabella, and Fanny, lived a happy and playful life in the countryside. Emily, the eldest daughter of Lord Brooks spent her days teasing and teaching her younger sisters to read, write, and grow to be respectable ladies.  
 
    Lord Brooks was a very successful and caring man who was respected by all in his charge. As a habit he made it a common event to have his daughters presented at court and, as Fanny had recently come of age, the ladies participated in various balls throughout the seasons. Isabella had had a number of suitors over the past few seasons which pleased her parents extensively. For Emily, her pessimism about marriage stemmed from her own exposure to marriage through acquaintances whose marriages had fallen apart. Although Lord Brooks and his wife had always had an amiable relationship, there was little else to convince Emily that marriages worked out.  
 
    “Papa!” she called down the stairs one morning. 
 
    “Yes my dear, what is it Emily?” he asked stepping out from his chair in the den.  
 
    “I was just wondering Papa, if it is really so wise to allow Fanny to attend the ball on Saturday. It is rumored to be a scandalous event sir, I hear many of the women who are to attend lead very improper lives,” she explained, her concern rising for her youngest sister.  
 
    “My dear, I assure you that if I had even the slightest notion that Fanny should be in any kind of danger I would never let her leave the house,” he commented leading his daughter into the kitchen for her morning cup of tea.  
 
    They sat at the table in silence for a while before he spoke again.  
 
    “I have been doing some thinking myself my dear,” he began.  
 
    “What about sir?” she asked with a keen interest.  
 
    “You my dear,” he added and continued, “I have been thinking that a woman as intelligent as yourself and so driven should not be kept inside taking charge of her young sisters.” 
 
    “You know I do not mind Papa, I know they can be irksome at times, but I have no qualms with them,” Emily protested.  
 
    “Yes dear child, I know that you enjoy helping your sisters but the fact is Emily that they are grown now and should be allowed to learn for themselves for a while. They will not always have you around to do their chores or to make their decisions, especially if you are given an offer of marriage,” he said hinting the idea in her direction.  
 
    “Papa,” she groaned, rising and strutting about the room. “What is it you had in mind sir?” she asked, “You do not I hope, intend for me to marry someone of your own choosing do you?”  
 
    He eyed her suspiciously, “Of course not my dear, I could never ask you to marry out of your own comfort,” he said. “I only thought that perhaps you might be interested in taking up the position of governess for the Barton’s,” he offered.  
 
    Emily paced the room in front of her father contemplating his offer.  
 
    “I have spoken with young Eleanor’s father and mother and they seem more than willing to speak with you about it.” 
 
    “I see,” she said, tossing her long chestnut hair behind her, gazing out the window, her deep brown eyes sparkling in the sun that shone through the window. The idea was certainly attractive to her; to be away from her family for a while and to engage herself in a different circle of people. “I suppose, Father,” she said finally, “That they do not live near enough for me to travel day by day?” 
 
    “That is true my dear, but I am sure you should not have the need for us at your age,” he began.  
 
    “I know that, Father, I only wondered for the sake of saving our horses’ energy and for mama’s reassurance that all will be well with me,” she explained. “You know how she can get,” she went on resting a hand tenderly on her father’s shoulder.  
 
    At that moment, as if on cue, Lady Brooks cried out, “Emily! Fanny! Izzy!” 
 
    Emily turned to her father and they laughed together at their wife and mother.  
 
    “That I do my dear, that I do,” he said softly pressing his hand lightly over his daughter’s.  
 
    The pair rose and made for the den to see what all the fuss had been about. Upon entering the room Emily could see that her mother was in quite the state of panic about something. The motivation behind it had not yet become apparent.  
 
    “What is it Mama?” Isabella asked quickly, darting into the room behind her father and sister.  
 
    “You should all be grateful my girls, I have just been informed that the Duke, Duncan Cooke, will be hosting a ball this coming Saturday!” she exclaimed, “Is it not the happiest news we have had in many a month?” she asked excitedly.  
 
    Emily rolled her eyes, “Honestly Mama, have you forgotten already the ball that Mr. and Mrs. Greenwich held only a matter of weeks ago?” she asked incredulously. Fanny and Izzy laughed at this but sat impatiently awaiting the gossip from their mother nonetheless. Both girls were more than adequately interested in marriage and Emily looked on at them anticipating which one should come home with a suitor in tow. She joined her sisters on the couch and listened with feigned interest to their mother’s address.  
 
    “The ball shall be held at the Duke’s estate outside of the shire to be sure and I have been informed that only the most respectable families have been invited,” Lady Brooks started eagerly. “The fashions and positions held by the Duke’s guests will be ones we ought to idolize and look up to my dears, so please, do take note of the gowns and satins the ladies arrive in won’t you?” 
 
    Fanny and Izzy exchanged some anxious looks as if already contemplating their own attire for the event. Fanny looked over to Emily who had been listening with only a mild allotment of attention. Taking note of the date their mother had mentioned reminded her that she should be at the Barton’s house that evening.  
 
    “What is it, Sister?” Fanny asked with a startled look of frustration in her eyes. Emily realized at this that she had been lacking such enthusiasm and thinking so intently on other situations that her facial expressions had given her away to her youngest sister who always looked up to her.  
 
    “Well Fanny, it is only that Papa has just told me that I should be with the Barton’s on the day of the ball. I have been asked to play the role of governess to little Miss Eleanor,” she said smiling.  
 
    “What?” cried her mother, “But you must not miss the ball! It shall be the talk of the town for months. You simply must attend,” she commanded.  
 
    “My dear,” Lord Brooks interjected. “It is really just another ball, is it so terrible if your daughter sits out on just this one?” 
 
    At that Lady Brooks flew into a state of utter astonishment as her face fell from the ecstasy of the prospects of having her daughters all attending the duke’s ball. Emily picked Fanny up by the arm and led her out the door with Isabella trailing quickly and quietly behind them. From the kitchen, through a closed door the girls could hear every word their parents said as their mother’s frustration built into an abominable rage for her husband and his inconsiderateness at sending their eldest child away right as the opportunity for her to find a husband was upon them.  
 
    “You aren’t really going away are you?” Fanny asked nervously. She had never been without her sister’s company for more than a couple of days at a time and did not like the sounds of her going away for a while.  
 
    “I am sweet child,” Emily cooed as she pulled her sister to her bosom.  
 
    “You must send Mr. and Mrs. Barton a letter this very moment Ernest, demanding that Emily be excused from her governing duties for the one evening that the ball is held on!” she dragged on.  
 
    A few silent moments later the door to the den reopened and out stepped their mother with a renewed spring in her step and a smile on her face. She trotted over to the tea table which stood near the window and picked up the bell to ring for their head servant Christian. He appeared in no time with his hands held behind his back bowing to his mistress.  
 
    “Good morning my lady is there something I can do for you?” he asked politely, nodding at each of the girls and lingering a little longer on Emily than the others.  
 
    “Yes Christian, I need you to take this letter to be delivered to Mr. Barton immediately,” she said with speed and importance.  
 
    “Very well, ma’am,” he said, bowing before he left and made his way swiftly out the door before anyone could say another word.  
 
    “Mama, what was that all about?” Emily asked in hopes that she had not just sent off a letter asking that her daughter be removed from the position of governess to their daughter.  
 
    “Nothing my dear, I have simply been given a letter from your father asking the Barton’s that you be excused from your duties for the day of the ball. I cannot think they should be so inconsiderate as to prevent you from such an honorable evening,” she rambled on.  
 
    Lord Brooks passed through the room and made for his study to be alone after all the commotion of the day.  
 
    “Emily!” shouted Isabella, “Since you are to leave in the morning, we must get ahead of ourselves tonight to pick out your gown for the ball! We must be sure you have the best packed for your trip dear sister,” she said happily.  
 
    The three of them travelled up the stairs together to talk about the ball and all the wonder that accompanied it. Fanny expressed a sincere interest in the peerage and how glamorously dressed they should be. She pondered for quite a time over how she was to go about making herself appear to belong to the highest level of society. Having finally settled on Emily’s gown sometime after dinner, the three girls went to their own rooms in high spirits for the impending event.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2
  
 
    The following morning found the household full of chatter and excitement as Emily prepared for her departure to the Barton’s. Tea and breakfast were served in a hurry as there was much to be discussed in regards to Emily’s new position.  
 
    “How long will you stay for?” Fanny asked, still feeling nervous about being separated from her sister.  
 
    “I do not know yet dear Fanny, I hope I shall be able to visit once a week or at the very least every fortnight. But at the very least I shall see you at the ball and by then I hope, I should know how long Mr. and Mrs. Barton hope to keep me on in their charge for,” Emily reassured her.  
 
    Christian came around the corner from outside and entered the house bowing to his master and mistresses as he went.  
 
    “The carriage is fetched ma’am,” he said to Lady Brooks as she flew past her daughters looking for her black slippers to send off with Emily in case her room should be too cold at night.  
 
    “And make sure my dear, that you keep your head with Miss Eleanor,” she reminded her daughter. “She is very young and she must feel comfortable with you for her to learn. I remember your first two governesses...” she reminisced.  
 
    “Yes Mama, I distinctly remember not liking either one of them very much, but then again I must say I did not like a great deal of people at that age if you do remember,” she said coyly kissing her mother good-bye and stepping into the open carriage as Christian handed the directions to the driver and the horses pulled forward.  
 
    A short while later, the carriage pulled up in front of the Barton’s cottage. It was a quaint little home filled with love and charm from what Emily had known of it before. The family was small; only Mr. and Mrs. Barton and their young daughter Eleanor who was now about four years old to Emily’s knowledge.  
 
    The driver helped her down and she was met at the door by a very pleasant looking Mrs. Barton whom Emily had not seen in a very long time.  
 
    “Emily, dear!” she called from the front door with her arms wide open, ready to embrace her new governess. “It has been far too long my dear, we were so happy to hear from your father that you had accepted the position for our sweet little Eleanor,” she said smiling brightly.  
 
    “William darling! Do come and say hello to Emily won’t you?” she called into the house.  
 
    William Barton emerged with a newspaper in hand. The man had always been known to take his morning tea with the daily news each morning or else he should be an irritable disaster.  
 
    “Good morning Emily, it is good to see you,” he managed to get out before grumbling something to his wife about not disrupting him in the morning. She laughed at this and turned back to her new employee and led her into the house to talk.  
 
    Sophia led Emily to a place at the kitchen table and fixed up a plate for her to enjoy while they discussed young Eleanor’s early education together.  
 
    “She is a very headstrong child as your father, I am sure, has informed you,” Mrs. Barton went on.  
 
    Emily nodded, “Yes, Papa has told me a little bit about the job. But you know how he can be, he never really finished a conversation before beginning another,” she joked.  
 
    Mr. Barton laughed heartily at this as he had known Emily’s father since they were very young and never had he heard a truer statement uttered about his old friend.  
 
    “Emily,” he began once he had recovered from his momentary outburst, “So long as Eleanor has a good start with you of reading and writing, spelling and drawing, I should not be at all concerned with letting you stay on with her for the long term if you so desired to,” he offered kindly.  
 
    “Well I hope I will not disappoint you, Mr. Barton. I have a love for reading and writing myself and hope that it will assist me in teaching your lovely daughter.”  
 
    Emily looked around as she said this and, for the first time, became aware that her new charge was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “Where is little Ellie by the way Mrs. Barton?” she asked curiously.  
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry about her; she is out in the stables with our farmhand Alex. The child absolutely adores the horses and will throw an utter tantrum if she does not get to visit with them once a day at least,” Mrs. Barton explained.  
 
    “She is in wonderful hands with our Alex, he is so kind to her and never places her down where she might get into trouble,” Mr. Barton interjected. “Sometimes she even goes out on rides with him in the morning, just around the outer limits of the estate.” 
 
    This pleased Emily greatly, for she had also had a long love for horses and riding since she was a small child. It would be something that the two could do together when their studies were done for the day. She spoke with the Barton’s a little while longer on this subject of riding and Ellie’s love for horses until finally she could not wait to meet with her pupil any longer.  
 
    “May I go out and visit with her do you think?” she asked eagerly as breakfast and tea had been finished and William Barton had long since completed his morning read.  
 
    “Of course dear girl! Let us go and see if we can pry her little fingers off of the horse’s nose long enough to notice you,” he chuckled leading her and his wife from the house.  
 
    Their barn was small and filled with only two horses; enough to lead the carriage, but it was tidy and did not have the same awful smell as some barns do. Alex was clearly good at his job and so Emily felt motivated that she should try her very best to be as good a governess as Alex was a farmhand. 
 
    She spotted him and the child at the far end of the barn. He was holding Ellie up in his arms to pat the nose of one of the horses just as Mr. Barton had said she would be.  
 
    “Alex dear boy!” called Mr. Barton as the three of them entered the barn. 
 
    “Hello Sir!” the boy called back, he could not have been more than sixteen or seventeen years old.  
 
    At the sound of her father’s voice Ellie turned about in Alex’s arms and screeched. 
 
    “Daaadiiiiie!” she cried as Alex set her down on the other side of the small fence that had been put up to separate her from the horse’s massive hooves.  
 
    She jumped up into her father’s arms like a torpedo and continued to laugh as he tickled her mercilessly.  
 
    Once settled in his arms, she caught sight of Emily. “Who’s that, Daddy?” she asked innocently studying the new face in her life.  
 
    “Ellie, meet Emily, she is going to be your very first governess,” he cooed to his daughter who reached out a hand to touch Emily’s face.  
 
    “Hello sweetheart,” she said smiling at the tiny face which continued to study her own.  
 
    Emily spent the following hour or more with Ellie in the barn, playing with and brushing the horses for her charge’s own amusement. Alex showed her how she liked to be held to get the most interaction with the horses from the safest spots.  
 
    “Thank you Alex, it is very kind of you to help me,” Emily said as she caught him staring at her.  
 
    He was not the first boy, nor would he be the last who developed an immediate crush on Emily. Her hair flowed gently down to her waist when she let it down and her eyes gave away a part of her soul which was mysterious and captivating.  
 
    “It is no problem, Miss Brooks,” he said snapping out of it.  
 
    “Feel free to call me Emily, I hold not position above you here, we are both employees of Mr. Barton. There is no need to be so formal with me,” she said bouncing the young child on her hip so that she could play peek-a-boo with the horse.  
 
    He smiled at her in return and went on with his work, aware now that he had been lost in his admiration of the new governess.  
 
    A yawn from Ellie gave Emily the notion that it must be near on to noon and that her pupil must be starting to feel a bit hungry. So she turned and waved good bye to the young farm hand and made her way inside with Ellie trailing along behind.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3
  
 
    Once Ellie was fed and had a couple glasses of water she was a bundle of energy ricocheting through the house at the speed of light.  
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Barton had gone off to the town for a while so that Emily might get acquainted with Ellie on her own. It also gave them a break from her wild afternoon playtime. Emily could not blame them; the little child was quite exhausting.  
 
    “Ellie!” she called out to her as she rounded a corner and nearly sent a tray of snacks flying and scooped up the child and brought her back to the drawing room.  
 
    Ellie was still laughing uncontrollably by the time Emily sat down herself. A small piece of cucumber sandwich silenced her long enough for Emily to sit and look at her. She was a very adorable child and had the brightest blue eyes she had ever seen.  
 
    “What do you want to do now?” Emily asked calmly.  
 
    Ellie looked about in thought as children do when they can’t seem to make up their minds. 
 
    “Draw!” she exclaimed, dismounting the couch and making her way into the hall.  
 
    Emily got up and followed her into her room where she pulled out a stack of papers and a handful of different sized pencils.  
 
    “Alright Ellie, let’s bring these into the drawing room shall we? Then we can use the table to sit straight,” Emily suggested as the child skipped along ahead of her into the drawing room splaying the papers across the table and dividing up the pencils so that she and Emily both had the same number.  
 
    “Well done Ellie,” Emily congratulated her. “How many pencils do we each have now?” she asked, curious about the talents of her young companion.  
 
    Ellie looked down at her pile and concentrated. “One,” she said, poking at the one closest to her.  
 
    “Good,” Emily egged her on.  
 
    “T-two,” she stuttered, “fo..three,” she prodded at a third pencil, “FOUR!” she cried excitedly picking up the last pencil and raising it high in the air.  
 
    “Well done Ellie! And what comes after four?” she pushed.  
 
    Ellie looked on in concentration and for a moment, Emily thought she might just pop a vein. 
 
    “Five?” she asked nervously.  
 
    “Yes! Very well done Ellie, let’s draw a little now shall we?” said Emily, already impressed with her pupil’s willingness to comply with her directions.  
 
    The pair drew for a little while before the door to the house opened and in came Mr. and Mrs. Barton who were clearly tired from their excursions of the day.  
 
    “Oh look William! She’s drawing!” cried Mrs. Barton. “She has not picked up a pencil for us in days Emily,” she went on.  
 
    “Mama!” Ellie leapt out of her seat to hug her mother. “Look I drew Starlight!”  
 
    Emily brought over the child’s drawing which she assumed was meant to be of one of the family horses outside. The one she had been playing with that morning when she arrived. For a four year old, it really was not all that terrible, but the only way Emily was able to tell that it was meant to be Starlight was because there was a star in the middle of its long face. 
 
    Mr. Barton rubbed the top of his daughter’s head and kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    “Good work Ellie!” he said taking her by the hand to help prepare for supper.  
 
    “Thank you Emily, for getting her into drawing again,” Mrs. Barton said. 
 
    “Oh, it was nothing, I simply asked her what she wanted to do and she seemed very keen on drawing and so that is what we did,” Emily explained delightedly.  
 
    “She is a bright young girl and so active I am surprised the two of you have kept up with her so well until now,” she added laughing.  
 
    Mrs. Barton joined in on this joyous laughter. 
 
    “You know my dear, neither do I. The child is always on the move and when she is still she can be so very stubborn. Do not let her wear you out,” she said. 
 
    Emily went off to clean up for supper, only realizing at that moment just how hungry she had become over the day with Ellie. She had been so focused on keeping her happy and moving that she did not notice her own weariness.  
 
    After supper, Ellie settled down to bed and Emily had gone to her room to read, for she knew that there would be no more time for reading during the day.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4
  
 
    After the following evening’s reading lesson Mr. and Mrs. Barton decided that they would let Emily and Eleanor spend some quality time together with the horses again. As Alex had mentioned to her when she arrived, Ellie loved riding the horses in the arms of someone who was big enough to ride them. 
 
    Mr. Barton brought one of the horses outside so Emily could get acquainted with it before taking it out.  
 
    “This is Starlight, Emily,” he introduced them and he allowed her to saddle the horse herself so that they might bond. 
 
    “She is lovely,” Emily said stroking the horse along the nose.  
 
    “She is, and she is the calmer of the two, it’s why we only allow Ellie to ride on her,” he explained.  
 
    Emily took a few moments to herself to brush, saddle, and talk to Starlight before getting Ellie all ready for the ride ahead. The horse was very still and did not whinny when Emily feared she had pulled out a hair from her tail.  
 
    Once satisfied that she could trust the animal to follow her command as they rode about that evening, Emily returned to the house to fetch her young charge.  
 
    “Ellie!” she called into the drawing room where Eleanor had come bolting through with a helmet in one hand and small whip in the other.  
 
    “Hooooorsies!” she cried, throwing her hands in the air and darting past Emily and out the door.  
 
    Emily ran after her and scooped her up before she got too close to Starlight, who hardly made a movement when she saw the young child dashing towards her at top speed.  
 
    Alex joined them outside for a moment to remind Ellie of her horse safety. 
 
    “Now Ellie,” he said softly, “What do you have to remember never to do to a horse?” he asked, focusing her attention on him.  
 
    “Don’t walk behind it!” Ellie cheered. 
 
    “That’s right and what else?” 
 
    She screwed up her face in concentration again and looked at him lost for an answer.  
 
    “We must never run at a horse,” he said. “Now you.” 
 
    “We must never run at a horse,” Ellie repeated in her squeaky, high-pitched tone. 
 
    “Good girl,” he said as Emily donned her boots and helmet and climbed aboard Starlight.  
 
    Alex helped to get Ellie’s on and when she was finally dressed with a thick coat to protect her from the wind, boots, a helmet, and riding gloves, he passed her up to Emily who took her comfortably between her legs. 
 
    “Now you have to hold on tightly Ellie,” she reminded her.  
 
    “Here,” she heard Alex say before he went into the barn once again.  
 
    Emily turned and saw that he had brought a leather brace which looked big enough to fit around two grown men.  
 
    “What is it?” she asked curiously.  
 
    He stepped towards them and slipped the brace over both of them; it fit like a thin corset that could be tightened on the sides.  
 
    “My father fashioned this for me when I was a child,” he explained. “It kept me attached to him even if I got distracted and let go of the reins.” 
 
    “That’s brilliant,” Emily exclaimed. 
 
    Alex tightened the brace so that Ellie had little to no room to wriggle about so that the ride might be easier on them especially with it being their first ride together.  
 
    “Thank you Alex,” Emily said as he undid the horse’s ties to the post. 
 
    “Thanks Alex!” echoed Ellie, already waving good-bye. 
 
    The horse took off with wonderful grace and agility. It had been a while since Emily had ridden such a kind animal and Ellie was enjoying herself immensely.  
 
    They laughed and chattered away as the sun began to drop lower in the sky and Emily realized that it would soon be time for Ellie to get home and go to bed. But their fun was interrupted by a thunder bolt and a sheet of rain. Ellie immediately began to cry.  
 
    “Okay, we are going home now,” Ellie said comfortingly, clutching the little girl to her chest.  
 
    Only she had been so enjoying herself, that she had not kept track of where she was going and how many left hand turns she had made. A slight panic had set in and she steadied herself to focus and followed a road which appeared to be familiar. Through the rain though, it was difficult to discern one from another.  
 
    Soon enough, to her right, rising up out of the mist was a great estate, tall, elegant, and even a little intimidating. Without a better idea, and a crying child between her and this great animal, she moved toward the castle to ask for help.  
 
    At the door she was greeted by a kind servant who was pleasantly dressed even at the hour that it was.  
 
    “How can I help you Miss?” he asked politely, allowing her to step inside the door to shelter the child from the rain.  
 
    “Please sir, I have lost my way and have no notion of what to do,” she whispered, not wishing to disturb the peace of the household.  
 
    “Come with me,” he said softly, “I will see that my master accommodates you long enough to devise a plan to return you safely to where you came from.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Emily replied, following the man down a long entrance hall decorated with deep reds and blacks.  
 
    The estate gave off the feeling that it held secrets of its own and that, one should not go lurking through empty corridors at night. Emily shrugged off a chill and held Eleanor tight to her bosom who continued to cry. She heard a few doors along the corridor click shut as she passed, but she never saw into one. There must be quite a number of guests here, she thought to herself as they reached the room at the end of the hall beneath the winding staircase.  
 
    The servant knocked loudly.  
 
    “What?” came a harsh voice from the other side. 
 
    “I have a lady here, who is lost,” the servant continued. 
 
    “I’m busy, set her up in a room and I shall speak with her soon,” he hissed.  
 
    “Very well sir,” said the servant leading Emily to a small room just left of the dining room.  
 
    This one had been locked and no one was inside, to Emily’s relief. She laid Ellie down on the couch where she began to slip into a state of sleep.  
 
    “Please Sir, how long will this take?” Emily asked hurriedly, “You see, this is not my child, I am her governess and we must get home before her parents begin to worry.” 
 
    “I will send word that the both of you are safe,” he said, “Here, write down the address and I will send for it quickly. I must also apologize,” he went on, “For my master’s behavior and attitude, he can be quite...distracted at times.” 
 
    He smiled kindly at her and left the room.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5
  
 
    After a few moments of not hearing a single noise outside her room and with Ellie silently asleep, tears still wet on her small cheeks, Emily stepped out into the hall to try and find the man of the house herself.  
 
    She took a few easy steps to ensure she was alone before making her way down the dark hall to the room at the end of it. A light shone out from a room just one or two doors from the master’s office which she supposed it was. There were voices of two women, but she could not make out what they were saying to each other. Perhaps one of them could shed some light, she thought.  
 
    As she rounded the staircase and stood in front of the room she stood shocked at what she saw. Two women were standing in the doorway of a room with nothing on but their slips.  
 
    One of them looked up and gasped as the other threw a shawl around her shoulders and headed for the door. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to intrude,” Emily stammered, blushing wildly.  
 
    The woman who came toward her looked to be no older than she was and she closed the door behind her.  
 
    “It is fine, what is it you need?” asked the woman with a strong accent which Emily could not place.  
 
    “I hoped to speak with...” she trailed, distracted by the woman’s breast which heaved nearly enough to fall out of her chemise. 
 
    “The Duke?” the woman asked folding her arms.  
 
    “Yes, please, do you know where he is?” Emily caught herself as the second woman opened the door and took the first by the arm.  
 
    Emily knew she had stumbled upon some very inappropriate behavior and felt her presence unwelcomed.  
 
    “Never mind, I will go and find him myself, sorry again,” she excused herself and turned away only to bump into the Duke himself.  
 
    The Duke stood a head taller than her with dark hair swept out of his face and behind his ears, revealing a masculine jaw line peppered with stubble as if he had forgotten to shave the past couple of mornings. He stood before her in a cotton robe with a lady hanging off his arm who he instructed to join the other two in the room.  
 
    He looked down at her menacingly, as if she had just offended his entire being.  
 
    “Come with me,” he said, taking her by the hand to the room at the end of the hall.  
 
    It was not an office at all, but appeared to be the master bedroom. It was large and dimly lit, with candles strewn about.  
 
    “Sit,” he instructed as they reached the foot of the bed. 

Emily sat down on the chaise and crossed her hands in front of her.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked.  
 
    “My name is Emily Brooks, Your Grace,” she said nodding her head appropriately.  
 
    He studied her in her wet gown and tousled hair, contemplating. She peered up through her dark lashes to meet a pair of deep blue eyes staring down at her.  
 
    “And what brings you to my estate Emily?” he asked, giving way to all formalities.  
 
    “I was horse-back riding with my young charge when we got lost,” she began to explain. 
 
    “Young charge?” he asked quickly. 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace, you see, I am a governess and little Eleanor is in the room your servant put us into. I hope not to intrude on your hospitality for too long and that we should be on our way.” 
 
    “I see,” he replied. “And is the child asleep now?” he asked.  
 
    “She is.” 
 
    Emily watched as he paced the room in deep thought about what should be done next. She studied his posture which was confident and strong, and his face, which was focused and fierce. 
 
    “My name is Duncan Cooke,” he finally said to her extending a hand so that he might take hers.  
 
    She complied. “Pleased to meet you, Your Grace.” Her eyes widened as she recalled hearing that name recently but in her state, she could not remember who had uttered his name or what it had been about.

The Duke rang for his servant to come to the room and bring tea for the lady who had stumbled into his life without his anticipation. He had never had a woman take him off guard before, but Emily seemed to be different. She remained polite and proper even after just having met two of his concubines scantily clad.  
 
    Perhaps she would do, he thought to himself, as his servant placed the tea and biscuits on the table.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said to him, as his master had clearly no intentions of thanking his servant for the tea. 
 
    “You’re quite the gentlewoman aren’t you?” he asked, pouring the tea for her into a cup and placing it on a saucer.  
 
    “My father is a gentleman sir, and so I have learned I suppose to be the same way,” she offered. “I really must get back to Eleanor though, I should hate for her to wake in a strange place all alone,” she insisted.  
 
    “Relax, I have ensured the safety of everyone within these walls,” he said coolly. “She is asleep and Hal has sent word to her parents of your arrival here, so you shall of course, spend the night. It is much too dangerous for a young woman as radiant as yourself to be travelling at night,” he said smoothly, sitting down next to her.  
 
    “Your Grace,” she began.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Might I be so bold as to ask you who those ladies were? And where did they come from? One had such a strong accent but I could not place her,” she said slightly embarrassed.  
 
    She could feel that she had pressed into a private matter as the Duke stiffened a little and eyed her suspiciously. 
 
    “What concern is it of yours, my dear Miss Emily?” he asked incriminatingly.  
 
    “None Your Grace, I only wondered,” she cast her eyes down again.  
 
    “Do not hide your pretty face from me, you have lovely eyes Emily,” he cooed, sending shivers down her spine.  
 
    “The one you spoke with, her name is Daniela and she comes from Columbia. I met her only a couple of months ago while travelling for business,” he said coyly.  
 
    Emily got the sense that he was keeping a part of the story secret from her and she was not sure that she wished to know what it was. She drank her tea in silence, not wishing to press any further into the private affairs of the Duke.  
 
    “You must be curious Emily,” he said, his blue eyes fixed on her lips, “What all these women are doing here.”  
 
    “It is none of my concern sir, your activities are your own, as are mine, so if you would excuse me, I would like to get back to my charge,” she said once more.  
 
    “Of course, and you will, but she is fine and well for the time being. I feel like I need to explain myself to you. You came here for help, with no idea what kind of life I led and now you’re all caught up in the middle of it,” he said.  
 
    “I want to ensure you that you are one hundred per cent safe in my house and there is no reason for you to be afraid,” he said reassuringly.  
 
    “I’m not afraid,” she responded snappishly. “But, I simply do not understand your lifestyle,” she excused herself. 
 
    “Yes, that much is perfectly obvious,” he said rising once more. “You see Emily, I live a life that is very different than most people. I have more money and therefore more responsibility and, with all that, I have also more stress and more need for...distractions.” 
 
    Emily watched him circle the room with a whiskey over ice in hand as he sipped on it. If he was not so cold and intimidating, she thought she might even find him to be attractive. She noted how his robe clung to his figure, revealing more of his physique than she had first noticed.  
 
    “These women Emily,” he said, bringing her back into focus, “Are all here by choice. I have not asked any of them to be here if they do not wish it,” he assured her. “They are here for me,” he said simply and finally.  
 
    “For your own use?” Emily asked, beginning to understand his meaning.  
 
    “Yes, for my own use, for my friends’ use, and if they so desire, for each other’s use,” he went on. 
 
    Emily’s mind spun like a top. She had never experienced someone so involved in the world of intimacy, even living under her happily married parent’s roof for her whole twenty years. And those women I met in the hall? Were they really in love with one another? she wondered as the Duke went on in his explanations.  
 
    “I have been long in search of women my dear Emily, and these ones I have come to have through great connections across the world,” he said proudly, sipping his whiskey. 
 
    “If I may Your Grace?” she asked. 
 
    “Please,” 
 
    “Are any of these women your wife?” she asked, believing that she already knew the answer.  
 
    Duke Duncan Cooke laughed at this and shook his head.  
 
    “No, no, no my dear. If any of these ladies suited my taste in wives, they would not be here doing what they are doing. No,” he answered stoutly.  
 
    “And how, if I might be so bold Your Grace, do you expect to find yourself a wife who will marry you when she knows you have such a collection of young ladies here at your disposal. I am sure you will not find many such women around here or even in London I daresay who would accept you in this position,” she questioned, curious about his intentions.  
 
    “Yes, that is the trick isn’t it?” he smirked.  
 
    A lady’s laugh echoed down the hall and floated into the room. The Duke smiled to himself at the sound of it. It pleased him, and Emily could see it in his face. It made her quite nervous and edgy while she drained her tea.  
 
    “There are women in other areas of the globe which I have visited who think this kind of lifestyle is the only way to live. But you see, those women, in those places of the world are not the type of women, who could persuade me into matrimony,” he continued.  
 
    “It is the women here, in England who I would most like to play the role of ‘wife’,” he said, looking her up and down, taking in her beauty and posture. He had not been in the presence of such a lady in many a year or more, he thought to himself, looking away from her so as not to frighten her.  
 
    A thought seemed to have struck him across the face when he noticed she had no more witty remarks to make on his behavior. Perhaps he could persuade her. 
 
    “Miss Emily,” he began hastily, “I am very content that your situation has landed you here in my home.” 
 
    “I am afraid I do not understand Your Grace. I should think I am being quite the burden, for I am sure you have plenty of other things you could be...um, doing,” she said embarrassed as more echoes reached them in the bedroom.  
 
    “I wonder if you might entertain me in asking your thoughts on becoming my wife?” he blurted, losing his stony cold demeanor for a moment as the idea quite took over him.  
 
    “Are you mad sir?!” Emily exploded, dropping her teacup and saucer to the floor where it shattered to pieces.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he corrected himself, “I just thought that perhaps, since you did not quit this house instinctively the moment you arrived, and that you had come here asking questions about my life, maybe you would be interested.” 
 
    He blushed the way a child who has just attempted to steal a cookie from the jar does when his mother catches him wrist deep in it. His pride had been wounded and Emily could see it in his face that he was not a man who took lightly to being rejected by any sort of woman.  
 
    “I must apologize, Your Grace,” she uttered, remembering her manners. “It is not in my natural behavior to shut a man down in the middle of his sentence, but you must admit sir, that this is the strangest of proposals.” 
 
    “I admit that you are right Emily,” he said, resuming his pacing. “Perhaps I should have properly courted you, would that have altered your answer in the least?” he asked sassily.  
 
    “I’m afraid it would not sir,” she confirmed folding her arms across her chest once again.  
 
    He paused, letting the sound of his concubines’ laughter fill the room long enough for Emily to step towards him in defiance. Her morals, propriety, and her reputation were on the line the longer she remained in his house, and she knew she had to get Ellie and go home.  
 
    The Duke stood in her way and placed a hand on her shoulder cautioning her not to try anything.  
 
    “If you would humor me for another moment Emily, I pray you would remain with me so that I might ask you one further question.” 
 
    She stood frozen as he circled her, admiring her every curve and frowning dimple. Her heart pounded to life as he was now closer to her than he had been the entire evening. She could smell the soap on his skin, the whiskey on his breath, and even the faint musk that must have accompanied the woman he escorted out of the room when she ran into him. 
 
    Emily batted her eyes as he continued to study her.  
 
    “If,” he began pointedly, “You have no desire...please do sit back down,” he stopped himself.  
 
    She sat on the chaise as he asked but he reached his hand out to her. Confused, she took it and rose again as he led her forward, encouraging her to sit on the edge of the red covered sheets.  
 
    “As I was saying,” he smiled wickedly at her for her obedience, “If you have no interest in taking part in my life as the prim and proper wife which I have already asked you to be, perhaps it would better suit you to be another one of them,” he nodded towards the door where the women’s giggles were still pouring in from.  
 
    “ME?!” she shouted, “A concubine! My word sir, you certainly have no shame do you?” she asked in a fury.  
 
    “I do not!” he snapped back at her. “And that is precisely what allows me to lead the life that I do, for if I had shame I should have many qualms about the things I do...” 
 
    “Which would force you to take responsibility for your actions, wouldn’t it?!” she spat back, red in the face.  
 
    Heated from the argument and his own attraction to her, the duke moved towards the bed and sat beside her, reaching for her face. 
 
    Emily pulled back, but her small frame was no match for his firm hands, planted like steel on either side of her face. His heart raced but he could not stop himself from kissing her reluctant mouth.  
 
    Shock took Emily by surprise, leaving her unknowing what to do. It wasn’t until the Duke had eased her onto her back, lifting her skirts with one hand, her mouth glued to his with the other, that she had the idea.  
 
    She bit down hard on his lower lip, enough that she could taste the blood that spurted out of it. The Duke fell back off of the bed and looked at her in complete surprise. He had nearly convinced himself that if he had kissed her, she would play along and that he could later convince her to reconsider. Apparently he’d been very wrong.  
 
    He watched as she ran from the room to grab her coat and the young charge, which came stumbling out of the room with Emily, trotting alongside her to keep up.  
 
    By this point, the ladies had strayed from the room to see what the matter was. The Duke watched as his servant escorted one of the most beautiful ladies he had ever beheld, out of his house, and probably out of his life forever.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6
  
 
    Emily threw the harness over herself and the still very sleepy Ellie and had the servant show her the directions he sent the messenger in.  
 
    “Thank you,” she called hastily and reared the horse into motion.  
 
    She kept Starlight going at a steady gallop all the way back to the Barton cottage for fear that she should be followed by the Duke or one of his man servants. Who knew how many other men engaged in such behaviors as he did, she wondered to herself.  
 
    Soon after, but not soon enough for Emily, Starlight slowed to a walk in front of the Barton estate where the candles continued to burn into the night.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Emily sighed with relief as Alex met them in the stable and took off their harness.  
 
    “Is everything alright?” he asked concerned, checking the sides and top of Ellie’s head to make sure she was okay.  
 
    “It is now, we...um... got lost on our ride,” she explained as Mr. and Mrs. Barton came rushing out from the house.  
 
    “My baby!” cried Mrs. Barton, her husband right on her heels.  
 
    “What happened?” he demanded.  
 
    “We got lost on our ride, so we stopped at a house to ask directions,” Emily began, but broke off in tears that she had been holding in.  
 
    “Oh my dear,” Mrs. Barton sighed, “Come now, let’s get you both inside and cleaned up for bed shall we?” 
 
    Emily sniffled and followed her into the house.  
 
    “Would you like some tea to be made for when you come down?” she asked.  
 
    “No, thank you ma’am, just water will do,” replied Emily through still gritted teeth.  
 
    She went upstairs and washed her face in the basin before changing into a nightgown and shawl which she wrapped about herself tightly. For a moment she found herself reimagining the episode with the Duke in his room. Her first impression of the man was that he must be too busy to take in every guest right away. She also thought he had been handsome. It took her by surprise just how quickly all of that changed when she started to ask questions. It was not like he could have expected her to remain silent on the fact that he had at least three women in his home that evening doing Lord knows what, she thought angrily.  
 
    Then she recalled his tone when he asked her to be the wife who allows such behavior. The idea made her scoff even as she made for her bedroom door to go downstairs. And then she remembered his scent. It triggered her, but at the same time tantalized her. For a second she caught herself inhaling the memory of his scent which still lingered in her hair. She grabbed a ribbon and tied it back quickly before descending upon her hosts.  
 
    “We got worried once the rain started, we had no idea which way you had gone,” Mrs. Barton said quietly. “And then it was such a long time that you had not returned, we began to fear the worst.” 
 
    “I am terribly sorry ma’am, the rain made everything so difficult to see and I didn’t know the area,” Emily announced. “I should have gone out on a ride by myself before bringing Ellie along with me. I should have learned the terrain and the roads,” she went on apologetically.  
 
    “It is not your fault,” Mr. Barton assured her. “Had it not rained, I am sure you would have found your way.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but Mr. and Mrs. Barton, you do believe me don’t you that I am so terribly and truly sorry?” 
 
    “Of course dear,” Mrs. Barton said patting her on the arm.  
 
    “It was only a little while before you arrived that we had a messenger come from the Duke’s estate to inform us of your staying there,” Mrs. Barton went on. “He made us believe you should be staying the evening there, but there was no use in trying to sleep.” 
 
    “Of course,” Emily accepted.  
 
    “What was the Duke like Emily dear? Was he kind? Was he handsome?” Mrs. Barton implored.  
 
    “Well, he was very...erm... accommodating,” Emily confirmed. “He offered us a bed to sleep in and poor little Ellie fell asleep as soon as I laid her down on it. Then he fetched some tea.” 
 
    “What a gentleman! Don’t you think William?” 
 
    “I should think that any man should do at least as much as that, I thought maybe perhaps more should have been offered by Duke Cooke,” he went on, still angry that his daughter had not been given a physician upon her arrival soaking wet and upset.  
 
    “Now dear, don’t be bitter, you know the Duke must have many other matters to attend to,” his wife replied.  
 
    Emily scoffed at this, spilling some of her tea on the floor.  
 
    “What is so funny dear?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing Mrs. Barton,” she answered, wiping up the tea. “Did you know whether or not the Duke is married?” she asked.  
 
    “I had no notion of it my dear. He is still quite young isn’t he and a handsome man at that. I am sure there must be plenty of women seeking his approval around here,” Mrs. Barton hypothesized. “Why do you ask? Do you have an eye for the Duke?” 
 
    “Me?” asked Emily defensively. “Of course not, don’t be silly ma’am. I only wondered because I thought I heard a young lady’s voice while I was there.” 
 
    “Did you see her?” 
 
    “No, I did not,” Emily concluded, satisfied that the general knowledge of the duke did not include his highly developed taste for women.  
 
    Interesting, she thought. If the Duke did not go public with his behavior, how would he ever expect to meet a woman open to becoming the kind of wife he expected? Clearly he had not thought that part out. Nor had he thought out the part where he attempts to bed random women who enter his home, she thought further.  
 
    She went upstairs to bed completely distracted by her thoughts of the Duke and his manipulations of her. She untied her hair and let it fall down her back as she climbed into bed and lay down.  
 
    Her hair fell down around her in waves, draping over her shoulders and snaking along her arms. And there it was again, the sweet scent of cedar cologne, the bitterness of whiskey, and that tang of something a little bit more seductive.  
 
    She inhaled deeply, rolled over, and fell almost instantly asleep.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7
  
 
    The sun rose in the morning hot and heavy as Emily rubbed the sleep from her eyes and set her mind on the day ahead with Eleanor. Her plan was to start with visiting Starlight and bringing Ellie in after that to work on writing and drawing all things horse related. In the distance through the window she could hear Alex bathing them and preparing their food for the day, so she climbed out of bed ready to be an equally hard working employee as Alex was.  
 
    “Mama, don’t want eggs!” screeched Ellie at the table when Emily came down a few moments later.  
 
    Emily took her seat and reached for the plate of eggs taking a big spoonful and piling it on her plate; she did not make eye contact with Ellie. The screeching stopped and she could feel Ellie’s little eyes on the back of her head. She was being watched.  
 
    “Mama?” she said quietly. “Can I have some eggs please?” she asked in a near whisper. 
 
    “Of course you may,” replied Mrs. Barton scooping a small portion onto the plate. She turned to Emily.  
 
    “How on earth did you know to do such a thing?” she asked astonished. “I have been trying to get the little thing to eat her eggs for weeks now and nothing.” 
 
    “Well my mother used to get me to do that for my sisters when we were small. Since I am the oldest, they were taught to look up to me as an elder. So whenever they said no to Mama or Papa, they would get me to do whatever it was they wanted Isabella and Fanny to do and soon enough they would follow suit,” she explained, pleased that her little trick had been successful. 
 
    “How clever! I suppose that wouldn’t have been something I would learn only having her by herself,” Mrs. Barton commented.  
 
    “I am glad I could help. Did you want me to take her out to the stables now or does she need some more time? I never can tell when the children have had enough of their food or if they just don’t feel like eating,” she laughed. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    Emily took Ellie by the hand and led her to the barn where they spent nearly an hour brushing the horses and saying new words as they walked about the place. ‘Hay bales’ had become quite the favorite.  
 
    It took some time to get Ellie settled in to her writing for the morning once the horses had been fed and were all tired out from her for the day, but soon enough she was sitting and writing as much as Emily was.  
 
    A few days passed in this peaceful routine and Ellie learned more each day that she spent with Emily. It also served as an excellent distraction for Emily to keep her thoughts off of the Duke and his advances the night of the rainstorm.  
 
    However, night time always brought with it different challenges. There was not a shrieking child to keep her distracted, no lessons to plan, and no other gentleman to occupy her thoughts.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8
  
 
    About a week later, Emily found herself in the kitchen talking with Mrs. Barton about an upcoming ball that she so desperately hoped Emily would attend.  
 
    “There is a ball held at the Duke’s estate each year, not always hosted by the Duke himself, but often organized by other ladies who are in high positions of authority,” she explained over afternoon tea.  
 
    “I am told it is not a ball that any woman should have to miss, so I thought I would allow you the day off for it. After all, your mother has insisted!” 
 
    “What is this Duke’s name?” she asked, wondering if this man was as wretched as Duncan Cooke. 
 
    “Why, Duncan Cooke of course, my dear! You have already had the pleasure of meeting him.” 
 
    Horror filled Emily’s mind as she remembered her mother saying that the ball would be hosted by Duke Duncan Cooke! She shook her head. She would have to attend a ball at the same estate where this insufferable man had tried to bed her! Now she remembered where she had heard his name when he had introduced himself the night of the rainstorm at his estate – from her mother! 
 
    “That is very kind of you Mrs. Barton, but if you don’t mind, I will think on it a little bit longer before I decide if I will go or not,” Emily said.  
 
    Truthfully, in any other circumstance a ball would have been a welcomed diversion, but a ball being held right under the nose of the Duke was not somewhere she thought it appropriate for her to be.  
 
    “Well, no matter,” Mrs. Barton thrust on, “We should go into town tomorrow morning and look into some shops. It has been ever so long since I have taken sweet little Ellie into the town. She loves all the noise and commotion.” 
 
    “That sounds like a wonderful idea, I should be glad to accompany you. It would be a nice diversion from my lessons I think,” Emily rattled. 
 
    “Good, it is settled then,” said Mrs. Barton as she left the room.  
 
    Emily felt the need to go outside and get some air. The discussion of the Duke’s ball had simply taken her off guard, and she was not about to have an episode over the Duke in the kitchen of her host. She ran out the door and into the yard where the pigeons and squirrels were running about and she sat near an old oak tree that dominated the majority of the front view of the house.  
 
    As hard as she had tried, she could not erase Duke Duncan Cooke from her mind. He was everywhere; in the bad thoughts, the confused thoughts, and even the good thoughts. Emily was convinced that had the Duke led a more normal life, he could actually be a charming man, but the stress of his position made him totally unreachable and non-relatable. Perhaps, she thought, that was what she found so captivating; that she could not understand him the way he was and that she felt like she needed answers. At the same time however, she felt afraid of him. He was unpredictable and rash, with no thought to the consequences of his actions, and that worried her. Not only for her own safety and the safety of her pupil, but for the safety of the women he had do all his bidding, and even a little bit for himself. What other kind of reckless behavior was the Duke involved in?, she thought, before going inside to start drawing with Ellie.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9
  
 
    Dressing the following morning proved to be an exhausting task. The warmth of the day left Emily with few options to choose from for the day and, having worn many of them already, made her feel flustered.  
 
    Finally, after four dresses had been put on and discarded, she chose a simple lilac colored gown with puffed sleeves. After a moment’s admiration in the mirror she decided that she was dressed suitably to join her host and her young pupil on a trip into town. 
 
    “Emily dear!” Mrs. Barton called up the stairs, “Are you ready to go yet?” 
 
    “Yes, I am on my way down!” she called in response, ensuring to grab her reticule before going down.  
 
    “Emie, Emie!” Eleanor screamed, “We are going to town today! We can look shops!” she said excitedly bouncing about from her father to mother, and then to Emily.  
 
    Emily laughed at her and took her by the hand to lead her to the carriage. 
 
    “Yes, we are going into town today. There will be lots of things to do, and we can learn some new words!” Emily said, trying to make learning sound fun.  
 
    “Yes!” cried Ellie as she bounded into the carriage without a hand.  
 
    The ride was short and easy, and Emily enjoyed watching the happiness cross Ellie’s face as they passed by other horses or people walking. She would call out to some and simply watch absent minded at others and all the while Emily could not help but think that if she should ever have children, they would be her joy in every moment. She felt that she could sit and watch Ellie flip her hair, giggle, and talk all day long the more she got to know her.  
 
    “Here we are,” the driver announced as the carriage pulled up in Meryton. 
 
    “We’re here! We’re here!” Ellie cried, unable to contain her excitement inside the carriage any longer.  
 
    “Where shall we go first, dear?” her father asked, taking her hand before she could run off into the street.  
 
    “That one!” she pointed at a small book shop on the corner and led the way in.  
 
    Once inside, she darted for the small table set up for children to read at and demanded a book be chosen for her. Emily selected one with bright color on the front from one of the nearer shelves and handed it to her.  
 
    Emily turned around as Ellie opened the book and began to examine it. She had a sneaking suspicion that she was being watched, but she could not spot anyone looking in her direction with the exception of Mr. Barton who was watching eagerly as his daughter babbled out some of the smaller words in the book.  
 
    “Very good Ellie,” Emily cooed, bending her head back down to focus on her young companion, but the feeling of being observed by someone out of their party did not escape her.  
 
    The day drew on and on as the family passed through most of the shops on the streets of Meryton and, by two o’clock in the afternoon; Emily could no longer feel her feet.  
 
    Due to her gown of choice, she was forced to wear her higher heels to prevent the dress from dragging on the floor as it was somewhat long on her. She rolled her eyes in frustration with herself. If she had only worn the brown dress she could have worn her flats, but that morning she felt it important that her dress be fitted exactly, as the lilac one was. Who knew who she might run into, she thought.  
 
    “Emily dear, we were just thinking of taking Ellie into that shop over there for something to eat, she has been growing fussy,” remarked Mr. Barton. “Would you like to come?” 
 
    “Actually sir, if you don’t mind, I should like to admire the ribbons and silks a little while longer,” she added, needing a couple of moments to herself.  
 
    “Of course, we shall meet you outside by the fountain around three,” he added cheerfully and scooped his daughter into his arms as they made for the shop.  
 
    Emily watched them disappear and then turned to resume fingering the fine materials for sale in front of her. One dark blue strand of a soft silk caught her eye when a familiarly husky voice came from behind her.  
 
    “I do not believe that one matches your dress, Miss.”  
 
    Emily stood still for a moment and decided to ignore the comment and walk on in search of other fabrics. She could feel him following her through the shop before he made his next remark.  
 
    “You really should take a look at the lace,” he offered, “There is much more that can be done with it,” he whispered, practically right into her ear. 
 
    She stiffened and moved ahead of him before turning around.  
 
    “Thank you sir,” she said hotly, “I shall keep that in mind,” and walked toward the lace.  
 
    “I could show you, if you like?” he said with lingering temptation in his voice from their last encounter.  
 
    “No thank you, sir.” 
 
    “You are quite proud aren’t you Miss Emily?” he asked, raking his hands over a sheet of red satin which resembled his bed sheets.  
 
    “I am,” she said simply, touching the red satin out of pure curiosity. “I am proud of my family, where I come from, and who I am,” she said smartly, turning to face him. 
 
    “And would you not be proud of your husband, if you had one?” he pressed.  
 
    “I would, if I had one,” she retorted.  
 
    “Well then, I hope someone has told you of the ball this coming week,” he added. “For I am sure there will be plenty of available gentlemen to meet with there,” he teased.  
 
    “I am sure there shall be,” she replied, feeling her skin heat up and her eyes flicker.  
 
    “Gentlemen like me,” he said coyly, as he turned and walked out the door, leaving her feeling angry and flustered.  
 
    “You, sir, are not a gentleman,” she flung out after him, not knowing if he had heard her or not. But he had. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10
  
 
    Emily went to the fountain to meet her host family early, to avoid the chances of bumping into the Duke again. She had not anticipated seeing him again, especially not in public, and his comments left a salty taste in her mouth.  
 
    “Emie!” called Eleanor as she darted out of the shop with her parents and clung onto Emily’s leg.  
 
    “Ellie! How was lunch?” she asked. 
 
    “Yummy, yummy!”  
 
    “That is great news sweetie.” 
 
    Emily took her hand as Mr. and Mrs. Barton led the way to the carriage.  
 
    “Emily, we hope you don’t mind, but we thought we should like to visit with my sister and her husband for a little while on the way home,” said Mrs. Barton.  
 
    “Of course, Mrs. Barton. That sounds like a lovely idea,” Emily replied, happy that they would not be remaining in town any longer.  
 
    Mr. Barton called for his carriage to be brought round so that they could go home.  
 
    “Did you purchase anything Miss Emily?” he asked her. 
 
    “Oh, um... yes, I did,” she replied holding up a small bag from the book shop and an even smaller one from the ribbon shop.  
 
    “Excellent,” he replied, “It is always good to see a young lady training her mind as you do. You often have a book in hand do you not?” 
 
    “Yes, I like to read and I think it very beneficial.” 
 
    “I like read too!” Ellie chimed in.  
 
    Emily and Mr. Barton laughed at her sweet remark until the carriage arrived and they all got in and made for home.  
 
    -- 
 
    The remainder of the week passed by quickly and with no great deal of excitement. Emily was pleased of this as it left her with plenty of time to focus on Ellie and getting her to read some more complicated words than she was used to. To her excitement, she learned that Ellie’s capacity for retaining information was very great for someone of her age and she rarely forgot anything.  
 
    Finally the morning came before Emily should be off to the ball at the Duke’s estate and Mrs. Barton insisted that she help her in selecting a gown and shoes.  
 
    “You truly have a lovely shape my dear, it would be a shame not to show it a little,” she commented as they shuffled through the gowns Emily had brought along with her.  
 
    Unsatisfied with the options presented to her, Mrs. Barton took a moment and went into her own closet as she had a stroke of inspiration upon looking at the ribbons and lace that Emily had bought in Meryton the other day. 
 
    She returned with two gowns in hand, one a magnificent hue of red and the other white with very ornate details.  
 
    “Mrs. Barton, these are truly remarkable gowns,” Emily exclaimed. “I couldn’t possibly...” 
 
    “Oh, yes you could. I reckon I was around your size the last time I was able to get into one of these. They have not been worn in a great long time,” she went on.  
 
    “The white is so lovely,” Emily commented running her fingers through the detailing on the front.  
 
    “It is, isn’t it? But my dear, all sorts of ladies wear white gowns to balls such as this, it will not make you stand out even if it does grip your curves,” Mrs. Barton cautioned.  
 
    “The red will give you an opportunity to stand out in the crowd and, not to mention, I have heard rumors that it is the Duke’s favorite color on a woman,” she winked.  
 
    Emily inhaled deeply, “Red it must be then.”  
 
    Mrs. Barton helped her to lace up the backing and tie the stays in place, then called in Ellie for her seal of approval. 
 
    “You look like a Queen! Queen Emie!” Eleanor screeched dancing about the room with ribbons in her hands.  
 
    “Will you get married tonight Emie?” she asked innocently.  
 
    Emily laughed at this, “No Ellie, I won’t be married tonight, but I might just meet someone,” she played along.  
 
    Ellie played with the curls that rolled to the side of Emily’s chest and admired the ones pinned perfectly in place on the top of her head. She handed her the small red ribbons as each one was woven into the twists and turns of her hair until all were used up.  
 
    “Pretty!” shouted Ellie as the two headed downstairs.  
 
    “Not as pretty as you,” Emily cooed.  
 
    The carriage was brought out front and Alex was standing at its door ready to open it.  
 
    “Alex,” Emily greeted him happily. “Are you escorting me this evening?” 
 
    “I am driving actually,” he explained, “The driver took ill this morning and Mr. Barton thinks I have grown accustomed enough to the horses to sense their needs on the road.” 
 
    Emily smiled back at Mr. and Mrs. Barton before getting in and said, “That’s wonderful Alex!” 
 
    Alex climbed aboard the front of the carriage and they were off, at a rather slow pace, but that did not matter as Emily was beginning to feel anxious herself. It was the first ball she had been to without her sisters, her mother had sent word that Isabella and Fanny would not be attending the Duke’s ball but had been invited to a closer one near their home. And, not to mention it would be the first ball she attended with the Duke.  
 
    The thought stirred something in her; a desire to appear of the highest society, should he make conversation with her. She wished for him to know that she was not the type of woman to stand for his attempts, nor was she the type of woman to marry a man consumed with habits such as his.  
 
    With these ideals planted firmly in her head, she took Alex’s hand when he opened the door, stepped down from the carriage, and went inside.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11
  
 
    The ball was lively and full of so many aristocrats, and people of importance, that she feared. To her surprise, Emily was met with more young people than she had expected. A young man, no more than twenty himself, greeted her as she entered the ballroom and asked her to stand up with him. Not knowing anyone besides the Duke, whom she had not spotted yet, she accepted the offer and decided that she need not heed to the decorum of saying no to the first gentleman to ask her. 
 
    He was a pleasant fellow, but he talked too much, she thought. She went on in search of conversation and perhaps a drink of punch. She found the punch first, in the far corner of the room where she rested her feet from the first dance and sipped on her cup.  
 
    “I beg your pardon Miss,” she heard a voice from behind her say.  
 
    She turned around to see a middle aged woman admiring her gown.  
 
    “Hello,” Emily replied with a curtsey.  
 
    “I just wished to say Miss, that your gown is stunning. I have never seen its equal,” the woman commented, smiling at her.  
 
    “Oh, thank you so much. You are too kind,” Emily replied to the woman.  
 
    They stood together admiring the guests and Emily took the time to appreciate her new companion’s gown as well. It was made of very fine ebony silk with a small cluster of what appeared to be diamonds along the side of one hip. It must have been an awfully expensive gown, she thought to herself, wondering who this woman was.  
 
    “You must let me introduce you to my son Miss…” 
 
    “Emily Brooks,”  
 
    “Miss Emily.” 
 
    “Where is your son?” Emily inquired. 
 
    “He is here somewhere, I had only just seen him a moment ago,” she peered into the crowd in hopes of spotting him again. 
 
    “Ah, here he comes now,” she pointed to a sharply dressed man with dark hair who had just stopped to bid adieu to a fellow guest before turning around and heading their way. 
 
    Emily froze when he turned around and a pair of piercing, dark blue eyes met hers, not straying until he stood before them. Her heart hammered away from the moment he turned until the moment he stopped in front of them at which time she was sure it had stopped altogether.  
 
    “My boy, this is Emily Brooks,” the woman said pleasantly. “Emily, this is my son, Duke Duncan Cooke,” she said with pride in her voice, and hope in her eyes.  
 
    She couldn’t possibly know, thought Emily. There is no way she knows. She dismissed the thought that his mother was in on his behavior from her mind.  
 
    “May I have this dance?” he asked her politely with a stiff bow.  
 
    “You may,” Emily curtseyed, smiling weakly back at the Duke’s mother.  
 
    “I see you have met my mother,” he said, trying to start conversation as she kept her eyes focused on the floor, the ceiling, anything but his face.  
 
    “She seems a charming woman,” Emily offered in compliment.  
 
    “Yes, she is. Very proper you know, and very prideful when it comes to family positions,” he explained.  
 
    Emily laughed out loud at this.  
 
    “I take it then, she has no notion of your behaviors in your own home sir?” she asked saucily. 
 
    “She did,” he admitted, blushing slightly. “However, I had convinced her some time ago that I had given up that life, and that it no longer plays any part in who I am.” 
 
    “And who are you without your concubines sir?” she asked softly, not wanting to draw any extra attention.  
 
    Her red gown, and the fact the she was dancing with the Duke had already turned enough eyes for her liking. She took a moment to wonder if any of them were here, dressed up in fine gowns that he had purchased for them. 
 
    “I am Duncan Cooke, Duke, gentleman, avid reader, and horseflesh enthusiast,” he said firmly. 
 
    “And what, pray, is so wrong with that?” she asked. 
 
    “I do not follow you,” he replied as he stepped through the next few paces of the dance.  
 
    “I mean sir, why was that not sufficient for you?”  
 
    She twirled away from him and curtseyed to the man in front of her, then spun back.  
 
    “I needed a distraction Miss,” he began. “And drink was not something I wished to turn to.” 
 
    “What difference is that bad habit from this one?” Emily pried, propping her head up high as she bopped through the set.  
 
    “Easy,” he said huskily. “One of them killed my father, the other did not.” 
 
    He looked away from her and tried to focus his attentions on something at the far end of the dance hall. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she apologized, and meant it.  
 
    She had not had the opportunity to get to know the Duke before that evening and she began to feel sorry for it. Had it not been for his lifestyle, she might earnestly consider the Duke to be the type of gentleman that a woman should be lucky to call husband. 
 
    “And you?” he asked snappishly, turning his attention back to her like a target.  
 
    His piercing blue eyes were searching for some flaw in this woman who had been floating in and out of his mind for the past few weeks like a fruit fly.  
 
    “Me?” she asked, taken aback by his instantaneous affront. 
 
    “What bad habits do you engage in?” he asked sharply.  
 
    “Dancing with gentlemen who I know are bad for me,” she said wittily. 
 
    To her relief he laughed at this and she realized he did not take himself quite so seriously as she might have thought at first.  
 
    The rest of the dance was enjoyed by both parties in silence, not wishing to create any ill feelings. In the closer moments of the dance, Emily inhaled; expecting the same scent to penetrate her senses as before, but something was changed. She smelled cologne, albeit a different one than before, and whiskey, which she assumed he had taken to before arriving, but something was missing. The tangy aroma of sweat, lust, and pleasure no longer clung to his skin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12
  
 
    The dance ended and the Duke bowed and made for an escape, not wanting to face any further questions, for he feared he had already revealed too much about himself for the evening.  
 
    Emily stood still for a moment, working through in her mind what he could possibly be thinking of. It puzzled her, and she could not make sense of it. Curiosity overwhelmed her and she followed after him in the direction he had left in. Emily stood in the entranceway of the house and looked about her but could not see the duke anywhere.  
 
    She was struck again by another thought. The concubines. She had considered that perhaps they were there all dressed up so she looked around to see if she could find one of the women she met that first day she came to the estate. She could not. 
 
    Finally, at the punch bowl, she spotted Duke Cooke and made a bee line for it.  
 
    “Pardon me sir,” she curtseyed. “I wonder if I might have a private interview with you?” she asked.  
 
    This took him by surprise, and her too for she did not know what it was she wished to say to him.  
 
    He led her down the hall, walking a few steps ahead of her to a door she had not noticed before and opened it with a key he pulled from his pocket. She stepped inside. It was a library, small but beautifully decorated and organized. For a moment the room took her attention away from the Duke and she lost herself in the beauty of it all.  
 
    “Please Miss Emily, do go on with your speech. I only ask that we not pry into my life any further, for I fear I have given away too much of myself for one day,” he said gloomily.  
 
    “What you have given away to me is nothing to be ashamed of Your Grace,” she said calmly. “We all have our stories, yours just happens to involve a terrible death in the family, and not so pleasant repercussions.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said with a dry voice.  
 
    “Your Grace, I must say I have noticed a change in you this evening,” she admitted.  
 
    “Have you?” he replied anxiously.  
 
    “I have, and I must say, I think it pleases me,” she said with a wry smirk.  
 
    For a moment she allowed herself to think ahead of what things could be like if he really had changed for the better and decided to stop keeping concubines in his presence. It made her smile to think of the man she believed he could be without them, and the life he might lead.  
 
    “What pray, is this change that you so highly speak of?” he asked grumpily.  
 
    Emily took note of his disgruntled demeanor and attributed it to his lack of smell and the actions that must have been missing with it. It was like watching an alcoholic go into withdrawal.  
 
    “Forgive my tongue Your Grace, but I must admit the change is in your scent,” she said.  
 
    “My scent?” he asked confused, obviously not following her.  
 
    “Yes Your Grace, you no longer carry the scent of sexual pleasure around with you,” she blurted.  
 
    He went red in the face, and set his features in a hard mask.  
 
    “I had noticed it on my first night in your presence, and then again in Meryton the other day, and I must confess it has imprinted heavily on my mind,” she looked away.  
 
    In truth the smell of him was attractive both with and without the disappearing scent. It triggered her inner emotions and desires to run wild in her mind and dreams, even in that moment as he absorbed what she had said. 
 
    “Perhaps I have changed,” he offered kindly, in a low voice that carried with it no tone of aggression or displeasure.  
 
    “Why?” Emily pushed.  
 
    “Did I not say I would have no further questions?” he retorted.  
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It is alright,” he said pacing the room.  
 
    “I have been doing some thinking is all. About the way I behaved when first we met. It was inexcusable,” he said. 
 
    “It was,” she agreed. 
 
    “Only, I had spent so much time in securing women for my own pleasure from other places in the world as you know, that I seem to have quite forgot how to court a woman here in England,” he admitted, ashamed of himself.  
 
    “I should say that you have sir, but if I may infer upon your choices of the past few days, if you have been showing some restraint, that it must be coming back to you sir.” 
 
    “Your presence Miss Emily, has demonstrated for me the propriety of women here in England and I cannot deny a part of me wishes to return myself to that state of being,” he went on, refusing to look at her.  
 
    “I am glad that I have offered you some insight Your Grace,” she said with a curtsey and an odd desire to flee, though not for fear that he should attempt to bed her again, but a fear that she should fall too quickly for his charm and graces.  
 
    He grasped her arm lightly as she passed. 
 
    “Please don’t go just yet,” he said, appearing on the verge of tears.  
 
    “What is it?” Emily asked. 
 
    “I’d like you to come back here, tomorrow,” he said hastily.  
 
    Emily stared at him. 
 
    “You have shown me something, and have been more courteous to my lifestyle than most. Please, come back tomorrow and I shall show you my home; in its natural state. As I am sure you have noticed this evening, none of my female companions are in attendance, that is because I have returned them all,” he pleaded.  
 
    “I will come again sir,” she curtseyed once more and he took her hand in his.  
 
    Kissing her hand gently, he closed his eyes, hoping he had not offended her too greatly.  
 
    “Until tomorrow,” she said turning on her heel to cover up the red in her cheeks and made for the stables.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13
  
 
    Emily returned to the Barton cottage so late in the evening that everyone had gone to bed.  
 
    “Thank you Alex,” she said as he assisted her down from the carriage. 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” he responded.  
 
    “Mr. Barton was right to think you had grown so accustomed to the horses that he should be able to trust you with the carriage. It was quite the smooth ride,” she commented quickly before turning inside.  
 
    She crept silently up the stairs to her room and went straight to sleep, hoping to look as refreshed as possible for the next day.  
 
    -- 
 
    Morning came with Ellie knocking on the door shouting, “Emie! Up! Emie get up!” 
 
    Emily rolled out of bed and went downstairs for a quick bite and retelling of the night with her hosts. 
 
    “You danced with the Duke?” Mrs. Barton asked excitedly. 
 
    “Yes, and he wishes that I will come to visit today,” Emily went on, growing slightly more excited about it by the minute. 
 
    “Well my dear, you should be on your way!” she said hastily, ushering Emily through the door. 
 
    “Take Starlight!” she called from the door.  
 
    Emily rode quickly to the Duke’s estate and pinned her hair back so that the wind should not disturb it. When she arrived she knocked anxiously on the door, the way she had the first night she went there.  
 
    To her surprise Duke Duncan Cooke was the one to open the door.  
 
    “Good day Miss Brooks,” he said, leading her inside.  
 
    “Your grace,” she thanked him with a curtsey and a smile.  
 
    “Where shall we begin?” he asked.  
 
    “In the ballroom sir, I should like to see how quickly it can be cleaned,” she quirked. 
 
    He led her forward and to her surprise the entire room was spotless when only a few hours before it had been filled with people and drinks, and food.  
 
    They moved on to the library, and his office, and each small bedroom that lined the hallway leading up to it. All were empty with no signs that any woman had ever lived in them. The beds were made, and drawers empty. The curtains steamed, and carpets washed.  
 
    With each passing room Emily’s smile grew wider and wider when finally the Duke brought her back to his room which she had sat in on her first encounter with him.  
 
    She hesitated a moment at the door, but followed him in any way as the door swung shut behind her.  
 
    “I must say I am thoroughly impressed sir, that you have had the time in one day to clear out your house the way you did,” she began. 
 
    “In truth Miss Brooks, it has taken me more than just one day. I have been... de-cluttering for the past week now,” he said awkwardly. 
 
    “Why so long?” she asked.  
 
    “Your opinions of me had forced me to rethink my life, and my actions, and I came to realize all too quickly, that I was not benefitting anyone besides myself through my actions. Even there, I could still find unhappiness within myself, so I knew they weren’t the answer.” 
 
    “I see,” said Emily, triumphant in her thoughts.  
 
    “But sir, why should my opinion have such weight as it has?” she asked, pressing further as she tended always to do.  
 
    “I should have thought that by now the answer to that would have been obvious,” he said seductively, taking a step or two towards her.  
 
    “I am sure you have shared you time with more beautiful women than I,” Emily blushed in modesty.  
 
    “I have not,” he replied, taking her hand in his. 
 
    “And those who have even come close to you have not had the open-mindedness that you have of my ability to change. One such woman even told me she would not be surprised if I should be a murderer too,” he confessed, smirking a little at the memory. 
 
    “You have made me see, that the demons I must deal with cannot be combated with sex or alcohol, but rather, I must rediscover myself and start over. That is what I wish to do, and I cannot think of any woman I would rather have help me in that than you,” he whispered, raising a hand to cup her face in.  
 
    Emily blushed again and looked into his eyes for an ulterior motive, but found none. 
 
    “Your Grace, you do flatter me,” she allowed before he got down on one knee and held her hand fast so that she should not protest.  
 
    “Miss Emily Brooks,” he started, with a tremor in his voice, “Would you please do me the extraordinary honor of becoming my wife?” he asked, gazing up at her through shining blue eyes.  
 
    Emily stood speechless for a moment and a tear slid down her cheek and a smile spread across her face and she nodded wildly in response.  
 
    The Duke scooped her up in his arms and spun her about the room.  
 
    Placing her back on her feet, he said, “Wait here,” and he disappeared down the hall.  
 
    She stood in his room giggling away in excitement and joy as she heard his footsteps coming back up the hall. He returned to the room with a small box in hand which he presented to her.  
 
    She took it gently in her hands and opened it. Inside was a small gold band with a large blue sapphire in the center surrounded by diamonds.  
 
    “It was my grandmother’s,” he said, “My father gave it to me before he died, to give to the future Duchess of our family.” 
 
    Emily burst into tears as he slipped the ring onto her finger and kissed it. She looked up at him and took his face between her hands, studying all the lines and creases of her beloved’s face. 
 
    The Duke slid his arm about her waist and pulled her close to him, kissing her tenderly and completely until they were finally interrupted by a knock at the door for tea.  
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue
  
 
    The Duchess was pleased, although shocked at the suddenness, with her son’s betrothal. She was pleased that he was settling down and looked forward to him producing an heir that she could spoil.

Emily was surprised with herself that she had accepted his proposal so quickly, but she knew in her heart that he had changed and that she would grow to love him quickly and deeply. 

The Bartons were equally surprised yet very happy for Emily as were her parents and sisters. Her sisters were awestruck that she had met not only a man that she was going to marry at the ball, but a duke that she was going to marry.

The courting of the Duke and Emily began promptly after the betrothal, and they laughed with each other about how they were doing everything backwards, but they were both very happy.

After four months of courting, a pastor was summoned and a wedding ceremony planned in two weeks.  
 
    The day of the wedding arrived quickly, and Emily was a beautiful bride. The guests were awestruck at how lovely she looked as she walked down the aisle towards the Duke. 

The Duke wiped a tear away from his eye as he watched her walking towards him. He knew that Emily had saved not only him but his soul for the evil temptations that he had found so hard to let go of were now but a distant memory for him. 
 
    When the vows were spoken, the Duchess hosted a party to celebrate their union at her estate. When the last of the music was played and the last of the congratulations was spoken, the Duke and new Duchess were taken back to his estate.

As they walked down the hallway and to the Duke’s grand sleeping chambers, they passed by the small bedrooms and his office where they first met. 

Both stopped as if remembering the moment that they first saw each other, and then both laughed as Emily recalled the two ladies in slips, waiting eagerly for the Duke to pay them some attention. 

When the Duke went to speak, wanting to apologize yet again for how he used to be, Emily hushed him. “I do not care who you were, my love, I only care who you are now. I do believe I loved you when I first saw you, but I didn’t actually know it because I was waiting for the person you were meant to be to become you. When you became the person God wanted you to be, that’s when I truly knew I loved you.” 
 
    The End
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    Chapter One
  
 
    England was cloudy once again. The sky a blanket as thick as wool and heavy like a sheath one would use to cover something of value that could not afford any scratches; both things making it impossible to let the sun shine through at all. Raindrops began falling as expected and dripped down in chorus on the glass window Louisa Green was longingly gazing out of. She finally blinked at the noise of little stones against the cold glass, the pitter-patter strong enough to mimic the sound of pellets. If only his ego had allowed him to listen to me that tragic, unfaithful day, we would need not be where we are now; caught and tangled in this invisible web without warning, having changed the course of my once joyful and simpler life. 
 
    She looked over at the table clock sitting to her right and sighed, the intricately carved hands showed the time to be late afternoon. Lifting the hem of her dress above the floor she stood up to visit the man that had birthed her sorrows. It is time. 
 
    Entering the empty hallway, she made her way down to the room where Martin was probably laying slump. Arriving, she knocked at the door politely, knowing she must step inside regardless. 
 
    “Come on in,” a deep joyless voice said from inside the room. 
 
    Louisa Green opened the door.  
 
    “I see we have not made any attempts to get out of bed,” Louisa said, drawing the curtains open hoping some sunlight would find its way in and cheer the grumpy man up. Martin grunted under his breath. Louisa ignored his displeased reaction. 
 
    “Did you have your porridge earlier? It concerns me that you are not eating well. You are not going to get well starving yourself of food, now will you?” she asked him, sincerely concerned. 
 
    “What thing will it change if I do or do not eat? It cannot be undone! Are you implying that filling my belly with porridge will make me able to walk again? It is absurd how you think that I will miraculously be nursed to health eventually and that a new leg will grow out of this pathetic excuse of a stump!” Martin yelled, frustrated with his condition. 
 
    Louisa looked at him, no longer able to ignore his rude demeanor, her eyes welling up with the hurt his words had caused her, cutting her skin. 
 
    “The least you could do is try, all my duties revolve around you and this family, everything has fallen heavily on my fragile feminine shoulders and I bear it as long as the will and strength in me allows it, but would it bother you so much to appreciate me sometimes? To speak kindly despite your mood, to love your wife every now and then? Is that too great a favor to ask of?” Louisa said, a tear escaping her right eye and trickling down her cheek before she wiped it with her hand. She left the room not wanting to hear any more of it and closed the door behind her.  What has become of us? What has become of…me? 
 
    Louisa retired to her own bedroom to get some rest and to calm the heart pounding frantically in her chest. Her husband turned into a sullen man, since the day of the accident that cost him his leg. She recalled the events before the misfortune and at every point her heart whispered to her ‘if only he had listened’. It had been one of her greatest fears for Martin to be ill or worse before her, she knew she would not be able to bear it, he was a kind man who had loved her greatly despite their strictly arranged union; he had still loved her as if they were soulmates destined to fall in love.  Feeling uneasy, she jumped out of bed to her work table and pulled out a paper and a quill pen from the small drawer on the left of the table. 
 
    My Lovely Caroline... she began her letter, knowing full well that these mere words were not nearly enough to portray how dearly she missed her daughter, especially at such times. 
 
    Your Father is well, as you saw him last. To this day, I wish upon myself to have had the courage and kept him from that hunting trip. Although, you remind me again and again not to label myself as the cause of his accident, as a wife, it will haunt me always. You too, will know this feeling when you are wed. Most dull days, I fear for my sanity and how long I can stand against those ill rumors about our family and misfortune. I have even heard some say it is a stroke of bad luck to be the one hunted when going out hunting. I did not know a man could lose so much with just one limb lost, from respect to honor all are facades kept curtained by wealth. Keeping this place in mint condition has not been done so without difficulty, it is admirable that your Uncle Vernon sends donations as he feels, this is transparently obvious to only be happening since your Father is still alive, I shiver in my night thinking what would happen, had he not lived. Being a governess proves daily more troubling; it does not pay very well and requires the hours of a laborer’s work. My body is getting too old for this but alas, you and Sally, are reasons enough to push forward. 
 
    She folded the letter and sealed it for Caroline’s eyes only. I pray this letter finds you in health and happiness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    Mrs. Clarke, the headmistress at Derbyshire Abbey, a well-recognized girl’s school that Louisa Green was now struggling to pay the monthly fees of, had wanted to speak with Caroline in private that day. It was not a common occurrence and when it did happen the few rare times, the topic of discussion was usually late school fees, thus Caroline gave it little due attention.  Mistaking for it to be just an ordinary and unimportant urgency to discuss something that would not truly concern her, Caroline thought to delay speaking with Mrs. Clarke till after all her lessons. During her Reading lesson, when they were all heavily engrossed in a classic piece of literature, Mrs. Clarke knocked on the classroom door asking Caroline to come with her. Confused and slightly worried at how Mrs. Clarke had interrupted her lesson, she got up and followed Mrs. Clarke out into the open and empty school hallway. 
 
    “I apologize for disturbing your lesson but I am afraid this matter required such measures,” Mrs. Clarke said in a tone softer than usual.  
 
    “May I know what it is that requires my immediate attention, Mrs. Clarke? Frankly, you worry me with what you are saying,” Caroline asked her, sensing that something terrible had happened. Is Father dead?! She thought to herself and gasped, certain that this was what Mrs. Clarke was going to tell her. 
 
    “I regret to inform you that it is not pleasant news I bear...I just received a letter... there has been an accident...” she managed to say before Caroline began panicking. 
 
    “An accident? Of what nature? Is Father alright and well?” Caroline asked frightened, fighting back the worried tears in her eyes. 
 
    “My dear, this accident does not concern your Father, it is your Mother that met an accident the day before yesterday,” Mrs. Clarke said slowly. 
 
    “Mother? What has happened?” Caroline asked her, surprised to learn that it was not her Father the letter was about. 
 
    “Caroline... I am very sorry...your Mother...her injuries were too extensive... she is no longer with us,” Mrs. Clarke said, feeling saddened herself. 
 
    “What? This cannot be true... this is not true!” Caroline said slipping into a state of shock. 
 
    Mrs. Clarke held her hand tight, “I will ask someone to pack your things for you and you will leave this afternoon ,” Caroline stared at her blankly, having gone cold and numb from the shocking news. Mother is gone? 
 
    Every moment after that was a blur for Caroline, she watched her things being packed, her clothes being folded and arranged in a bag as she stood in the room watching idly, still unable to comprehend and process how her life had taken an unforeseen turn.  
 
    On her journey home that afternoon, she sat quietly in the coach, looking outside the window but not seeing anything at all. 
 
    Mother cannot be gone; I have not seen her recently. The last time I visited was months ago. How could she be gone?  Caroline wondered, feeling sick and holding her Mother’s most recent letter in her hand. She ran her finger over her words, her handwriting now strange. A teardrop fell on the letter, spreading the ink of two words. Caroline wiped her eyes and folded the letter, keeping it safely inside as though this was all she had of her. The coach reached the estate and pulled up at the main entrance. At first glance of her home, she felt a sinking feeling inside of her, the unknowingness of what was going to happen now making her almost faint and weak in the knees. 
 
    The footman opened the coach door and Caroline stepped off with his hand aiding her. 
 
    “I am sorry for your loss, Miss Caroline,” he said, bowing his head with respect. 
 
    Caroline nodded her head, without a word in speech and continued heading inside the house. 
 
    As soon as she stepped inside, a weeping Sally came running towards her and put her arms around her older sister. All this time, Caroline had controlled her emotions, crying but only softly and only when she was alone, but having her little sister cling onto her in desperation and pain, reflected how she too felt and taking no heed in who was standing close by, Caroline cried embracing her sister. It is just you and me now, Sally, she thought trying to console her sister while not being able to stop her own tears from taking their course down her face. 
 
    After regaining enough consciousness to walk, Sally led Caroline up the stairs to their Father’s room, the both of them holding onto each other for support, afraid the other one might fall down as the death of their Mother had already made them frail and feeble. 
 
    Sally knocked on the door. 
 
    “Father, may we come in?” Sally asked in her now, husky voice. 
 
    “Leave me alone!” he yelled from the other side of the door and the noise of something scattering into a thousand pieces after hitting the floor could be heard seconds after his yell. 
 
    Caroline straightened her back and put her hand on the door handle turning it regardless, she saw the pieces of broken glass covering the floor like little deadly icicles and walked across to reach her Father’s side, careful not to step on the glass. 
 
    “Oh Caroline! How will I live without her? She is dead! She is gone! She has left us all! I killed her! I know that I am to blame!” her Father wailed, lying stationary in bed. Caroline held his hand in hers and began crying again. 
 
    “We will find a way to honor her and keep her in our hearts forever, she has not gone, she is simply not with us in body, but in soul she will always be here,” Caroline said holding her Father’s hand to her heart. Sally was sobbing from the doorway. Her Father nodded still crying. Mother, why did you leave us and now, what will I do? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    The funeral was held the next day, many people showed up to pay their respects, people who had not visited for years regularly after her Father lost his leg. Throughout the ceremony, Sally cried, Caroline cried at every mention of her Mother’s name and their Father sat quietly, crying on the inside and toughening up his image from the outside. 
 
    People came up to Caroline, offering their condolences, but Caroline could see that they were more curious to know what was going to happen next. Ever since her Father had had the accident, her Mother had been taking care of their estate and working as governess to support the family. Her Father had refused to partake in any social gatherings, events or even go outside because of the shame he felt of having just one leg. He had stopped working selfishly and had given up on everything he once loved; in some way even his wife and children. 
 
    It is the first few days after one has lost someone they loved that are the hardest to soldier through. I can feel my eyes sore and my eyelids heavy from only crying and with little rest. Wherever my gaze goes, something reminds me of her, there is an incomprehensible darkness hovering over this house, as though the demons once caged have been let loose. My own self, has not the slightest clue of what it is will become of us and what measures I could possibly take to piece us together again. 
 
    Two days passed and inside the Green manor it was as though time had stood still. Caroline had written a letter to Derbyshire Abbey, notifying them that she would no longer be attending school and opted out to mention the reasons as Mrs. Claire was already aware of her situation. Sally stayed in her room all day alone, wishing to see and speak to no one, there were no family dinners, for no one had the appetite to eat and keep their food down and Caroline and Sally alone at the dinner table depressed them both greater. 
 
    Their Father had become even more unapproachable after their Mother’s burial. He was always in rage and cared not to whom he piled it on. Alcohol bottles stood at his bedside, ready to be sipped whenever he felt a hint of sadness. His frustrations led to the destruction of many more glassware and caretakers refusing to be near him, thus the responsibility of taking care of her crippled Father had come down to Caroline. He was always foxed, even in the early hours of the morning, when Caroline would peek through the door to check if he was well. She understood why her Father was so upset, he was guilty about treating his wife wrongly days before she died, he was worried about money, that they had no source of income and that he was not alone in this, he had two young, eligible daughters and in the world that they lived in, they were the prey and everyone around them a predator. 
 
    Caroline had dedicated herself entirely to keeping the house uplifted, despite it being most wearisome for herself. No one can replace Mother; she was wonderful enough to never let us know how laborious it could get in these days of stillness. I can never fathom how she did so with a smile the very next morning she woke. What a beautiful woman has gone. 
 
    As the days stretched on, everyone in the household was individually trying to discover their own way of coping with the calamity and overcome it.  
 
    Caroline was in her room one day, organizing the box of letters her Mother had sent her from when she was away from home and at Derbyshire Abbey, when she heard the voice of two men arguing coming from a room distant enough to be her Father’s. Surprised that he even had visitors, she made her way to her Father’s room. Standing outside the room she could hear everything, the second voice was unfamiliar to her. 
 
    “I have the note here with me in my own hand, Martin. I would have already taken this estate as my own had I not had the little sympathy I do have for your crippled self,” the strange man’s voice spoke loudly. 
 
    “Please, Your Grace, do not let it come to this. Your right hand owns many a things as mine does not. It is only this estate I have to my name, I have also lost my wife to an accident in the stable; do you not hear a desperate man’s cry?” her Father said with melancholy. 
 
    “It is with the things you mention that I have not taken any step against you yet, Martin. Now hear my words, clearly, I will be looking for my monthly money for the gambling debts that you owe me. I will visit once and the monthly due money should be placed in my hands without hesitance or excuses,” the man said sternly, demanding obedience from her Father. 
 
    “But how will I ever…” her Father began saying.  
 
    “I surely well wish that is not an excuse I hear, is it? Would you rather that I ask for the lump sum in a month’s time? Would that deal interest you more?” the ill-mannered man mocked her Father. 
 
    “No, it would not,” her Father said in a low oppressed tone. 
 
    “That is great! Let me also warn you of the consequences should you not be able to pay me my due amount, I will be making a, let’s say trade with you for Caroline, your eldest. The fate of your daughter rests in your hands, Martin. I hope you have understood the conditions of our agreement well. I will see you in a month’s time, and I will not leave empty handed either way,” the man laughed sinisterly. 
 
    Caroline ran to the next room, realizing that the man would open the door and find her standing there, she was petrified hearing her name from a man threatening her Father. Gambling? And he knew my name?! What would a man such as him, do with me? I dare not even think of it! 
 
    Once she heard the front door open and then close, Caroline marched into her Father’s room unannounced demanding answers. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this Father?!”  Caroline said in a loud tone she would never have used speaking to her Father had it been any other situation and his blood nil of alcohol. 
 
    “What are you on about?” her Father asked acting as though nothing had happened, picking up another bottle within arm’s length. 
 
    “Please do not embarrass neither yourself nor me further by bluffing about the odd predicament you are in. I heard every word myself, overhearing it with my ear on your door, you must explain what and whom it is we are dealing with, this instant!” she said frustrated, already feeling hopeless with the responsibilities tied to her. 
 
    “You were spying on me! How dare you!? Have we come to this now, that my own daughter, the child I raised and loved stands before me questioning me and disrespecting me by eavesdropping on my private conversations?” her Father yelled consumed by anger, showing typical signs of a man wanting to keep his encounter with the strange man hidden. 
 
    “Father, this is not out of respect, but purely out of concern, for us, for you. That man visiting you knew my name and said it with the least bit of hesitancy, he demanded money. I must know what is happening for both your safety and mine. I beg of you, please put down the bottle and tell me what it is that is troubling you to this extent and what new storm has come for us to clear up the rubble after?” Caroline asked him, her voice fragile, weak and hopeless. 
 
    Her Father watched her transform from a woman enraged to an innocent child, caught and stuck in the mess he had created, his face turned softer as he saw his little girl, carrying more than she could. This is what I did to you too, Louisa... you loved me despite the monster I had become and till your last breath you honored and respected me like no other... and now here, my daughter asks of the same things. I will not make this mistake again, I cannot lose her too, it will be the death of me!  
 
    Caroline waited patiently for her Father to speak. Her Father placed the tall bottle in his hand and put it aside, far from him on the table beside him, giving a vulnerable and guilty look at her before he spoke. Caroline, almost at the verge of tears, watched him, shocked as the tears halted their direction. She was completely alarmed that her words had moved him and had some effect on him, never expecting either of those things to happen. 
 
    “Duke Jacob Chant, Duke of Cheshire,” he said in a low tone, just audible. 
 
    “I beg your pardon? I did not quite catch that,” she asked him coming closer so she may hear him better, not wanting to test his patience. 
 
    “The man you heard, he is a Duke and his name is Jacob Chant, he is the Duke of Cheshire,” her father repeated for her. 
 
    “A Duke? With that impolite and rude manner of speaking? What had he to do with us?” she asked, slightly confused with the contradictory behavior of a Duke and his presence at her home. 
 
    “His Grace was here to collect what was rightfully his but the result of my foolish behavior and unreasonable judgement,” her Father said respectfully. 
 
    “And what is it that His Grace wished to take from us? What is it that you owed him?” she asked, not truly wanting to hear the answer as she feared the worst. 
 
    “Our home,” he said, looking down, ashamed of his own actions and their result. 
 
    “Our home?! How can His Grace ever take that from us? What could possibly have led to such great a sacrifice?” she asked unable to wrap her head around what her Father was telling her. 
 
    “The fault in this is entirely my own, after your Mother passed away I began to drink for the hurt I felt was much too great to bear, it was a pain I have not yet known or felt, not even close to resembling the pain I felt of losing my leg,” he said remorsefully. 
 
    “I drank knowing that it full well made me uncontrollable and that it would lead to me to do many things I would regret. The first thing among the many, was when I ordered for the horse that had been provoked and kicked my wife to be slaughtered in pure cold vengeance,” her Father confessed still a hint of anger buried beneath his words. Caroline looked at him puzzled, he had not been one to condone killing anything mercilessly, this was very unlike him. Shaken and worried she felt as though he was the stranger instead of the man who had visited his room earlier, but then again how well did she know him anymore? The accident had changed him...maybe she was clinging onto this silhouette of him that only existed in her imagination.  
 
    “I could not stand that creature in my stable... the murderer of my wife... and so I had it killed... and I regret harming another animal for something that was not its fault but that it was acting on its nature and instinct alone, but my anger at the time did not allow me to think rationally,” he said sincerely asking to be forgiven, clearly struggling to form his sentences.  
 
    He looked at her desperately and Caroline nodded understandingly, despite how little sense it made to her. 
 
    “Still consumed by the desperation of my situation and the loss of my dear wife, seeing you, so young and innocent, in your blooming age tending to a man like me... tears me apart every waking moment. How much I had hoped to see you wed happily by now and look how things turned out. In this sadness I began to gamble and drink. At late night, when both you and Sally, exhausted of your duties, would retire to your sleeping chambers, I would leave to visit the men’s club nearby. I could not stop, I was ashamed to ask for help for it,” he said teary eyed, his voice whimpering as he struggled not to cry.  
 
    Caroline held onto his hand, knowing his life had not been easy, nor had hers. Are we really to blame for the things we do after the things that we fear the most become our unravelling? Is it really our fault for us to react and behave as humans? Surely, we are flesh and not stone. She could hear the pain resonating in his vulnerable voice and despite his ill behavior most times, it broke her heart. 
 
    “Father, let lay the past where it does...behind us. Your realization of the wrong that has happened is far greater than any apology that I would like to hear. We must now bring all our attention to the present, what are we to do now of His Grace’s demands? Certainly, we cannot hand over this estate to him just like that! There has to be a way around all of this, some way to make this right and in our favor,” Caroline comforted her Father, as she used to her Mother, the reminiscence making her eerie and sending shivers up her spine as her Mother’s face came into her mind. 
 
    “Caroline... His Grace has asked for the money in a month’s time or he would...” his words drifting off into silence as he bit his lip, dreading saying any more out loud. 
 
    “What? What is it Father? What has His Grace also asked of that is making you tremble in this magnitude?” Caroline asked worried, with her heart in her mouth. 
 
    “His Grace... said that if I fail to make his due payment...he would take you as a trade... I fear that he runs a brothel and...” he waved his hand signaling that he could say no more. 
 
    Her mouth opened wide and her eyes wider as all that she had heard before started to piece together one by one. A brothel?! Me?! What a foul man! How dare he!?  
 
    “Well then, we must by all means make certain that he does get his money!” Caroline said standing up on her feet with both anger and determination. 
 
    “Yes, but how are we going to do that? I have no means of him giving him the money that His Grace asks for,” her Father said, hopelessly. 
 
    “Clearly, this is up to me now, Father. I must save myself from such a fate,” she said as she left the room filled with mixed emotions, her head whirling and her thoughts scrambled. Imagine had he not told me?! Who has he become?! Was he willing to send me with the Duke of Cheshire? How am I going to pay him the amount he asks? Whatever will I do?  
 
    She went to her bedroom, crying her heart out for her Mother and now...herself. 
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four
  
 
    Days and nights went on by as Caroline struggled to keep herself sane. Keeping it a secret from her sister was not by her own choice but for the betterment for her sister, she was much too young to be dragged into a situation that would worry her to point of death, as it was doing to Caroline. It took Caroline a few days to steady herself and to come up with a plan. She had to look for work nearby as she could not wander anywhere alone and an accomplice could only accompany her places close to home. She also had to be quiet about it so that no rumors would spread of her working small disrespecting jobs, they were already vulnerable to so many ill talks and  she did not want more to pile up on their family name. 
 
    Beginning to lose all hope in finding work, Caroline had given up, there was no suitable place that would hire her and since she had not finished school, nobody wanted to send their children to her as a governess believing she was incapable of teaching their children. As she sat on the settee near the window, reading the book that had been left unfinished from school to divert her mind from the vicious cycle of thoughts that would never cease, there was a knock on the door faint enough to be that of a woman. 
 
    The footman walked in moments later to notify Caroline who it was at the door. 
 
    “Mrs. Clarke is at the door, Miss Caroline,” the footman informed her. 
 
    Mrs. Clarke? Here? Why ever so? 
 
    “Alright, Alfred please allow her to come in,” Caroline gestured him, nodding politely. 
 
    Mrs. Clarke came in smiling at the immediate sight of Caroline. Caroline smiled back as she approached her for a warm, friendly embrace. 
 
    “You look well, my dear,” Mrs. Clarke said. 
 
    “If I am to be honest, there have been better days that have passed upon me,” she replied. 
 
    Mrs. Clarke smiled sympathetically, realizing that it had not been long enough since her Mother’s passing.  
 
    “I must say I am surprised to see that you are here, what has brought you to visit me unannounced and unexpectedly?” asked Caroline politely. 
 
    “I was meaning to visit you earlier, just to ask if there was anything you needed and that you were well, but I suppose fate had it such that I could not visit earlier than today and it happens to be at a good time. I have an offer to propose to you,” Mrs. Clarke said. 
 
    “Oh, what offer is that?” she asked Mrs. Clarke not wanting to get too excited before hearing what it was she was offering. 
 
    “Well, as you must be aware, the cook at the Abbey has grown far too old. Recently she has been finding it difficult to carry out the simplest tasks, thus she is no longer able to cook for us. I came here today to ask if you would be willing to cook at the Abbey in replacement of her? Something told me you would be needing the money,” Mrs. Clarke said nicely without implying that it was due to her Mother’s death that Mrs. Clarke had taken it upon herself to come all this way and offer the job to only Caroline. 
 
    A little flicker of hope ignited in Caroline as she thanked God under her breath that this opportunity had presented itself. 
 
    “Yes, I am more than willing and would be very pleased to work as a cook at the Abbey. You are not incorrect when you say that the money here is scarce. I cannot emphasize enough how this proposal has come about on such a needed and dire time,” Caroline said, feeling relieved that now there would be a source of income for them and that she again had a chance to combat the demands of the Duke of Cheshire. 
 
    “That is great news; it surely well saves me a trip to other places in search of a reliable cook. The Abbey would be delighted to have you as soon as reasonably possible, do you think you will be able to come and work from tomorrow? As I mentioned before, there have been too many days of improper lunch and the poor girls have had to suffer,” Mrs. Clarke said, always worrying about the girls before anything else. 
 
    “Yes, I would be glad to start my duties from tomorrow, that is of no issue at all,” Caroline said approvingly. Had she asked me to come with her now to the Abbey, I would have. Days are running out and the thought of repaying the Duke has got me turning sides in bed, lying awake and watching the ceiling as though it has something amazing it offers for my view. 
 
    “That is good to hear, my dear! I will be looking forward to seeing you tomorrow. I must go now, I cannot stay far from the Abbey much too long and my job here is done,” Mrs. Clarke said rising to her feet so that she may leave. 
 
    “Before you do leave Mrs. Clarke, I would like to thank you heartfully for your utmost care since the beginning. You have been a much needed guardian in times of need and now again,” Caroline said, smiling emotionally at Mrs. Clarke. 
 
    “Nonsense Caroline! It is nothing I would not do for you. If you require anything else please feel free to ask and I will do my best to be of great assistance,” Mrs. Clarke said smiling back at her and embracing her. Caroline nodded thankfully and Mrs. Clarke left not knowing that because of her, Caroline had found a new path to be saved. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    As Caroline lived her days in fret and queasiness over the Duke of Cheshire, Duke Chant was void of shame and instead found it a deed to boast about among good company. The pride in him was deep-rooted so much so that his judgement of right and wrong was calibrated according to his own perception and not of that what was justifiable or righteous.  
 
    Duke Chant sat worry free in his lavish home on a casual evening sipping tea, with his very good friend Earl Evan Frampton, Earl of Flintshire. The Duke and Earl had spent most of their childhood together as neighbors and as a result, they had been inseparable growing up. However, due to long travels and visiting new places, as well as generally growing into men, the two of them no longer seemed to share the same interests. The Earl of Flintshire was still a soft spoken and kind-hearted man. His Mother’s death had taken a toll on him and losing her had changed him in more ways than one; tragedy tends to do that to people. The Duke, on the other hand, had no signs of empathy and his wayward beliefs had led him to indulge in activities that did not interest Evan in even the slightest amounts. 
 
    “How was your short visit to North Hampshire?” asked Duke Chant nonchalantly.  
 
    “Quite pleasant, thank you. My elderly Aunt said she saw her sister in me and that it pleased her to see her face once again. I, of course, have heard this many a times and still each time it is an honor to hear. I plan on visiting her more often, she is so frail and alone, nobody should be alone in this old age. I find it a cruel punishment,” Evan said, feeling saddened but trying to not reveal his emotions as Duke Chant would mock them, as he did so often. 
 
    “That is nice, I suppose,” Duke Chant said uninterested and finding what the Earl was saying both boring and dull. 
 
    “Tell me this instead, did you meet any women? Any special lady you fancied? Or ladies?” he asked laughing.  
 
    Evan sighed. When will he grow up? 
 
    “Do you not know me well enough to know that I do not believe in the same type of love that you do?” the Earl said  imperatively. 
 
    “That is true! You have never known the love of a woman, how would you be able to compare it?!” Duke Chant laughed again at his own statement that came out contemptuously. 
 
    “Never mind the love I may or may not have, tell me what is it that has kept you occupied these past few days that I was gone? Surely, it must be something of great importance,” Evan said, doing his best to change the topic before they had an argument and remembering with the urgency Duke Chant had left last time they had met. 
 
    “Yes, in fact it was a matter that required my immediate presence, one that could not be carried out without me,” Duke Chant said in his adenoidal voice. 
 
    “What was it then? What was it this time?” Evan asked more seriously now, thinking that maybe someone close had fallen ill or died. 
 
    “You know of the men’s club I visit almost every night, yes?” Duke Chant asked, to confirm and aid in the storytelling. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Evan replied, unsure of where the Duke was going with his story. 
 
    “I happened to meet a crippled man there; he lost a limb in some sort of accident. He and I were in the same gambling round, he was good...but I was better. The old man was almost as stubborn as I was!” Duke Chant said wickedly. 
 
    “He insisted we play on, despite how much of a loss he was already drowning into. By the time he regained his consciousness and proper thinking he owed me his entire estate!” Duke Chant said as though it were something to be proud of, boastfully narrating the events. 
 
    “I inquired about him and it so happens that his wife recently passed away and he has not been in great fortune, he does not work and all to his name is his estate, now you mustn’t think that I am a cruel and horrid man, I too have my decency and so I proposed to him a sort of trade,” he went on, smiling wickedly when remembering what it was that he was meant to get in trade. 
 
    Evan watched him suspiciously. Clearly the man is up to no good, he thought.  
 
    “What is it that you are willing to trade an entire estate for?” the Earl asked curiously. 
 
    “His eldest daughter, Caroline,” Duke Chant said shamelessly. 
 
    “I beg your pardon? Did you just say his daughter? You have to be jesting!” the Earl said uneasily. 
 
    “I am not, Evan. I have heard she is as radiant as the sun and such a beauty to even take a glimpse of. I believe she would do so well in my brothel business! That woman would make me so much more money than the rest of them!” Duke Chant said, blind to the atrocious things he was entailing. 
 
    “I am astonished by your demeanor Jacob! Surely you must have enough a heart to have figured out that the man is clearly in a weak state and is in a troubling situation, let alone you demand his daughter in trade,” the Earl said, thoroughly disgusted by the Duke’s behavior. 
 
    “A debt is a debt, in which form someone pays it is up to them and none of my concern. The debt owed to me is rightfully mine and I wish to acquire it. This is business, not a charity home, had I thought as such from the beginning, I would be living in a small cottage where no one would have known my name,” Duke Chant said arrogantly. 
 
    “Tomorrow I will visit to ask for some of my money, but it is only an excuse to know of his progress, it is clear that he will have no choice but to hand his daughter over to me,” he continued saying as though he had won a great prize. 
 
    Evan could not bear to hear any more of his friend’s loathsome and cold-hearted manner. 
 
    “If I may, I will be on my way home. I have many things I must attend to, surely you understand,” the Earl said as he got up to leave. 
 
    “Has anything I have said or done offended you in any way?” asked Duke Chant a little surprised at how Evan was reacting knowing full well that he did operate a brothel. 
 
    “No, that is not it. I just do not feel so well and it would be best if I went home and rested,”  Evan said, dismissing himself. 
 
    The Duke nodded and Evan left in a hurry as though he were sitting in a prison cell and was finally set free. 
 
    This man knows no bounds, I cannot stand a word that comes out of his mouth! How he has the audacity to play God! That poor lady that is caught in his web of deceit and corruption. I must do something. I must do it for my mother; she would be ashamed to see me like this. I shall take it upon myself to reverse this poor man’s situation, even if it means that the ties between us our severed. I need no friend who finds joy in hurting others... sometimes he even hurts me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    The next evening, Caroline reached home as the sun set. Her hair and clothes unkempt from cooking in the Abbey kitchen, the heat there like that of a hot oven furnace. Her back now more curved from hovering over a stove and her hands not as soft as they were from all the washing and harsh work her hands had to do on a daily basis. She had never imagined it to be easy, but it had been much more difficult than expected, her classmates staring at her when they could go unnoticed, at how her fate had turned out. Many times Caroline would cry in the kitchen, finding the work load too much, missing her Mother terribly and unsure of how she, alone, was going to rectify the situation. The pay was not enough to pay the Duke of Cheshire but she pushed forward, knowing there was no other option and hoping that maybe after a conversation with him he could be negotiated into meeting more agreeable and reasonable terms. Little did she know, the Duke of Cheshire was not one to forgive. 
 
    There was a knock on the door just as Caroline had put on a set of new fresh clothes. She came downstairs to find a man, tall and rugged standing at the entrance, smiling smugly at her. 
 
    “Hello, I am sorry to visit on such short notice but alas, Martin will understand,” the man said still smiling arrogantly. 
 
    “I am sorry; I do not know who you are. Whom are you here for?” asked Caroline, wishing with all her heart that it was not the man she thought he was. 
 
    “I apologize, let me introduce myself. I am Duke Chant, Duke of Cheshire and your father and I have business to attend to. If you would be so polite as to let him know that I wish to see him, I would like to do this the civilized way, Caroline,” he said, the smug smile never having left his face as his eyes roamed over her body. 
 
    Caroline watched him stunned. No... he can’t be here already. I haven’t the money, not even a small portion of it, what will I say to him? Father does not know of my work, he will surely die of a heart attack had this man marched into his room at this moment. I must handle this... I must handle this alone. 
 
    “You are here for the money, are you not?” asked Caroline flatly. 
 
    Duke Chant looked at her directly, noticing that her appearance from the outside should not be mistaken for the courage that was evidently coming from inside her. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I am here to ask if he has made at least half the money he owes me,” Duke Chant asked definitely. 
 
    “I am afraid he has not, we are struggling to meet your demands and still we are doing so respectfully and with dignity. I would humbly ask you, Your Grace, if you would be so kind as to either extend the time or to reduce the amount, we would be so grateful,” Caroline asked him, the words coming out of her as she had rehearsed them, prepared for if they would ever have to meet in person. 
 
    “That cannot be done! A man’s honor is in the word he keeps and this is all his doing. I am afraid I cannot do either of those two things for you. I will visit him again at month’s end and I will have no excuses then,” he said firmly and left before Caroline could say anything else. 
 
    Caroline stood frozen. Her body shaking and fingers trembling, overcome by the aftermath of facing him. I will never be able to pay him fully, he is going to take me with him. I do not want to go with him! He frightens me! The man is made of all things dark, the demon lives within him I swear it! 
 
    She did not notice how long she stood there in the middle of the center room anxious and trying to breathe normally. Before she had any time to recover from what may have been one of her most terrifying encounters, there was another knock on the door. In that instant Caroline was about to faint, knowing that she was not capable of standing up to the Duke of Cheshire again, when the footman came saying that a man who claimed to be the Earl of Flintshire wanted to be invited in to speak with her. Alarmed to hear her name being spoken and summoned from a man she knew not, her nerves forgot the panic they were in just over a minute ago. 
 
    “The Earl of Flintshire is here to see me, you say?” Caroline asked the footman again, knowing that her hearing was sharp but that there may have been some sort of misunderstanding. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Caroline, that is correct. Shall I allow him to come in?” asked the footman. 
 
    “Yes, Alfred. Let him in. I will be in the drawing room please lead him there,” she said hesitantly, gesturing him with her hand to let him in. 
 
    She seated herself on her favorite settee, thankful that at least it was not the Duke of Cheshire that had decided to pay a visit again so soon. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Caroline,” a handsome young man said in a husky voice. Caroline stood up to greet him. 
 
    “Hello, Lord Flintshire,” she said politely, curtseying and trying to avoid staring at his obvious good looks 
 
    “My name is Evan,” he said politely, smiling at how innocent she was. 
 
    “And I see that you already know my name, My Lord,” she said cleverly noticing. 
 
    “Yes I do and there is a tale to be told about that, would you allow me to sit down please?” he asked humbly, reassuring her she needn’t be afraid. 
 
    “Oh, I am sorry, yes please be seated,” Caroline said feeling embarrassed that she had not offered, her attention sidetracked by his apparent charm. 
 
    “First of all, let me make an apology for my sudden arrival, I come here for the sole purpose of amending the deeds of a... let’s say rather contrary friend,” he began explaining himself, wanting for her to trust him.  
 
    “Correcting the deeds of a friend? I am not sure I quite understand what it is you mean, maybe you have mistaken me for someone else,” Caroline said befuddled. 
 
    “I believe Duke Chant, Duke of Cheshire, has been visiting your estate recently,” he said, getting straight to the subject of concern. 
 
    Caroline stared at him and blinked once, shocked that he knew of the man and terrified that she knew very little about the man that sat in front of her, what if he was an accomplice and she was falling into some sort of trap they had set out. The Duke of Cheshire is unmistakably a crafty and clever man; I mustn’t allow myself to be fooled by any of his trickeries! 
 
    “If you are in any relation to that man, I must ask you to leave this instant,” Caroline said, firmly standing up and saying so as sternly as she could. 
 
    “No, no, not the least. Allow me to explain, I am in no way his friend, not after I learnt of what he was doing to you in this desperate time you are going through. I feel sickened to say that I once even was,” he said in a well-spoken manner that eased Caroline’s uncertainties about him. 
 
    “Well, what is it that you plan to do, My Lord?” Caroline asked, still trying to make sure if he was bluffing or not. 
 
    “I wish to speak with your Father, Martin that is. I may be able to help you both,” he said considerately. 
 
    Caroline watched him carefully, he did not have the face of a lying man, his body language was relaxed and calm stating that he was clear about what he was doing and content that what he was saying was no lie. 
 
    “Follow me,” she said, agreeing to lead him upstairs to her crippled Father. 
 
    She opened the door without asking beforehand, wanting to avoid the usual argument and yelling, especially in front of the Earl. 
 
    “Why do you bother me now, Caroline? I have told you many times that I wish to be alone, do not disturb me!” her Father said severely frustrated. 
 
    “Father, this is important, we have a guest and he says that he can help us,” Caroline said desperately. 
 
    Her Father noticed the man standing behind her, following her slowly and eyed him cautiously. 
 
    “Just how exactly does this young man intend to aid us, Caroline?” her Father asked her, still not taking his eyes off of the strange man in his room. 
 
    “Father, this is Lord Flintshire; he knows of the treacheries of the Duke of Cheshire and wishes to help us,” Caroline explained, not knowing herself what it was that he was planning to do. 
 
    “Hello, Sir Martin, I will put it simply. I do not accept his actions and if there is a way that I can help, I feel that it becomes my responsibility that I must...I want to pay the debt you owe him,” Lord Evan said respectfully. 
 
    “The entire debt?!” her Father gasped, knowing it could not be real. Caroline looked over at the Earl of Flintshire, her eyebrows raised. Is he fooling us? Does he honestly think that I will believe that he wishes to pay our entire debt when we have nothing to give him in return? I know our prayers are heard, but answered like this?! 
 
    “Yes, I hope that you will consider my offer, Sir,” Lord Flintshire said convincingly. 
 
    “That is a great amount, My Lord! I must think about this, it is a great favor, one that I will never be able to reimburse you of,” Caroline’s Father said contemplating it. 
 
    “I do wish that you will agree to this, I would hate to see any of you be harmed by the hands of a man who treasures not his freedom nor his wealth. It is no great amount for me, I am but a single man, who lives alone and has very little to do with the money that I have, I would rather that it be put to the use of greater good,” the Earl said.

“I will have to give this much thought, I thank you again My Lord for your kindness, knowing that men like you still exist and are willing to lend a helping hand, gives me some comfort and will to live,” Caroline’s Father said, nodding his head in respect.

“I must be on my way now, I will leave you to rest and think about your options, please be wise with your choice, farewell Sir Martin,” Lord Flintshire said as he exited the room and Caroline followed after. 
 
    “My Lord! My Lord!” Caroline called out his name hoping to catch him before he left. 
 
    “Yes, Miss Caroline?” he said as he halted and turned around to face her. 
 
    “My Lord, why would you do such a thing? For a lady you do not know? I need an answer that will satisfy me, please,” she asked him pleading, wanting to unravel the kind man’s motives behind all of this. 
 
    “Let us just say, I take pride in being the hero who saves the damsel in distress,” he said, smirking before he turned to go back through the doors he entered from. 
 
    It had taken Caroline a few seconds to comprehend what Lord Flintshire had said last. Did he say that in a flirtatious manner or was that all in my head? Something I wanted to imagine? I have not yet laid eyes on a man sculpted like he, I would be lying to myself if I said that his sudden visit here did not make my day, she thought to herself blushing, wishing that he would visit them again, in the near future. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
    As per Caroline’s wish, Lord Flintshire visited once again, to ask if a decision had been made. At the time, Caroline told him that her Father was still unsure and that it was very difficult to talk or discuss anything with him at the moment. He was going through his mood shifts again and so she thought it would be best to ask him again after a few days when he would have settled down.  The Earl agreed and since he had come all this way, Caroline only thought it polite to have a small conversation with him. They shared a little bit about each other and he learnt that she walked to the Abbey every morning for work. He jokingly told her that he would love to walk her to the Abbey and Caroline laughed shyly thinking he was being ridiculous. 
 
    Nonetheless, Lord Flintshire did do as he said; he began visiting more often and made it another one of his responsibilities to walk Caroline to the Abbey; one that he truly was beginning to enjoy. He visited often enough to see as much of Caroline as he could but not so much that it would become scandalous. It was with these frequent meetings that the two of them had connected and found that their natures were similar. Both of them were benevolent and compassionate, never having loved anyone before. At first, Caroline had found it to be odd how the Earl walked with her, but soon enough she chose not to question it as she enjoyed his company and the riddance of solitude and feeling alone. It was not long before the two of them had feelings sprout within them for each other. 
 
    “How was your Father today?”  Lord Flintshire asked midway on their walk to the Abbey. 
 
    “Very much the same, at this rate I believe we will only get an answer after the Duke of Cheshire visits!” Caroline said upset that her Father was being stubborn and was not putting her security as a first priority. They had argued over taking money from Lord Flintshire because Caroline’s Father thought an insult lay hidden beneath it somewhere. It tugged at his pride how he needed another man’s help to take care of his family, just as it had bothered him to the core how his wife had to provide for his family before her death. 
 
    “He will come around, this will not last very long,” Lord Flintshire consoled her. 
 
    “Maybe so, but the amount of strain it puts on me is unfathomable. Long gone are those days of mine, frolicking in the grass with my hair let loose. Some days, all I really want is to have some time to myself, it is harder than it sounds, My Lord,” Caroline said revealing her inner feelings now that she was more comfortable around the Earl. 
 
    “I could come and talk to him again, if you like? Maybe try and put in a more strict word about him not to be selfish and to think about you and your safety,” Lord Flintshire suggested, wishing he could do more to help her as he did not like watching Caroline so distressed. 
 
    “Although your gesture is nothing but kind, I daresay he would comply with even your words. Father is terrible at listening to others, it is this behavior that has brought us to where we are now. I shall speak with him once again, if he still is obdurate, I would find it reasonable for you to push it forward,” Caroline said, her true purpose for declining his offer solely being because she was well aware of the state of her home. Now with her hectic schedule of working at the Abbey and Sally preoccupied with tending to her Father, there had been little managing of the household and the place was no longer suitable for visitors. She did not want Lord Flintshire to visit her at home as that would be terribly appalling for her. 
 
    Caroline purposely did not tell the Earl of Flintshire of truly how disproportionate things were at home. Not only had her Father been troublesome lately, but he had also grown more distant and sullen, despite Caroline ever thinking that it was possible. The alcohol had risen to a new high level, both toxic and fatal.  Many times he refused to speak with her on any matter, simply out of bitterness.  
 
    It is nice having someone listening to what it is you say; to pay attention to every detail and watch you as though you carry the entire universe inside of you. I do not know what love is to look like, but if it were a person, undoubtedly it would be My Lord, Caroline thought to herself, looking his way while he walked gracefully beside her. He did not notice her looking at him longingly and she was glad, this way she could gaze at him longer. 
 
    My Mother left me, but this man found me to help me heal, God works in such wondrous ways. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
    It was the darkest hour of the night and the knock was loud, ringing through the empty house and reaching the ears of all those who were fast asleep. Caroline shot up and sat in bed after hearing the loud and insistent noise coming from downstairs. What was that? Something fell on to the floor and made a loud noise, like furniture being knocked over.  
 
    Someone is downstairs...inside the house. Startled she got out of her bed, grabbing the nearest thing to her that could act as a weapon. All she could find was a small brass lamp and she held it in her hand ready to strike with it if need be. She made her way into the hallway while those noises continued in the dark, and she saw that Sally was peeping from her doorway. Caroline ushered her to stay inside and to stay quiet. The silhouette of a large man formed from the little moonlight that found its way in. The mumbling sounds coming from him as nothing he said was audible. 
 
    “Mmm...Martin!” Caroline managed to piece together from the man’s slurred speech. 
 
    “Who are you and what do you want?!” Caroline asked loudly, trying to sound fierce, facing the man bravely while masking her horror. 
 
    “Martin! I want... my money... Martin! I want...it....now!” the familiar voice demanded. 
 
    Caroline recognized the voice and lit the glass lantern in her hand that she had been carrying as a weapon for self-protection. 
 
    His face now visible, she was just as frightened as before. 
 
    “Give me…my money...Martin!” he said brokenly, his breath heavy with alcohol. 
 
    “Your Grace, please you must calm yourself,” Caroline tried to handle the foxed Duke of Cheshire. 
 
    He ignored her instructions and proceeded to go upstairs, and she ran behind him in fright. The Duke swung open the door of her Father’s room and marched straight inside with no hesitancy. Her Father who was already sitting awake in bed, watched shockingly as Duke Chant came up close to him. 
 
    “Hand me...my money...now! I have...come...to collect it...and give me...no excuses!” the Duke demanded totally foxed. 
 
    “Your Grace, why have you come at this hour?” her Father asked trying to avoid the main question. 
 
    “Martin...do…you have...my money… or not?!” the Duke yelled loudly in fury, making Caroline jump. 
 
    “No, Your Grace, I haven’t the money you ask of. Please come in the morning when you are…feeling better…and we can negotiate, perhaps there is still yet another way?” her Father said teary eyed, whimpering with uneasiness. 
 
    “As per our deal...I am to take...Caroline with me...and she will...work in the....brothel for me...since you have...failed to give...me my money!” Duke Chant replied angrily, every word heavy on Caroline’s chest as she stood there petrified. 
 
    “I beg you....please! Leave her be! It is I, you must punish! Her hands have had no doing in any of this,” her Father pleaded helplessly. 
 
    “You are...of little...value...to me...Martin! Come with...me now...Caroline!” Duke Chant said to Caroline facing her. 
 
    “No! I will not come with you! Not to work in a brothel!” Caroline downright refused, yelling so confidently and standing her ground. 
 
    “You must! And...you will!” the Duke said shamelessly. 
 
    “I will not...and you cannot make me!” Caroline said loudly directly facing him. 
 
    “Fine...I have...yet another proposal....just because...I admire...how you stood...up to me...and because...I would not...mind giving...my old friend Martin here...a little favor!” the Duke laughed evilly after saying so. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” asked Caroline, her knees shaking with fear. 
 
    “Martin! I will...take your...daughter...to work for me...as a chamber maid...at my own estate...she will work...for me...until all...the debt is due...this is the last deal...that I will...make to you...otherwise the magistrate...will deal with you...when I hand him...the papers...with all your...debt due!” he stipulated as though his right hand possessed Caroline already.  
 
    Her Father looked at Caroline, swollen tears resting on his eyelid, not yet running down his cheeks as he tried to control himself. Caroline courageously nodded, although every inch of her wanted to run the other way and escape to some far away and deserted land. 
 
    “You may take her as the payment to my debt,” her Father said under his breath, struggling to say the heart-breaking words out loud. 
 
    “What?! What...did you...say, Martin?!” Duke Chant asked, signalling that he hadn’t heard him correctly by putting his hand on his ear and bringing it closer. 
 
    “You may take her for the debt that was due to you,” her Father said gibbering, not being able to look at Caroline. 
 
    “I am...so glad…that …we could...come to...some sort...of an agreement!” the Duke almost sang in melody. 
 
    “Let us go...Caroline...my chamber maid!” he said approaching Caroline. She obliged and followed him obediently, feeling sick to her stomach. Why? Why could Father not properly care for me? Why do I deserve this? What will Lord Flintshire think? How will I even meet him now? The thoughts in her head rammed into each other, giving her the most painfully sharp headache.  
 
    They left through the front door and she mounted the coach that, too, smelt strongly of liquor. Feeling numb and nauseous, she stared out the coach window, watching as her home went farther away and grew smaller and smaller in vision. Her body had switched all of its senses off and she sat still as though she were a sculpture, with hot tears slowly trickling down her face. She knew in her heart she was doomed and that she would now always remain with this cruel man; the debt would take an entire lifetime to pay off. She wept harder. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    Lord Flintshire waited and stood at their usual meeting place again. This was the third day that he had done so and in which Caroline had not arrived. The first two days he had believed that maybe she were ill and had made his way back home, but today he felt uncomfortable and a strange feeling inside of him deemed that something was not quite right. He still waited in the perfect form of a gentleman, reasoning with himself as to why she may be late, trying to avoid all the terrible things that could have happened to her and instead think of the more obvious ones. 
 
    She must just be late; it is unlike her to be late though. Clearly, she has fallen ill and still not recovered. If only I could visit her at home, but that would not be appropriate, surely I would feel more an intruder than a well-wisher had I done so. 
 
    After contemplating all the possibilities and avoiding visiting her at home out of respect for her, he decided he should visit the Abbey. He knew of Mrs. Clarke as Caroline had told him a considerable amount about her, and so he wished to speak with her regarding her sudden absence. 
 
    He walked the way to the Abbey alone, feeling Caroline’s absence beside him profoundly, knowing well in his heart, that he could no longer bear not to see her and be with her. Upon reaching the Abbey by foot, he asked to be led to Mrs. Clarke’s office. He made his way to her hoping that she would know Caroline’s whereabouts. 
 
    “Please, come in!” said a faint feminine voice from the other side of the door. 
 
    Lord Flintshire stepped in, bowing his head respectfully. 
 
    “Please be seated,” Mrs. Clarke offered him a seat at her table. 
 
    “I am afraid I have not come for much long a visit as I must speak to you about urgent matters,” Lord Flintshire said politely. 
 
    “Well, of course. Please go ahead, how may I be of any assistance, My Lord?” Mrs. Clarke asked him. 
 
    “I was wondering and hoping if you would have any idea where it is that Caroline has vanished to. She works as a cook here at the Abbey and mentions you quite often and fondly. I thought it appropriate to come and ask you myself. I have not visited her at home and have grown worrisome, thinking that she may be in some sort of trouble,” Lord Flintshire explained to her. 
 
    “I am sorry but I have not the slightest clue of where she is, in fact I too, have been wondering about her. She worked here before; she does not work here currently. Not after I received a letter from her Father, stating that she would no longer be working at the Abbey. I still did expect either a letter or visit from Caroline, but I received neither. I have been meaning to visit her myself, to check if she is alright but I have not had the time as of recently,” Mrs. Clarke told him. 
 
    A letter? From her Father? I dread that I know exactly where it is she has gone! Lord Flintshire realized in an instant, panicked. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Clarke. I hope that I have not troubled you. I will be on my way now. I believe I know where she might be,” Lord Flintshire said in a hurry. 
 
    “It is no trouble at all. Please do so. I pray that you find her safe and well!” Mrs. Clarke said with concern in her voice. The Earl inclined his head and rushed off to visit Duke Chant’s estate. 
 
    He reached there as fast as he could, certain that the wicked Duke of Cheshire would have forced her to work in his brothel. The thought crushed Evan as his feelings for her were stronger now than ever before. 
 
    The footman opened the door for him, knowing the Earl well and he used this advantage to step inside the house, asking that he speak with the Duke himself at once. “It is most urgent that I see the Duke at once!” 
 
    Inside, he looked around and saw that there was no sign of the Duke. Evan stood there, waiting for him for a few minutes, hoping that the Duke would arrive. Evan felt frustrated and helpless that he had not yet been able to do anything about Caroline...that he had not been able to save her. 
 
    Just as he thought of other ways to rescue her and other places to look for her, he heard someone call out his name. 
 
    “My Lord!” a hushed whisper called out. 
 
    He turned around frantically searching from where it was that the recognizable voice came from. 
 
    “My Lord, here, here!” the voice said again as he turned in its direction and stood shocked with what was in his sight. Caroline stood before him, dressed in typical housemaid clothes, her eyes swollen and puffy from having wept half the time that she was awake and her eyes sunken with sadness; that was obvious to him. 
 
    “Caroline! What are you doing here?! I have been looking for you!” Lord Flintshire exclaimed, content that at least know he knew where she was and that he had found her still safe and not in the brothel. 
 
    “His Grace...he came over that night three days ago. He was drunk and filled with rage. He had come to ask for his money and plainly we did not have it. After I refused to leave with him, terrified of the brothel, he proposed that I shall work at his estate as a chamber maid until the debt is paid off,” Caroline said with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Caroline, please tell me truthfully, has he hurt you? Has that vile man touched you?!” Lord Flintshire said angrily, biting his tongue. Anger was rare to him, but anything regarding Caroline provoked him easily. 
 
    “He...he did not hurt me...but I fear that he might soon. I do not obey him all the time...and I am not good at this work. When he is foxed, he is much quicker to anger and I fear every minute about this,” Caroline said, crying with her head facing down. 
 
    “But he did not touch you, did he? He laid not even a finger on you?” asked Lord Flintshire, doubting the motives of a man he once knew well. 
 
    “He....he did. He has…touched me...several times in the span of three days. I feel ashamed with myself. Last night he attempted to take me to his bed but I pushed him away and ran. I ran to the servants’ quarters and locked myself in my room, afraid that he would still come after me. I did not sleep a second that night afraid that he would open the door and catch me...please My Lord, please...get me out of here. This place will be the death of me!” Caroline wept recalling the shameful incidents. 
 
    “I will help you, Caroline. I promise you that I will,” the Earl said, wanting with all of his might to embrace her and run off with her. 
 
    “He threatened me that if I do not perform my household…and other duties… he will take Sally and she will be forced to work in the brothel. He said that she would not be as lucky as me. He treats me so poorly, and I know for sure that he will not be letting me go any time soon,” Caroline said, trying to hush herself so that she may speak properly. 
 
    “Caroline, I am going to visit your Father and tell him to accept the money that I offer; he will have to do it now. I will then go and confront Duke Chant myself and get you out of here. I promise you this, you have my word,” Lord Flintshire said to her confidently. Caroline wiped her tears with the sleeve of her dress, feeling safer now that the Earl had found her as she trusted him with all her heart. 
 
    “Tonight at midnight, when everyone is deep asleep, leave your bedroom window open. Pack your things and I will come at midnight to take you away. You will not stay here a day longer,” Lord Flintshire said, instructing her. 
 
    Caroline nodded affirmatively.  
 
     “I must go now Caroline, I cannot have Duke Chant see us like this, or suspicions will grow and he will become more difficult to deal with. It is better he does not know of our relationship as it will aid in executing everything much more precisely,” he said. Caroline nodded again. 
 
    He held her hand for a brief moment to calm her down, her hands cold and clammy to the touch out of fear. She struggled to smile and he left.   
 
    Caroline, you must only make it till midnight, Evan has said he will come…and so you must trust that he will. We cannot allow the Duke to win; his evil will not make you weak, she told herself, feeling stronger and more determined now. She had to be; that was the only way she would be able to escape. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    Lord Flintshire wasted no time and hurried to Caroline’s home to speak with her Father. He tried to hush the anger within him, for how her Father had even allowed for this to happen. He marched up to the front steps when he reached the Green’s estate and entered the house, almost running upstairs. Without knocking on his door, he barged into Martin’s room. 
 
    “He took Caroline!” he said as soon as he saw Lord Flintshire. 
 
    “I am aware of that,” the Earl said before he interrupted him again. 
 
    “My poor daughter! Who knows how cruel he would be towards her?! This is all my doing! I did this to her! It is I, that should be punished, not her!” Martin wailed loudly. 
 
    “Martin!” Lord Flintshire said loudly, stomping his foot to get his attention. He stopped and stared at the Earl. 
 
    “I have come here to save her. Take the money that I offer and pay your debt so your daughter may be free. She is in constant threat living there under the same roof as him,” Lord Flintshire said furiously. 
 
    “How can I simply take the money from you?!” Caroline’s Father said, still stuck where he was the first time Lord Flintshire had offered. 
 
    “You are not simply taking it from me! I wish to marry your daughter and so think of it as an exchange for her hand in marriage,” Lord Flintshire said boldly. 
 
    “Marry her?! Tell me, do you love her, or is this another scheme I am about to fall for?” Martin asked questioningly. 
 
    “It is not I that should have your suspicions but yes, I do love your daughter and I wish to marry her solely for that purpose. If after, she says that she does not wish to marry me, I will not force it on her, you have my word. Worry not, I am not the same flesh as that of which Duke Chant is made,” Lord Flintshire said honestly and truthfully. 
 
    “I know that you are not. You have my permission to marry her then as long as you keep her happy,” Martin agreed. The Earl nodded and handed him the money that was ready to be handed over in his pocket. Martin took it quietly, without saying a word and Lord Flintshire left. It was growing dark outside and he needed to be at the Duke’s estate before midnight, to be safest. 
 
    I do not trust that vile, evil man in the slightest, I should be there earlier. I will wait quietly till the time is right and then I can help her run away. Lord Flintshire knew many things could go wrong in his simple plan but he had no choice but to follow it and deal with whatever it was that he stumbled on, as it came along. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven
  
 
    It was close to midnight and Lord Flintshire was making his way towards the Duke’s estate, something in his mind troubling him and giving him the sense that something was not right. 
 
    Caroline waited in her room as Lord Flintshire had instructed, desperately waiting to see his face or some sort of signal from the window so that she may escape this haunted place. It was midnight and there was still no sign of him. Suddenly, there was a small noise, Caroline could finally breathe knowing that Evan was finally here, but to her surprise, the noise did not come from him, the noise was Duke Chant opening her bedroom door wide open. 
 
    “What?! What are you doing here?!” Caroline gasped in fright when she saw Duke Chant entering her room. 
 
    “Me? What am I doing here? Oh, well this is my home, or have you forgotten already?” the Duke grinned, showing his crooked teeth, something evil again in his smile. 
 
    “What are you doing in my bed chambers?! In this hour!” Caroline yelled terrified. 
 
    “Relax my dear Caroline, had it been any other day I would be here for the business that was left unfinished last time,” he laughed sinisterly. Caroline felt as if she were about to throw up and be pulled into the ground and swallowed whole, both at the same time. 
 
    “I am not here for that tonight, Caroline. I promise you that will be another day, as punishment for trying to betray me,” he said now with more anger in his drunken voice. 
 
    “I have not betrayed you,” Caroline said, struggling to keep a straight face as she said so. 
 
    “Poor little Caroline, you see, I knew that you would not be easy and so I had one of my other chamber maids spy on you and keep an eye on you, watching you all the time. I guess your prince is running a bit late; it is past midnight,” he said to Caroline, with a half-smile on his face at how her plan to escape had been ruined. 
 
    “You...you know?!” Caroline trembled. “You had better not hurt My Lord” she screamed at him, tears flowing down her cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, and I swear to you that I will not leave you alone now for disobeying me! I detest my maids who do not follow orders!” he said angrily as he grabbed Caroline and turned her around, pulling something out of his pocket. Caroline kicked and screamed before she even saw what it was he was holding in his other hand. “And what shall you do if I lay Evan flat out?” he taunted her, knowing there was nothing that she could do even if she wanted to. 
 
    She felt something sharp at her throat and screamed harder seeing that he was holding a knife to her throat. 
 
    “Let me go, please! Please let me go! I did not do anything! You cannot kill me!” Caroline kicked and screamed harder, trying to set herself free but the Duke was bigger and stronger than she and he held onto her with a tighter, more firm grip every time she tried to wriggle free. 
 
    “Not tonight, Caroline! Tonight there will be blood and I will shed it with my own hands of those who are disloyal to me. Where is the one who will rescue you now?! How will he save someone who is already dead?!” the Duke mocked her vulnerable state, laughing at her. Caroline kept looking over the window in between his sentences and saw that no one was there. Where are you My Lord?!  
 
    All of a sudden, she felt a sharp cut on her skin, on her neck and she screamed in pain with her eyes closed, pulling on his big and thick arm, trying to loosen his grip. 
 
    “Please, no! No!” Caroline shrieked. 
 
    “Let me make this quick and easy for you and just as enjoyable for me,” the Duke said before he got ready to cut her again but deeper this time. 
 
    “Put that knife down, this instant!” a voice loud and strong ordered the Duke. 
 
    Duke Chant looked around quickly and saw Evan appear at the window, his face consumed by rage, never seen before. 
 
    “Let her go right now, Jacob!” Evan yelled angrily. 
 
    “This is none of your business Evan! Leave now, I do not want to have to hurt you, too!” Duke Chant said angrily, grinding his teeth. 
 
    Caroline screamed for Evan, crying helplessly as the Duke kept the arm around her neck tight and suffocating. 
 
    “Leave now or I will kill her Evan, I swear to you that I will,” Duke Chant said with a final warning. Evan saw that he was close to the point of carrying out what he was saying and left, disappearing from the window. 
 
    “No! Please! Please My Lord! Come back!” Caroline yelled after him. 
 
    “What a coward he is, always has been!” Duke Chant laughed tauntingly. 
 
    “So, where were we?” he asked, facing Caroline again. 
 
    --

Evan ran around the house trying to find an open window or door, anything that would let him in the fastest and in-time to save Caroline from any further harm. Knowing the walls and rooms of the estate well, Evan recalled a small door towards the back side that the servants locked miserably weak. He went over to the side and grabbed a steel rod lying close by and hit it once, hard with all his strength on the lousy lock that kept the door closed. The rusted lock fell to the ground and the door opened a little bit. Evan opened it wide enough for him to get through, the door resisting to be opened; the hinges rusty from not being opened for a long period of time.  
 
    It was dark inside, and Evan had to stumble to find his way in what felt like a maze. He managed to find another bigger door, one that definitely led to an inner part of the house and he pushed it open, but it did not budge. He took a few steps back and ran into the door with his shoulder and the door fell off, broken from the hinges that held it. Evan looked right and left and recognized the hallway he was lying in. He rose to his feet and followed the voice of a screaming woman coming from very close to him. Relieved that she was screaming, meaning that she was still alive, he ran to the room where they were and saw that he was in an advantage as the Duke’s back was facing him.  
 
    He grabbed the Duke from behind pulling him backwards and knocking the knife out of his hand. The Duke screamed in agonizing pain as the knife slit has hand before it fell to the ground. Trying to remove Evan off of himself and with the pain from his cut open hand, he let go of Caroline and she fell to the floor, gasping for breath. The Duke forcefully pushed Evan back into the wall behind him and he fell onto the floor in pain. The Duke then grabbed Caroline and dragged her with him, knowing that Evan had taken quite a hit and would be unlikely to be able to run after him. 
 
    “You should have stayed out of this, Evan! This never concerned you! You ruined our friendship by betraying me!” Duke Chant said angrily as he dragged the helpless woman to the front door. 
 
    Evan struggled to get to his feet, but winced and fell with pain, feeling a rib in his chest sharp and poking at him, with immense pain. He crawled, trying to follow them, refusing to give up. Quick to think, he grabbed Caroline’s shawl that was lying within reach and tied it tight around his chest and got up to his feet. He ran after them, the pain not worsening but still there, piercing his chest. 
 
    He could see the Duke ahead of him leaving through the wide open front door as he dragged Caroline behind him. The Duke, still foxed and dragging Caroline, missed a step and stumbled to the floor, hitting his head hard on the concrete steps, lying absolutely still. Caroline stopped screaming seeing that the Duke was knocked out and got up to help Evan. She ran towards him and helped him walk out to the front steps and then they both walked over to where the Duke’s body lay still. 
 
    “Is he dead?” asked Caroline, seeing that he had not moved at all, hoping that he was as her nightmarish life would finally be over. 
 
    “I do not know…,” Evan said, kneeling down and putting a finger beneath his nostrils. There was no air, no breathing. Evan looked up at Caroline and confirmed it. 
 
    “He is dead.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve
  
 
    That night, the two of them informed the magistrate and he removed the Duke’s body from the front steps of his own house. He asked the two of them questions but neither of them were made suspects as both of them had injuries made to them that could not have been their own. They were both taken to a physician who treated their wounds. Caroline was given a set of fresh clothes and the cut on her neck was treated and disinfected before being bandaged. Evan however, had more extensive injuries to his ribs and was ordered by the physician to remain in bed for the bones to heal. 
 
     Caroline asked if she could see him and the physician allowed it. She walked slowly inside to where the man that saved her lay in bed with broken ribs and bruises. She pulled up a chair to his bedside and sat there watching him, admiring his selflessness and how he had risked his life and put himself in harm’s way to make sure she was safe and that nothing bad would have happened to her. 
 
    Without a second thought, she held onto his hand, not knowing whether he would know or not with his eyes closed. The minute she touched his hand, he woke, his eyes opened and he looked over to whom it was that was holding his hand. 
 
    Caroline blushed and removed her hand. 
 
    “I am sorry; I did not mean to wake you. I just...I just came to see you and see if you were alright,” Caroline said with flushing hot cheeks. 
 
    “Please, do not apologize. Hold my hand,” Evan said softly smiling and reaching his hand out for hers. Caroline smiled and did as he asked. 
 
    They smiled at each other, each grateful that the other was alive. Evan caught a glimpse of the fine cut on her throat and felt saddened. Caroline noticed his frown. 
 
    “What is the matter? Does it hurt a lot? Are you in a lot of pain?” Caroline asked, worried. 
 
    “I wish I could have been there before he got to you,” he said sadly. 
 
    “You did, you saved me. I will never be able to thank you for as long as I live,” Caroline said smiling and trying to cheer him up. 
 
    “You did for me what no man even with duties could have done so selflessly. My Lord, you are a great man and fate made me lucky to have met you in the oddest of situations on the most unexpected of days. I thank you, I thank you for it all,” she said humbly, holding his hand tighter to show that she meant what she was saying truly. 
 
    “There is one way I know of, that you could repay me,” Evan said innocently. 
 
    “There is? Please do tell me?” she asked him enthusiastically. 
 
    “You could marry me?” he suggested with a spark in his eyes. 
 
    “You must be jesting, My Lord!” Caroline said to him, confused but slightly glad. 
 
    “Oh, but I am not. The only thing that would soothe my wounds and heal me faster is if you would say yes to marrying me,” Evan said, with his wit and charm. 
 
    “My Lord, are you really proposing to me in a hospital, amidst the sick and injured, including us? Not the most romantic of places,” Caroline laughed softly. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I am. Why should not a little happiness come from here? It is from the ground that is of dirt where little plants sprout is it not?” Evan said cleverly. 
 
    “Yes, yes it is,” she said smiling. 
 
    “I have already taken permission from your Father and he has allowed our union,” Evan added, trying to convince her. 
 
    “My Lord, you need not try and convince me. I will marry you. I would love to marry you,” she said smiling at the man who truly loved and cared for her. 
 
    Evan smiled with delight; a happy ending could come out from all of this after all. 
 
    It took Evan longer to heal but within the span of a few weeks he had been nursed back to health. As soon as he was able to walk and was allowed to leave the hospital, the two of them announced their betrothal officially. Caroline made sure to visit him every day at the hospital as he would visit her in her time of need when her troubles were far too great for her to carry on her shoulders.  
 
    Her Father had changed with the good news too, knowing that the cycle of tragedy was not repeating itself and that Caroline’s fate had turned out such that she was now to be wed to an Earl. This way Sally too, would receive great proposals as her older sister had, which pleased her Father. 
 
    The wedding was a small ceremony at the Church with only the most immediate family and friends attending from both sides. Caroline and Evan both wanted to keep it an intimate small event with only the people who mattered the most surrounding them, wishing them well for their future together. Caroline had chosen to wear her Mother’s wedding dress, to honor her and remember her on the day that she wished she had been able to witness. 
 
    I now pronounce you husband and wife, Caroline heard the pastor say as she stared and smiled at the man standing before her after exchanging their vows with each other. 
 
    You may now kiss the bride, a sudden excitement and tingling went up her spine as her new husband leant forward to kiss her and they shared their first kiss; the kiss that had waited a very long time. 
 
    Everything after that was joyous and celebrated; there was not one person who did not have a smile on their face or a tear in their eye. Her Father, too, was teary eyed. 
 
    They had their first dance and the first thing that Evan said to her, was Countess of Flintshire; that he had whispered softly in her ear just so she could hear it. She blushed and loved the feeling of being able to prove all the people who judged her wrong and thought that she was incapable of even making it this far, alone. 
 
    Evan and Caroline had arranged for servants to staff the Green’s estate, seeing as it needed to be tended to so that both Sally and her crippled Father would have staff there to take care of them and their needs as they had no one else to help them. Caroline did not want Sally to ever go through what she did and Evan had understandingly agreed.  
 
    Evan and Caroline lived together happily as a family not ideally and traditionally constructed but one that was bounded by things greater than just blood; they were bonded by love and care for one another like a family ought to be. They lived with peace and her Father, too, had been finally healed of the depression that had cursed him since the loss of his leg.  
 
    If happy endings were to be real, this was certainly one. 
 
      
 
                                                                  The End
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    Chapter One
  
 
    Teresa Cluett was never her favorite Aunt. She was demanding beyond reasonable limits and persistent to get her own way, always siding in the favor of her own two daughters whether for the betterment of others or not. Generally, this did not bother Helena Moore much at all, she made sure to keep her distance and on family visits she kept her conversations with her Aunt concise and precise. This however, could no longer be the way to deal with her Aunt not since they were coming to stay with her. The whole situation was unavoidable and she dreaded their arrival from the moment she knew of their plans to visit. 
 
    Helena had tried convincing her Aunt through letters back and forth for two months that she was well on her own and that she did not need any help with matters at home, but her Aunt had insisted and deep down Helena was craving company. The silence at home that once haunted her was now comforting and she worried for herself, knowing some things you may never really heal from and that maybe she was beginning to like this darkness that surrounded her. What else could have been expected from a single child whose parents had passed away, both of them together? 
 
    The news had been a great shock too big to handle and upon hearing it Helena had fainted, falling to the floor. Luckily she had not been hurt as the thick carpet in the drawing room cushioned her fall. Ralph Norman and a footman helped her up and laid her to rest on the nearby settee; the one her Mother, Lillian would habitually do all her reading on. It had taken a few minutes for Helena to regain consciousness. Opening her eyes she saw the worried face of her Aunt hovering above her. Helena sat up and straightened her dress, trying to recover from what had just happened, acting as though everything was all right. 
 
    “Maybe you should not get back up yet, my dear?” her Aunt said, watching her struggle to simply sit up straight and slightly sobbing. 
 
    “No, I am all right,” Helena said casually sitting up. 
 
    Ralph and her Aunt exchanged confused looks, troubled by Helena’s reaction to the devastating news. 
 
    “She is not reacting at all, maybe we should have told her in some other way?” Ralph, the family solicitor, said in a hushed voice to Aunt Teresa. 
 
    “Clearly, she has shut down her thinking and is not allowing the truth to come in, it will her take her some time, Ralph. What other way could we possibly have told her? We already tried to be as cautious as possible,” Aunt Teresa said back, worried herself that Helena seemed unresponsive. 
 
    “Helena, I cannot imagine how difficult this must all be for you but -” Aunt Teresa said before Helena cut in. 
 
    “No, please, please do not make it real. This cannot be happening! They will be home any minute now; I can feel it in my heart! This cannot possibly be real!” Helena said frantically, clearly not in the right state of mind before she got up and ran past them to her room, loudly closing the door shut before locking it. Wailing sounds then followed. 
 
    “Maybe we should try to console her again? I do not want to make her believe that she is alone in all of this. She was my elder sister after all,” Aunt Teresa managed to say fighting back her own tears. She had promised herself to be strong for Helena, knowing that her late older sister Lillian would have wanted someone to take care of her daughter and knowing that no one else could do as great a job, she had taken it up as her own responsibility. 
 
    “No, I do not believe that is the brightest idea. She has not fully comprehended what we have told her, it will take time. It is best we leave her alone for a while, surely we have told her what she never would want to hear. It will not be put to rest easy,” Ralph said sincerely, having known her parents well. 
 
    Aunt Teresa nodded, agreeing. 
 
    “I suppose I will stay here for the night, I cannot possibly leave her alone at such a dire and tragic time,” Aunt Teresa suggested thoughtfully. 
 
    “What about your children?” Ralph asked casually. 
 
    “I have asked the maid to call the neighborhood nanny to tend to them in my absence. They will be well taken care of, Nancy has been to the house before as well and the kids love her,” Aunt Teresa said. 
 
    Ralph nodded. 
 
    “It is a shame I cannot say the same for Helena, what ever will we do now? She is alone and much too young, at the beginning of her blooming age to have faced such great a tragedy. To lose ones parents all of a sudden with little time to prepare and no time at all to say goodbye and when neither of them had not a single white or grey hair on their head...my heart breaks for her and of course for my lovely sister. May she rest in peace,” Aunt Teresa said before she began crying, unable to control herself while remembering her sister whom she had been close with. 
 
    Ralph bowed his head down respectfully. The incident had shaken all of them and Helena had been the last to know. Aunt Teresa wanted to be present when Helena was to be told about the passing of her parents, thinking that Helena would find comfort in her Aunt, but she had not. The day passed and Helena did not leave her room. Her Aunt would walk up to her bedroom door and rest an ear on it to hear if she was all right but every time that she did this, all she heard was sobbing. The entire night Helena cried. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    The carriage had been brought back to the Moore estate the next day, early morning. Dismantled and broken parts of the carriage lay before the front entrance of the house, barely recognizable now that it had been in an accident. Helena had heard the sound of hooves on the driveway and ran downstairs in a rush. The footman tried to stop her from stepping outside the house knowing that her parents carriage lay bare and broken and that the sight would tear Helena apart inside, but she demanded for him to open the door and let her pass. 
 
    “Miss Helena, please. I ask of you kindly to remain inside the house, it is better for you that you choose to stay inside,” the footman tried convincing her. 
 
    “I care not what is better for me at this moment in time. I wish to see outside these doors and I shall! They were parents of mine and I will see the carriage brought back in whatever state it is!” Helena almost yelled while crying, her tears falling down her cheeks faster than the words that came out of her mouth. 
 
    The footman gave in regrettably and opened the door for her. Helena took one step outside and gasped, covering her mouth with her two hands, her eyes wide open unable to look away from the horror that was before her. 
 
    “No! No! No!” she yelled loudly running towards the carriage, tears streaming down her face. 
 
    The footman and Ralph stopped her from running straight into the dangerous poking parts of the carriage, grabbing on to her so that she would not get hurt. 
 
    “Helena! You must get inside, there is nothing we can do now, child!” Ralph yelled loud enough to be audible over her loud wailing and cries. 
 
    “No! I need to see them! I need to see them again!” Helena cried between trying to catch her breath from crying so hard. Her lungs aching having to go through such strain to simply breathe. 
 
    The two men carried her inside without her will, where her Aunt was ready to receive her. Helena pushed and wailed louder but her Aunt held onto her tightly, until she gave in and clung on to her Aunt, crying her heart out. 
 
    The funeral was held later that afternoon and friends and family of the Moore’s from far and wide had come to attend. Helena had been too unstable to sit through the entire ceremony and had excused herself once the caskets arrived. Aunt Teresa accepted everyone’s condolences as Helena locked herself in her room wanting to be alone. 
 
    Days after the funeral, it appeared as though Helena’s crying did not lessen. Her eyes were always puffy and swollen, heavy from crying so hard and long the night before. She ate very little, only after being force fed by her Aunt and usually puked it out without letting anyone know.  
 
    All these responses were normal for a child who had lost everything in the blink of an eye. She had been very close to both her parents because of being a single child, and they too, had been kind parents who always believed she was capable of doing great things and loved her dearly. Their sudden loss had thrown Helena into the middle of unknowingness and she did not know whether to drown or learn how to swim afloat. Aunt Teresa did her best and took care of her for a few days before she had the urgency to head back home. The day she was leaving, she continuously urged Helena to write to her every week so that she may know of her well-being. Helena blankly promised her that she would, knowing that the energy or the will to do that did not exist in her in the even the tiniest amount. Helena had wanted her Aunt to leave much sooner, she did not like the feeling of being tended to like a child and she wanted to spend her time alone in the house, reliving the memories that now, were all she had left of her parents. 
 
    Evening came and Aunt Teresa left, leaving Helena alone in the big home that only seemed bigger and emptier now to her. It was useless to lie in bed at night as sleep had not visited her for days and she would toss and turn all night. Instead she now made it a habit to pace around the house, usually remembering a moment that all three of them had shared and crying shortly after. Her days passed as such and slowly she grew used to the solitude. Being alone was suddenly okay.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    When a loved one dies, there is no real healing, that person lost can never come back, there is no one that exists like them again, there is no same person and all that you are left to live with is every moment you have ever shared with them, good or bad; even the bad ones make you smile. Then you are expected to ‘move on’ and learn to live with that absence as though it always existed, as though you never really needed that person anyway. How odd a world we live in, for when they are alive we love them conditionally and when they are gone, every sin, every pain they inflicted upon you is suddenly all forgiven as you bury them in the ground to rest. 
 
    Helena just finished writing another passage, penning down her bittersweet emotions. Writing had aided her sadness, and so she would often be found sitting at her mother’s work table on mornings or early afternoons occupied writing letters and passages she never sent to anybody but kept safe with her; collecting them as though she were to make a book out of them. 
 
    As she folded the paper neatly and placed it carefully in her drawer there was a knock on the door downstairs and the door opened to let enter a woman whose voice was faint but instantly recognizable. 
 
    She is here already? 
 
    “Where is my favorite niece?” Helena overheard her Aunt Teresa asking the footman that let her in as she proceeded to make her way to her. 
 
    “Yes, where is Helena?” another younger voice said, that belonged to Aunt Teresa’s four and ten year old daughter and Helena’s cousin, Marina. 
 
    Helena descended the stairs gracefully and poised, smiling politely at the first glance of them, contemplating inside whether allowing them to stay with her was going to be a regrettable choice or not. 
 
    “Hello, my dear Helena!” Aunt Teresa said cheerfully at the sight of Helena, embracing her tightly when she approached her. 
 
    “Hello, Aunt Teresa,” Helena said, hesitantly welcoming her overly warm embrace. 
 
    “You look so well and more beautiful than ever!” her Aunt said pulling herself back from Helena to get a good look at her face. Helena smiled politely knowing this was more a lie than anything else.  
 
    The truth was, Helena knew she was not beautiful, there were numerous occasions that had led her to strongly believe so, and thus whenever someone would compliment her on her beauty she would immediately suppose they were either lying to be nice or lying because they did not have anything else to say. In this case it was the former. 
 
    “Hello Helena!” her younger cousin, Marina, beamed with a wide smile that showed brilliantly white teeth that looked too big for her face. 
 
    “Hello Marina, so nice to see you,” Helena embraced her kindly. 
 
    “And hello Cecilia, don’t you look lovely today! What a nice dress you are wearing!” Helena said greeting her youngest cousin. Her cousin blushed sweetly, feeling shy with all the attention and for some odd reason Helena felt that she saw a little bit of her in her four year old cousin. The resemblance is uncanny! Her shyness reminds me so much of how I was while growing up! 
 
    She snapped out of the gaze she had kept long enough on Cecilia to be called staring. 
 
    “Please, why don’t you all sit down? Henry will make sure that your luggage is put into your rooms; worry not. Surely the journey was long and tiresome,” Helena said thoughtfully, recalling how her Mother had taught her her manners and how to treat the guests of their home. 
 
    ‘Guests are very important; they help reflect where you stand and whether or not you are friendly and approachable. Be kind to your guests, for they will repay you with so much more in return.’ This was what Helena’s Mother had repeated to her over and over again, making sure she understood this and many other vital lessons while growing up. Helena smiled to herself as her Mother’s gentle face appeared in her mind. 
 
    “If I am to be honest, I would be lying to say that I expected the place to be top-notch and for everything to be running smoothly but you really have proved me wrong, Helena. I did not think of you old enough to handle the estate alone but clearly you are more than capable,” her Aunt Teresa confessed, appreciating her maturity. 
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Teresa, but I am afraid this is not entirely my credit to take. Circumstances tend to change a person in many different ways, revealing abilities you thought yourself unfit for before,” Helena responded wisely. 
 
    “You are very right, Helena,” Aunt Teresa said, smiling at her.  
 
    Everyone was quiet as an awkward silence took over the room. Aunt Teresa had been trying to word her sentence on how to ask Helena a specific but very important question that she had been meaning to ask. Her hesitancy arose from the fact that she did not know how she would respond. 
 
    “Helena?” Aunt Teresa said cutting the silence. 
 
    “Yes, Aunt Teresa?” Helena replied. 
 
    “As much as I am glad that you are back on your feet, I and many friends and family of ours, and more of your parents, have been wondering why it is that we do not see you anymore?” Aunt Teresa asked cautiously, knowing that it may be a sensitive topic for her. 
 
    Helena made an apathetic face.  
 
    “Well, never mind that. Let us speak on lighter matters,” her Aunt Teresa quickly said, changing the topic to something more favorable. 
 
    Helena sighed, already having the need to excuse herself to her room so that she may be alone and read a book, but it would appear far too rude and impolite so she did not move from her seat. 
 
    They settled in well, and Helena made sure to be available and present to make certain they were comfortable. That evening, dinner was set on the dining table and after what seemed like ages, Helena sat in the same seat to eat, as she would with her parents when they were alive. She had been avoiding this but Aunt Teresa had instructed for dinner to be served in this way, with everyone together as a family. Helena had to forcefully swallow her food as she felt her Aunt’s eyes constantly on her, watching her every move. 
 
    Night came, the part of the day Helena dreaded most and her Aunt Teresa and young cousins retired to their bedrooms exhausted by their travels.  
 
    I never knew I could bear a pain as great as this; bigger than me. This hollowness inside me refuses to let my eyes close at night and I stare at the ceiling looking for my parents. Their faces are etched so vividly in memory but gone from my sight or touch. 
 
    She added the excerpt to her already half page passage she had written earlier some time during the day, folding it and keeping it safe by tucking it inside a drawer that night. When she lay in bed, what she had written came to play. Her eyes stared off into the white vastness of the ceiling and she remained awake, afraid to close her eyes and drift off into her dreams, where the nightmares were always visiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four
  
 
    The days after, Aunt Teresa had taken upon herself at least half the responsibilities, wanting to remove the burden off of Helena, but even so, with the extra time on her hands, Helena remained inside, mostly in her room reading or painting with watercolors. Her cousin, Marina, would often ask Helena to come outside and walk with her so that they may chat but Helena would politely decline saying she had many other things to attend to, apologizing without promising a later date, evidently making excuses. Aunt Teresa eventually noticed that Helena did not wish to leave the house for whatever the matter may be. When told visitors had come, she would formally greet them and leave anxiously when conversations started. She no longer willed to walk in the gardens or step outside to get some fresh air. Her entire day was spent indoors as though she were hiding from everything beyond the walls of her house. 
 
    This behavior continued, and it worried Aunt Teresa that Helena showed no interest in anything that she should at her age. Her parents had been well known for their participation in society, attending dinners and events often and having people over, thus Helena’s lack of interest in everything in general made her very distant and incapable of a simple conversation with someone new she would have met. 
 
    One day, when Ralph Norman visited the estate, he noticed the worry so evidently painted on Aunt Teresa’s face.  
 
    “What ever is the matter? You appear as though a great trouble follows you?” Ralph asked genuinely. 
 
    “No, nothing; I am alright,” Aunt Teresa said straightening the creases on her dress and sitting upright so as to give the illusion that she was not bothered by anything. 
 
    “Are you certain? I cannot help but notice that something keeps you anxious,” he said. 
 
    Aunt Teresa thought to herself for a while, looking at Ralph and studying his face, judging whether she could trust him or not.  
 
    “You can trust me, after all I take care of all the financial situations here and what greater risk is that, greater than entrusting me with her money?” Ralph said, realizing the look on Aunt Teresa’s face. 
 
    She looked at him in surprise that he had read her mind. 
 
    “I suppose I will be needing to tell you, there is no one else I can speak with about this and I am afraid I will go insane dealing this alone,” she finally said. 
 
    Ralph nodded, urging for her to continue. 
 
    “I have been watching Helena for days now and I realized that her behavior is very distant and isolated. She does not enjoy company and I am quite certain when we first arrived she was bothered by our presence too; she has made peace with that now, but she still refuses to step outside the house. Her own garden she has forbidden upon herself! Her parents would undoubtedly disapprove of this way of living and I can’t seem to figure out how it is I should handle the situation,” Aunt Teresa said frustrated. 
 
    “Why do you suppose she is acting in this manner?” Ralph asked. 
 
    “From what I can understand, this is her way of guarding herself knowing that her own parents are no longer there to do that for her. The last time she stepped outside of the house was for her parents’ funeral and the thought most definitely haunts her, the fear so great that it can’t be overcome and so the safest thing to do is to hide away in a cave. Of course this is detrimental to us humans, who require company if not now, then later. We are social beings and refusing to mix with society makes us appear inapproachable and as castaways. Surely, I cannot fathom the thought of my niece being either of those things,” Aunt Teresa explained in detail. 
 
    “That does make sense; I understand why you would assume as such. Perhaps we can do something about this predicament?” Ralph asked intriguingly. 
 
    “We? What idea has hatched in your mind, Ralph Norman?” Aunt Teresa asked with suspicion. 
 
    “I believe she is at the ideal age for marriage and given the situation at hand, it would be beneficial that she wed. She is at the age of twenty already, which is ideal. If we let her be like this and continue with her own way of healing, surely she will end up alone and a spinster. If she is already removing herself from society now, what would happen months from now? Years?” Ralph said, giving his advice with an ulterior motive. 
 
    “I will not turn from the truth, what you say makes complete sense,” she said contemplating. 
 
    “Surely, my best interests are with her, too. I knew her parents well enough to call them friends, the least I could do is see to it that Helena is happy and healthy,” he added. 
 
    “Do not think I doubt your loyalty to us Ralph, this is not the case! I have heard of you through Dominic Moore’s mouth himself, rest assured,” Aunt Teresa said to him. 
 
    Ralph smiled. 
 
    “I am glad to be given the honor of your trust,” Ralph said bowing his head as gentlemen did. Aunt Teresa nodded. 
 
    “Well, I must be on my way now; there are other matters that need my attention. I hope that you are able to help Helena for all of us,” Ralph said as he stood to leave. 
 
    “I pray I do,” Aunt Teresa said before he left. 
 
    How she was going to do so and whether Helena would accept her aid was an entirely different matter on its own. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    Knowing that Helena had lived a very sheltered life, Aunt Teresa had already predicted that she would be new to courting and may not even have learnt it from her Mother.  
 
    One afternoon as they sat on the settees, each of them reading a book, Aunt Teresa found it an appropriate time to ask Helena about courting and marriage, not knowing how she would respond. 
 
    “Helena, may I ask you something, dear?” her Aunt said as she finished reading a classical poem. 
 
    “Yes, Aunt Teresa,” Helena replied, looking up from her book warily to see her Aunt eager to speak with her. 
 
    “Well Helena, I am not sure as to how exactly I should ask you this, but have you considered marriage?” Aunt Teresa asked her carefully. 
 
    Helena looked at her Aunt confused. 
 
    “Frankly speaking, no I have not,” Helena replied short. 
 
    “And why not?” her Aunt asked her, wanting to know more. 
 
    “It never occurred to me; of course it is not that I would not want to marry, it is simply that I have never thought about it. Mother handled such things for me well and so I have very little knowledge and experience of the matter you inquire of,” Helena said maturely. 
 
    “Yes, the reason I ask is not that alone but because Ralph has asked me to inform you that you will be needing to manage bigger circumstances related to the estate and the money with him. You are the heir to this estate and so legally the responsibilities are yours, and your approval will be needed with all incidents related to the estate,” Aunt Teresa explained to her. 
 
    “Manage money? Manage the estate? How ever am I supposed to know how to do that?” Helena asked, panicking. 
 
    “I am here to help Helena, please do not panic but as I said before this would all be much more feasible and easier had you a husband. He would be able to help you in ways that I cannot,” her Aunt advised her. 
 
    “How am I expected to find one? I have never been courted and I have not had many encounters with men, especially those interested in me,” Helena said, confiding in her Aunt. 
 
    “Worry not Helena, we will figure this out too,” Aunt Teresa said getting up from her seat to sit next to Helena and placing a caring arm around her. At first, it was obvious to see that Helena did not like her Aunt close, but as she held on stubbornly Helena, too, became accepting of it. 
 
    “Thank you Aunt Teresa, I suppose it really has been easier with you being here. I thought I was dealing with matters appropriately but at my age there is very little I could achieve with my experience,” Helena said emotionally. 
 
    “You do not need to thank me Helena, we are family and in family there are no such formalities,” she replied to Helena.  
 
    Helena smiled a genuine smile rather than her formal smile. 
 
    “Now if you will excuse me, I have tired myself and my eyes from reading and would like to take a short nap if nobody needs me,” Helena asked to be excused as she closed the book she was reading and stood up. 
 
    “Of course, Helena. You go on ahead and rest,” Aunt Teresa insisted, and Helena left to go to her room. 
 
    When she had gone, Aunt Teresa sighed in relief, glad and content that the talk she had been dreading to have with Helena had surprisingly gone well. Just as she, too, was about to leave for her own room, the footman opened the door and Ralph walked into the drawing room. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Ralph said, bowing his head respectfully when he saw Aunt Teresa. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” she replied back, still smiling from the happiness of how she had managed to grow closer to Helena. 
 
    “Don’t you appear happy today!” Ralph exclaimed, actually being so clever as to pick up people’s emotions with just a glance. 
 
    “That is because I am!” Aunt Teresa replied enthusiastically. 
 
    “What fortunate event could lead to such an unexpected turn?” asked Ralph, blatantly curious to know the cause. 
 
    “Do you recall how we spoke earlier about how Helena should be wed and other such affairs?” she asked him. 
 
    “Yes I do. Why? Have we seen some progress?” Ralph asked, overly interested. 
 
    “I am glad to say that we do. She is open to the idea of marriage and we discussed it briefly,” Aunt Teresa told him. 
 
    “That is great news!” Ralph said excitedly. 
 
    Aunt Teresa noticed that he was unusually eager about her marriage and that it affected him in such obvious ways, and she grew apprehensive as to why that was so. 
 
    “Ralph, why does the mention of Helena’s marriage excite you to this extent? If I must say so, I find it very odd,” Aunt Teresa said to him directly. 
 
    Ralph looked at her with a serious and concerned face. 
 
    “Well, I did not intend to tell you this so early but I think I may have found a suitable man for Helena,” Ralph said. 
 
    “Why did you not say so before?! Who is it? What is his name?” she asked him excitedly. 
 
    “My son, Nash,” he said with a little less confidence. 
 
    Aunt Teresa looked at him, puzzled. 
 
    “Your son?” she asked him to confirm. 
 
    “Yes, I know that he is no noble but he is a good man who would take care of her and love her like no other,” he said trying his best to sound convincing. 
 
    “What makes you think that Helena would agree to marry such a man, regardless of his character? A title is very important and I daresay Helena is intelligent enough to know that,” she said. 
 
    “I do not doubt that it is not. We are a stable family that requires nothing from her, only for her to be a part of our family. My son is a remarkable man and I truly believe that he will cherish her forever and keep her happy,” Ralph said, even convincing himself of his lie. 
 
    “Personally, I cannot allow this and I know Helena will feel the same,” Aunt Teresa told him plainly. 
 
    “What if they were to fall in love?” Ralph suggested as Aunt Teresa threw him a stern look. 
 
    “I suppose you are right, Teresa,” Ralph said. “Helena must find a man on her own. The Earl of Bristol is throwing a ball next week, and I know many eligible royals will be attending. I have already inquired of the Earl if Helena may attend, and he is delighted to have her. I have given the footmen instructions to have a carriage ready for Helena next Saturday. Good day, Teresa”, he said, before exiting the room.  
 
    “I suppose we could do that. Thank you, Ralph, for your kindness in thinking of Helena.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” Ralph smiled, Aunt Teresa not knowing that he smiled more for his own benefit in this than her niece’s. 
 
    Aunt Teresa smiled back. Ralph softly laughed at how gullible she was. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    Helena knew well that she was neither beautiful nor attractive. There were many instances that had proven it to her. She had attended many balls with dances she could count on one hand alone and even those men never asked of her again. The idea of marrying had now been circling in her head more than it ever did before, and she began daydreaming about marrying a noble. Her Mother may not have had the time to teach her everything about courting and affairs who should be educated of when you are twenty, but she did instill in her that she must marry a noble, for the betterment of her own life. 
 
    It had been difficult to be obedient to her late mother’s words, these ones more than others because of a certain man. 
 
     Luke Rowe was a name that had occupied a special part of Helena’s heart. He had been appointed as a gardener a little over a month before her parents’ accident. During the time after the accident, Helena had little contact with him, but he always made sure that she was alright; now that she had started feeling better, they would meet occasionally and share conversations that everyone speculated about. 
 
    When her Mother was still alive, Helena had had this discussion about marriage with her. She stated to her Mother that she knew well that no Earl, Viscount or Duke would marry her as she was not as beautiful as the other women that attended the balls. Her Mother, of course, would call it nonsense and it would hurt her to hear such words from her daughter about herself, but Helena never deviated from what she said. She had told her Mother that she thought it better to marry a man of a lower class status who would not be so nit-picky with just appearances and looks and would rather go to the depth of seeing other attributes such as kindness and a good heart. Her Mother had smiled when she had said that, proud that she was a woman independent to her thoughts and said them aloud whether someone agreed with them or not. 
 
    Helena’s reason for siding with marrying a lower class man also stemmed from her new love for Luke. He had come into her life out of the blue and she had grown to care about him, and her to him. It started off innocently with Helena walking in her garden as she loved doing in the mornings after breakfast, except this day she caught the eye of a new gardener and he smiled her way. Helena could not help blushing when she had seen his attractive face and all day she thought about the man who worked in her garden. 
 
    It was partly due to Luke that Helena had been able to survive. She had been a mess and was finding it difficult to recover from the calamity that left her alone. It was Luke who reminded her time and time again that she was not alone and that he would always stand by her. He lived up to his words, checking with the cook if she had eaten, asking the maids if she had done anything productive the entire day, keeping a track of her well-being. 
 
    After Aunt Teresa’s mentioning of the estate and managing money however, Helena for the first time was doubtful about what steps to take. She knew if she married Luke, he would not know how to handle such matters and it saddened her greater to think that the one thing in her life that made her happy, seemed so unclear to keep. 
 
    Helena sat near her bedroom window, gazing out of it longingly as her eyes were on the man with a shovel in the garden. She sighed, watching him as one did when they were in love, when there was a knock on her bedroom door. 
 
    “May I enter, Helena?” Aunt Teresa asked from the other side. 
 
    “Yes you may come in,” Helena answered sitting up straight as the door opened. 
 
    “I hope I am not intruding,” her Aunt said, smiling as she sat down on her bed. 
 
    “No, not at all,” Helena lied. 
 
    “I just wanted to see how you were after our talk the other day. You did not come for breakfast and so I could not ask you then,” Aunt Teresa asked. 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to stay in my room and had the maid bring my breakfast up to my room,” Helena answered her. 
 
    “Oh, well are you all right?” her Aunt asked in a concerned tone. 
 
    “Yes, I am well,” Helena said, even though inside she was battling her thoughts about Luke and marriage. 
 
    “I am glad to hear that,” Aunt Teresa said. 
 
    Helena smiled politely. 
 
    “I came here now to also clear some things out. You see, Helena, I care for you and I want you to be well taken care of, it worries me that you choose to hide yourself and it would have hurt your Mother too had she seen what you had done to yourself. Lillian was a lovely sister and I miss her dearly every day. She would have wanted me to see to it that you were well settled,” Aunt Teresa said and began getting teary. 
 
    Helena listened with her head bowed down as tears started to well up in her eyes, too. 
 
    “I just want you to be happy, Helena.” 
 
    Happy, she said. How does she know of what would bring happiness to me? I now neither chase it and also fear for wishing for it. It is but a curse I wish not to bring forth upon myself. The little that my right hand possesses and all that I have left is my heart and that too will be shattered if I do not protect it from the ailments and heartache that could come my way, but how am I supposed to teach my heart not to love him? How do you stop loving a man you feel was meant for you? 
 
    Helena began to get teary, feeling the world heavy upon her shoulders as she was reminded again that she had no parents that could aid her or make her feel better. Teaching herself to be alright all on her own, was proving to be a mammoth task, one she often felt she could not fulfill. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
    Ever since the passing of her parents, Helena had not spoken with Luke much at all and when they did, it was very brief and he would do most of the talking with her contributing with only short vague sentences that meant very little in meaning. She had noticed that he had kept a safe distance for some reason, whether it was out of respect or simply because he did not know how else he should respond, she appreciated his appropriate behavior at a time when she would rather be alone. Recalling past events, it was only after she had regained her senses that she realized how much of a gentleman he had been, not even close to many high nobles she had had the chance of meeting and nowhere near how her usual gardeners were in mannerisms. 
 
    Thinking about him and saying his name softly on her lips, the need to see his smile up close grew stronger and she decided to meet with him, after all, he had done so much for a woman he only just learnt of. Helena made her way downstairs from her bedroom and went out into the garden to a small rose bush just planted a few months ago. The bush still was not abloom and the buds closed as though they were still in deep slumber.  
 
    Helena reached out for the little piece of paper she had knotted into the hem of her dress after untying it and unraveled the short piece of string around her finger. She took both things and tied the small message to a branch of the rose bush where it could only be found by someone who knew where to look for it. Doing so quickly, and making sure no one had seen her, she walked with a calm gait back into the house to give the illusion that she had been up to nothing.  
 
    Avoiding looks with everybody inside, she made her way back to her bedroom and sat beside the bedroom window, waiting and watching. As per routine, Luke walked into Helena’s vision as she saw him walk up to the place she had just visited. Her heart thumped fast, her eyes set on him from afar. He looked to his left and right before he knelt to the ground near the young rose bush and paused to see a piece of paper left for him. Luke knew it was a message for him instantly because this is how Helena and Luke would speak to each other without letting anyone know from the beginning of their courtship. She watched him with great anticipation, wondering what it was he was probably thinking as he read her message. 
 
    Will he agree to come and visit me? Or has he mistakenly thought that I no longer have any strong feelings of liking for him? I would not blame him to think the latter, as for the past few weeks, I have been dismissive and distant and it was not his burden to bear. 
 
    Just as she thought about how Luke would decline her proposal, he turned around and squinted his eyes towards her window, trying to search for something; trying to find her. Helena saw this and came up closer to the window so that he could see her better, once he caught sight of her, he smiled. Helena jittered inside knowing that today she would finally be able to see Luke up close. Luke kept his eyes fixed on her, as though he had not seen her for decades, as though her beauty was so mesmerizing he was in a trance. Helena smiled timidly and drew the curtains, stepping back and away from the window, falling and lying flat on her bed, consumed with excitement. 
 
    They had not done this many times before; they did not have to when Helena’s parents were alive. There were very few rumors about Helena and Luke as a couple, and her Mother would make sure they were buried deep and never spoken of again. Now that no one stood with a metal armor in front of her, she had to be extra cautious for the ill things people could and would say about her. 
 
    At late afternoon, she slipped through the back door. Trying to attract as little attention as possible, and she walked towards their usual meeting destination. 
 
    Getting closer, she saw the silhouette of a man that resembled Luke standing underneath the ‘Old Grandfather Tree’. 
 
    “Hello, Helena,” a husky deep voice that belonged to Luke said, as she approached the spot where he stood. 
 
    “Hello Luke,” Helena replied, shyly. 
 
    “I must say, I was quite surprised to find your message. I had come to think that maybe you were no longer interested in my company,” Luke said, without really posing a question. 
 
    “No Luke, there was no such thing. It was only just that I was having difficulty coping...it is a feeling you can never fathom; losing one’s parents,” Helena said in a levelled tone. 
 
    “I cannot begin to imagine your pain,” Luke said, bowing his head with respect. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me, in whatever way you could do so best,” Helena said, after feeling hesitant about even saying it out loud. 
 
    “I would do it all over again for you, Helena,” Luke said seriously, gazing into her eyes. 
 
    Helena stared back into his eyes as he stepped in closer, and she was frozen where her feet touched the ground. Luke leant in closer. 
 
    “Luke, I-” she began saying before Luke shushed her. 
 
    “Shh, shh,” he said whispering as held her chin softly in his hand and pulled her face upwards slightly and kissed her on the lips. Helena did not resist him; she did not push him away or scream. She kissed him happily as she felt the butterflies in her stomach fluttering around trying to find a way to escape. 
 
    They shared a short kiss before Luke pulled away slowly, still studying her face as he did so and smiling to himself with clear and utter contentment. 
 
    “You were saying,” he said, flirtatiously, his lips still trying to cope with her lips far away now. 
 
    Helena blushed profusely, lost for words. 
 
    “I was saying nothing...absolutely nothing at all,” Helena smiled with her radiant smile. 
 
    This man will be the death of me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
    Meeting Luke after what felt like a lifetime ago had been far from what she had expected. Helena was almost sure that he would be upset and angry with her sudden loss of interest in him, but instead he had been the exact opposite and moreover, he had kissed her. Helena touched her lower lip where his lip had been in the afternoon, and she smiled to herself remembering what it had felt like. 
 
    It was no longer a daydream. It was real. He was there, I was there, and we shared our first kiss in the spot we first fell in love. How many times I had imagined it happening and doubted that it ever would and here it came to me at a time I never expected. No man can be greater than he, for no one else can love me like him. 
 
    Unaware her finger was still touching her lip, Marina walked into the drawing room where Helena sat. Seeing her walk into the room from the corner of her eye, Helena immediately snapped out of her lost thoughts and quickly removed her finger off of her lips. 
 
    “Good evening, Helena,” Marina said cheerily as she sat across from her. 
 
    “Good evening, Marina,” she greeted her younger cousin out of pure formality. 
 
    Helena reached for a book close to her and opened the book at a random page and began reading, wanting Marina to stay either quiet or leave and looking for an excuse not to speak with her. 
 
    Acting as though she was interested in the random book she selected, Helena noticed that Marina herself was simply looking at her. She felt uncomfortable but did nothing, ignoring her as best as she could; only until she could, which was not very long. 
 
    “Are you alright, Marina?” Helena finally asked her, putting her book down with a tinge of annoyance. 
 
    “Yes, I am alright,” Marina replied quickly, still looking at her. 
 
    “Well then, why are you acting so odd?” Helena asked her straightforwardly. 
 
    “Am I acting odd? I did not mean to,” Marina said truthfully. 
 
    “Yes you are, very evidently,” she replied to her younger cousin, peeved. 
 
    “I am sorry...I...I just wanted to ask you a question about something in particular,” Marina said in a skeptical tone. 
 
    “What is it that bothers you?” Helena asked, growing impatient. 
 
    “It is about the gardener,” she said. 
 
    Helena looked at her with her eyes wide open, the book in her hands slipping off her hands. 
 
    “The gardener?” Helena asked her in a concerned tone. 
 
    “Yes, his name is Luke if I am not mistaken,” Marina asked already knowing full well what his name was. 
 
    “I suppose so, why do you ask all of a sudden?” Helena reciprocated the questioning. 
 
    “Well, I will be honest with you. I could not help but notice that today both of you were seen at the exact same spot at the rose bushes in the early afternoon,” Marina began saying. 
 
    “What has that to do with anything? Surely if even you decide to inspect the rose bushes you will be standing at the same spot as I did,” Helena combated her wisely. 
 
    “Yes, yes I presume that is right or it could be such that you and he share some romantic feelings for one another?” Marina asked straight upfront with little uncertainty, as though she already knew of the truth. 
 
    Helena stared at her, angry and saddened. Angry because she dared to involve herself in her matters forcefully and saddened because she was now thinking of how many other people of the household would be concocting this story in their heads. 
 
    “Are you accusing me of having a romantic relationship with the gardener?” Helena asked Marina in a stern voice. 
 
    “No, I am not accusing, but instead simply asking,” Marina responded, suddenly afraid by the manner Helena had spoken. 
 
    “I care not what you think you are doing, but I assure you this, that all my interests lay with me and I will not tolerate such accusations to my name,” Helena said, wanting to cry as she said so. 
 
    Marina went quiet, her face becoming apologetic after she saw Helena’s reaction. 
 
    “I am sorry, I did not mean to hurt you, that would be the last that I would ever intend to do,” Marina said, her voice softened and shaky. 
 
    “It is alright, Marina. I know you spoke for my betterment,” Helena said, dreading how her younger cousin’s intelligence had become problematic. 
 
    Marina smiled an awkward smile and left Helena alone. 
 
    Did she believe me? No! It could not be! She is much too smart for me to be able to fool her with an obvious lie. Helena thought to herself, worried now that her denial had been weak and not very convincing. 
 
    The rest of her day was clouded more with worry and suspicion, so much so that the wonderful feeling of sharing her first kiss with Luke had faded away. 
 
    When Helena had retired to her bedroom, ready to try to sleep and see by luck if it came or not, there was a knock at the door, and Aunt Teresa asked to come inside her room. Helena allowed it. 
 
    Her Aunt seated herself on the bed as Helena lay as she did before she entered. 
 
    Helena could feel the thickness in the air around her, heavy with the tension her Aunt had brought with her; there was something serious she needed to discuss and it was plain to see. 
 
    “I had to speak with you about a matter that needs immediate attention,” her Aunt said as predicted. 
 
    “And what matter may that be?” asked Helena, hoping that it did not involve Luke. 
 
    “Marina came to me with mere speculations about your courtship with the gardener,” Aunt Teresa said without holding back. 
 
    “I have already spoken with her -” Helena said before her Aunt cut in. 
 
    “It affects me little if you do or do not have any sort of relationship with that man, my only concern is that you cannot marry him, if such a thing has ever crossed you mind, you shall ignore it and reason with yourself Helena,” Aunt Teresa said, seriously. 
 
    “He is not a suitable husband and he never will be! I will never allow him to take your hand in marriage, let me make this crystal clear,” her Aunt said in an almost threatening voice. 
 
    How could she ever understand a thing I say if she does not allow me time or moment to say it? She is not my mother, not even in the slightest form.  
 
    “You shall keep your distance from that man of lower class. My dear, there are so many nobles here, why should you feel the need to settle for less when you can have so much more?” her Aunt said, with her traditionally rooted thinking. 
 
    Helena sighed and said nothing, knowing that whatever she would say would lead into an argument and would prove futile. 
 
    Her Aunt listed to her a few more things for her to be cautious about before she left the room and peace finally came in. 
 
    If only she knew Luke like I know him. He is smart and wise and for some reason I get the strong feeling that he could very well manage running the estate with me. Money does not interest him, he seldom talks of it and neither will my wealth take me anywhere. I am alone and wealth is not my savior, it did not save my parents. I would rather marry for love, knowing that a man sees me as though I am the entire world to him; that is what I plan to grow old with, not big estates and lavish homes that are empty. If anything, that kiss has ruined me and the trouble is, I do not wish to have it any other way, she thought last as she drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    Feeling the urgency now, more than ever, Aunt Teresa did her best to get Helena to agree to go to the ball, now more determined than ever. She was ready to do all that she could to stop any possible union between her niece and a lower ranked man. Ralph assured her that Nash would be there to look after Helena and would protect her from any unsuitable men that approached her. 
 
    Although hesitant, Helena agreed, hoping attending the ball would stop the scrutiny of every move she made when she went out into the garden. She knew Aunt Teresa and Marina were always spying on her, ready to do whatever it took to undermine her friendship with a man she was quite sure she had fallen in love with.  
 
    Helena felt nervous seeing as it had been only before the accident that she had been to a ball and not after. The pressure of finding a rich and handsome husband was piling on her shoulders and it aided to her anxiety. 
 
    Ralph had been overjoyed to hear that the day had come where he could showcase his son and he had rushed to enlist the guidelines of what he must do. 
 
    “Nash, today is your most important day. You fail now, and you can forget everything!” Ralph said highly excited and motivated. 
 
    Nash nodded, agreeing. 
 
    “Your first impression must be strong and charming; she will find both things irresistible. Since the lady in question is such that I know her and she is of the level of a noble, you must also be a noble,” Ralph instructed his son. 
 
    “I believe I can manage quite a lot, but how am I to be a noble man if I am not one?” Nash asked, confused. 
 
    “You must impersonate as an Earl and allow her to see you with that vision, once she falls in love with you there will be little need to carry on as such and you may reveal your true identity to her,” Ralph suggested shamelessly. 
 
    Nash nodded his head, pleased with his father’s plan and how much it benefitted them both. 
 
    The two of them discussed in detail how to execute their preparations right down to the finer details. 
 
    -- 
 
    The day of the ball, Helena wore a long ivory colored dress that her Mother had had stitched for her exclusively for a special occasion. Looking at herself in the mirror wearing that dress, she saw the uncanny resemblance, the same auburn colored hair and the same smile of her Mother’s smiling back at her. Oh Mother, if only you were here now. I do not know what I am doing and the people around me make me uncomfortable, instead of thinking them to be my closest and dearest, I sense that they may not have my best interest with them. Putting her thoughts about Luke and her parents aside, Helena was set out to make differences in her life and thus she would need to start anew and take chances. Something much easier said than done. 
 
    Arriving in her coach to the ball, Helena was more nervous than ever, having hidden herself away for so long she was beginning to think she no longer knew how to fit in society. Still she stepped off her coach with poise and dignity and gracefully entered the ballroom, not a single worry showing itself on her face. 
 
    As more and more people arrived, the ballroom began to get a sense of livelihood as people engaged with one another, dancing and talking and introducing themselves. Helena had to admit, it did feel better to be out of that claustrophobic house; with her stubborn Aunt living there it had become even more suffocating. A gentleman whose name Helena did not hear asked her to dance and she agreed. Another man, having seen her, asked for a dance, too, and she also agreed. She had no trouble finding men who wanted to dance with her, but she was hoping to find someone suitable for her, or a gentleman she thought would change her mind about Luke, but the more she looked around her, the more assured she was that there could be no man greater than him. 
 
    After the third dance, Helena chose to stand further from the dancing and simply watched other people dance, as she did this with all her attention, she did not notice another gentleman approaching. 
 
    “Hello,” said a handsome man eager to speak with her. 
 
    Helena turned to see where the voice had come from. A man, not too tall, stood before her with a smile across his face. He was handsome no doubt, but his eyes were dark. Helena saw into his eyes in an impulse and felt uneasy. 
 
    “Did I startle you?” the man asked, now conscious of why Helena had not replied to his greeting yet. 
 
    “Oh, no. I am sorry, I was lost in a thought. Hello, to you too,” Helena said, curtseying. 
 
    “I hope I am not interrupting anything, I was standing across the ballroom and my eyes happened to fall on a lovely lady. I could not help but come speak with her,” he said, charmingly. 
 
    Helena blushed just enough for only her to know. 
 
    “No, you have not interrupted a thing,” she said, smiling back at him. 
 
    “I am glad I caught you in the right moment then,” he said still smiling. 
 
    Helena smiled back. 
 
    “My name is Nash Carter, Earl of Inverness, and who is the lady I have had the pleasure of meeting?” he asked extending his hand out for hers. 
 
    “Helena Moore, My Lord,” she said, placing her hand in his open palm. He swiftly brought her hand to his lips and gave it a small peck.  
 
    “That is a beautiful name, one I could definitely live with,” he hinted between his sentences the desire to court her. 
 
    Helena understood but acted as though she did not. He was very charming but something about him bothered her and made her feel ill at ease. Maybe it is just my anxiety...I have not been in such large formal gatherings for so long that they have made me uncomfortable now. Clearly there is nothing wrong with him, he is an Earl by title and he has the handsome looks as well. Aunt Teresa would definitely approve, not to mention his interest in me. But what about Luke? 
 
    “Would you do me the honor of allowing me to have this dance?” Nash asked her. 
 
    Helena snapped out of her thoughts after hearing his question, still confused about Luke and half-hearted about dancing with him. 
 
    “Yes, you may,” she said without a second thought, and moments later they were dancing in the center of the ballroom dance floor, his arm carefully placed on her waist and her hand resting on his shoulder. She tried to avoid looking at him directly, her conscience still not at peace with the choice she was making, but she tried to suppress it, knowing that her Aunt would approve and how maybe not in terms of love but in terms of wealth and status everyone would think it appropriate. With every dance step her heart ached for Luke, she tried to focus on the man whom she was dancing with at current, but Luke’s face would appear before her. The guilt was immense. Can love be toyed with? Without any consequence? Can one be taught to love conditionally? Or is that a joke we make with love? 
 
    The dance ended with the last question still hanging unanswered in her mind. Nash bowed respectfully and she curtseyed back as was the tradition after the dance. He held her hand and led her off the dance floor. 
 
     Helena dreaded that he may ask her the most difficult to answer question now. 
 
    “Helena Moore, I would be honored if we could get to know each other well. Would you allow me to court you?” he asked calmly, eagerly waiting for her to say yes. 
 
    Helena saw Luke again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    It had been days after the ball and Nash had been visiting the Moore estate every few days with no exact routine. Helena would give him company and the two of them would stroll around the garden having long conversations and trying to get to know each other better and to make certain that there was indeed compatibility between them. 
 
    Agreeing for his courtship had been one of the most difficult willful decisions Helena had ever made. The yes would not come out of her mouth, her mind said to do so but her heart pulled her the other way and in the end, she did what any grown woman of wisdom sacrifices, she quietened her heart and covered her ache, hoping one day it would soothe. 
 
    Luke had seen the two of them stroll in the garden the first time Nash had visited and he had taken the signs clearly. From that day on, he did not come in Helena’s sight and she wondered his motive behind it, but being in her situation she could not question it directly and had to leave it up to herself to come up with the answers. 
 
    As more and more days passed, Nash and Helena spent a greater amount of time together, including chaperoned walks in the countryside and carriage rides in the park. Aunt Teresa had been the happiest seeing her niece finally following the path she should have, and even prouder that the reason behind it all was her own doing. Once her Aunt had gathered that the house was no longer in deep mourning, she held a house party as would Lillian Moore to make the house come alive again and bring it in a sense of re-birth. 
 
    Family and friends would come for dinner and leisure time, catching up with one another and talking about their lives as well as a little dancing for the couples that were interested. Nash had become a new addition to the invitation list and Aunt Teresa would make sure of it herself, that she invited him in person. Everyone at the house party would request Helena and Nash to dance sensing that the two of them had grown to like each other and become so close that the news of a wedding was to come soon, too. When asked about her wedding plans, Helena would politely divert the question, saying that she was unsure of exactly what time but if things went as well as they did now; there would be one to look forward to. 
 
    That was the only way she could respond to their curious minds, no one actually asked her about how she felt with him and if someone had maybe she would have revealed the entire truth. It was true that they got along and there does come a certain likeness and attachment with the person you begin to spend a lot of time with, but for some reason unexplained and unknown to her, she could never shake off the feeling she got from staring into his eyes whenever they did so. He would gaze into her eyes and she would see nothing, the hollowness and darkness in there terrifying her to the point that she would have to turn her face and look the other way entirely. Nash would think it was simply her timid behavior that made her do this, but only Helena knew how afraid she would become. It never happened with Luke, not even the first time, and every time she thought like this she became skeptical about marrying Nash. 
 
    One night, lying awake in bed with her confused and troubled thoughts with a heart divided into two parts both unequally, she tried to make sense of the things happening in her life. How can I marry a man I cannot stand to look at without shivers up my spine? How can I say ‘I do’ when another man that holds my heart is within reach? Am I making a grave mistake? I broke Luke’s heart with no apology; he must think I am a monster made up of lies. All the things we discussed come down to me acting upon the exact opposite on which I believed with full faith. I must speak to him, I need him to know that this is my choice but it has nothing to do with him. Tiring her mind thinking of what exact words she would use when speaking with him, which words would bring the point across with the least amount of pain, she fell asleep without resolving anything and hoping that their hearts could recover from this. 
 
    -- 
 
    The next afternoon, she left him a message again, tied to the youngest rose bush with little optimism that he would even open it, let alone meet her. 
 
    When he came and saw the message, Helena had no clue as she was unable to see him receive it due to Nash’s unexpected arrival. Helena sighed a breath of relief finding out that he had come just for a quick tea and that he had business matters he had to attend to urgently. Nash excused himself telling Helena that he would visit after all his errands by late evening. Helena nodded as it did not affect her much at all if he came or he did not. After Nash left, Helena excused herself from the company of her Aunt and made it appear so that she was heading to her bedroom to rest, instead she sneaked off from the back door when all the maids and house workers were busy and headed to their usual meeting spot. 
 
    The Old Grandfather Tree, was a special spot for Helena even before she knew of Luke. Growing up she would often sit under this tree and read and her Grandfather would join her. It was he, who had planted the tree when he was younger and today it had grown into a vast, big tree with its branches spread out far enough to cover a large area of ground from the sun and offer shade to the secret couple that would meet there privately. 
 
    She reached the shaded spot and found nobody there. He is probably late or occupied with another matter, but he will be here I am sure of it, she said to herself, waiting impatiently to see him come from the direction of the house. Minutes passed and there was no sign of him. She sat down on a protruding and elevated root that offered a seat as well and waited for him longer. Maybe he has not seen the message yet, after all I am certain he was not expecting it, not after seeing the strolls with his lordship. What if he saw that his lordship had come now a little while ago? Did he change his mind or was he never coming in the first place? Helena sat there wondering, trying to make up excuses and answers for his absence when suddenly she saw a tall-figured man with the body stature of Luke walk up to where she sat. Her heart fluttered at the sight of him, and she felt as would a barren dessert with its first drop of rain. It felt that she had seen him for the first time again and she realized how incredibly handsome he was, much more than Nash. Having spent so much time with Nash, her definition of handsome had been clouded, but now seeing Luke before her, she thought it foolish to have thought Nash was even considered handsome. Her heart and mind both raced as he came closer, her lips recalling the kiss they shared first and last, there were a thousand things she wanted to say to him, but alas she was here on another topic entirely, this was not to discuss their future but instead to leave it to their past. 
 
    “Hello,” she said softly, when he approached her, unable to control her smiling after seeing him again after what seemed like ages. 
 
    “Hello,” Luke said without his usual cheerful tone and a halfway smile. 
 
    “I am sorry,” Helena said impulsively. No explanation, no excuses, no lies. Nothing was worth saying to Luke, he did not deserve it and so she did the only thing she could do and apologized. 
 
    “I know you are,” he said shuffling his feet and putting his hands in his pocket, not wanting to look at her, as seeing her beautiful face pained him greater. 
 
    “You know? How is that so?” she asked perplexed. 
 
    “Had you written me a message if you were not?” he asked calmly. 
 
    Helena closed her mouth that was ready to defend herself and looked at the ground before her, wanting to run away, torn apart wanting to be here with him like this, but not have to do what she was doing. 
 
    She purposely left out mentioning that she was considering becoming betrothed to Nash, knowing it would hurt him and all at her own doing. 
 
    “Why did you send me the message to meet with you?” he asked after a moment of silence. 
 
    “I, I do not know...” she said, confused as to what she had actually expected to happen. 
 
    “To say three words? I am sorry?” he asked in a calm manner, revealing how he was in fact saddened with her new found courtship. 
 
    “No...I....I actually did not even think you would come and now that you are here...I am lost for words...I have nothing to say,” she stuttered with her words, finding it hard to manage constructing a simple sentence overcome by emotions. 
 
    Luke’s face showed disappointment and it pierced through Helena’s heart. 
 
    “But I am sorry, Luke...I never meant to hurt you...not in any of this...you must believe me,” she said, pleading without feeling too needy. 
 
    “Please, please do not talk about this. I understand you were courted, it is alright but please do not expect me to talk about this casually as if this does not pain me,” he said weakly. 
 
    Helena stayed quiet, respecting his feelings. 
 
    “I suppose I will go then....farewell Luke,” she said teary-eyed as she lifted the hem of her dress above the floor and got up, heading to the house. 
 
    There was silence after and she did not look back at his direction, what she did notice however was that Luke did not say goodbye back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven
  
 
    The betrothal happened quickly, and Helena had agreed, appearing happy on the outside. While her heart ached for Luke, she knew that marrying Nash would be best for her. She had friends who had married men they did not love, and they had grown to love those men. She prayed that would happen to her.  
 
    She had one moment where she saw Luke in the garden and her heart overcame her. She knew she had broken his heart, and that thought made her take a deep breath, walk away from the window and contemplate her upcoming marriage to the Earl of Inverness. She had said goodbye to Luke, and she must not look back. 
 
    Both Marina and Aunt Teresa were well pleased that Helena was marrying Nash as they believed she would be loved and well taken care of. Ralph was the happiest of all, as his plan was coming together as expected. He knew the vast wealth of Helena’s estate, and already he and Nash had big plans for the money. 
 
    -- 
 
    One evening, Nash arrived as he had promised and insisted that the two of them sneak off to stroll in the garden despite a chaperone. Helena had been resistant, not liking the idea of them close to dark alone and especially since he was acting a little strange. He insisted so much that she agreed to a short time outside but that they would come back inside as soon as it was dark. 
 
    They managed to escape without being seen into the garden and Helena recognized the faint odd smell coming from him when she walked close to him; it was the scent of liquor and it was heavy on his breath. 
 
    “Five minutes and we must go back inside. Aunt Teresa would not approve of this and quite frankly speaking, I do not like this much myself either,” Helena said as she strolled a little ahead of him not turning back to speak with him but instead looking forward. 
 
    “Yes, five minutes is all I need,” he said in a drunken sly voice. 
 
    “What ever does that mean?” Helena asked and before she could get a response, he pulled her by the hand from behind her and turned her towards him, very close. It happened so fast that Helena needed a second to realize what was going on. He held on tightly to her, keeping her close and tried to kiss her. Helena pushed him away with all her force, kicking for him to let go of her. Her refusal and protest by fighting back angered Nash to the extent that he slapped her across the face and let go of her. Helena fell to the floor with a red hand mark vibrant on her cheek. She held on to her cheek with her hand with utter shock as to what had just happened and tears streamed down her face. 
 
    “How dare you refuse me? How dare you refuse me! We are betrothed! Do you think you will be able to after a few days? We will be married in three days! I would like to see how you have your way then! It has already been arranged so do not try to make any changes or there will be worse, Helena,” he said inebriated and consumed with anger and wickedness. 
 
    Helena was so shocked she could not process the events that had just occurred. 
 
    “I am leaving now, this is all I came for tonight, you make sure you learn a lesson from it, my dear,” Nash said before he left her lying out in the cold with her cheek still hot red and aching. 
 
    She ran back to her room avoiding all eyes and locked herself in. She wept the entire night till morning, knowing there was nothing she could do now. She had told Luke that there would be no more of seeing each other anymore and her entire family and friends already knew that Nash and she were engaged. What shame it would bring to her and her Aunt had she broke off the engagement three days before her wedding. The thought depressed her and she made herself ill and weak crying and crying some more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve
  
 
    The days before the wedding, Helena chose to remain in her bedroom overcome with great sadness and her Aunt took it for anxiety and nervousness of her wedding day instead. She spoke very little knowing that nobody would understand and who did she really have that she could tell this to?  
 
    Her Aunt had been preparing for this day for weeks and her dress had already been chosen for her. Helena had always wanted to wear her own mother’s wedding dress and her Aunt had made sure that the same dress was altered now to fit Helena.  
 
    The day of the wedding arrived, and Helena felt sick to her stomach knowing what man she was marrying now and not the one that had lied to her and everyone else all the time before that. 
 
    Before the carriage to take her to the chapel arrived, Helena made a decision to tell Luke and that he must know now and not later. He deserved to know and maybe her fate would not be so much worse had the heart she broke be given the chance to know that it was breaking. Helena asked for her cousin Marina to come to her room. 
 
    “You called for me?” asked Marina, knocking on the door. 
 
    “Yes, come in Marina,” Helena said. 
 
    “What is it? Do you need anything?” asked Marina as Helena stood dressed in her wedding dress. 
 
    “Please close the door behind you Marina and yes, I need of you a huge favor, one that I will stay indebted to you for,” Helena pleaded her. 
 
    “Of course, Helena, what is it? What do you need?” Marina asked sincerely and also worried by the urgency in Helena’s voice. 
 
    “I need you to get Luke for me please. I need to speak with him about something very important, please escort him to my room and speak of this to no one, I beg you,” Helena requested desperately. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Marina nodded understandingly and left to find Luke. 
 
    Helena stood in her wedding dress, ready to faint from how much her insides were turning and telling her something was wrong. 
 
    Moments later, Luke came in through her door and Marina stood outside signaling to Helena that she was guarding the door if anyone happened to come by. 
 
    Luke stopped in his steps after seeing Helena in a white wedding dress made to fit. His eyes were teary at the sight of her, and he did not say a word. 
 
    “Luke...Luke I am so ....I am so sorry to have to tell you like this...I wanted to tell you that day...but I could not...I could not gather the courage or strength to tell you...this is the only way I could and knew how...” Helena managed to say before she heard the sound of hooves pull up outside the front entrance. 
 
    “I have to go...” she said finally, fighting back her tears. 
 
    Luke exited the room in a hurry without saying a single word and Marina helped him. Helena stood there waiting for her Aunt who would now drag her into the waiting carriage which would take her straight to the chapel to be wed. 
 
    When her Aunt questioned her about her red teary eyes, Helena said that it was her parents she was missing dearly today and her Aunt questioned her no more. Though it was the truth, Helena had been missing her parents in a more aching way today than any other day and maybe it was because she wished they were here to save her. 
 
    Upon reaching the chapel, all the guests and family rushed inside the hall, seated for when the ceremony began. Aunt Teresa dictated to Helena all that she had to do since she, too, would now be seated and she must walk down the aisle. Helena had paid little attention, her eyes were wandering, looking for Nash, wanting to steer clear from him, a part of her still unable to comprehend what had happened three days ago. As the door closed to the hall and she stood in the center room waiting for the right cue in music as she was told, Nash entered the room and stood with her. 
 
    Helena’s heart thumped loudly and faster after seeing him and all he did was smile wickedly, confirming to her that none of it had been a dream or her imagination. It really did happen. 
 
    “What is wrong dear, not happy to see me?” he said as he came closer to her, finding joy in making her uneasy and scaring her. 
 
    Helena shivered and said nothing. 
 
    “I cannot wait to have my way with you after the ceremony,” he said grabbing Helena roughly by the arm and bringing her closer. 
 
    Helena bit her lip trying not to scream so that nobody would hear them. 
 
    “Let me make some things very clear now that you are going to become my wife. Firstly, I will continue seeing other women. I will sleep with them as I please and you will just be my added property. Something I can play around with when I am bored,” he snickered. Helena felt sick to her stomach. 
 
    “I would never in my right mind be marrying such a plain girl such as yourself had you not the money to compensate for everything you lack in. Love at first sight? We fell in love at the ball? What nonsense?! Who would fall in love with you!?” he laughed, mocking her as she cried. 
 
    “I am not going to marry you! I will never marry you! I do not care what anyone says! I will not walk down that aisle and you cannot make me!” she said sternly straight to his face, looking in those dark hollow eyes that now completely made sense. 
 
    “You will not make me your property! Even if it is the last thing I do!” she said, gritting her teeth. She pulled her arm loose from him, throwing the bouquet on the floor and walking away from him in the opposite direction. It was as though history repeated itself, when he grabbed her by the same arm and slapped her across the face for being disobedient. She fell to the floor but this time, he was not going to be so lucky. 
 
    Luke ran from the door he was peeking through, since he had arrived late to the chapel in a coach, wanting to speak to Helena the words he had been unable to speak, and began punching Nash. Nash fell to the ground with a loud thump knocking the table and vase set for decoration over and making noise. Luke did not care and continued punching him. 
 
    “If you ever come near Helena again, I will hurt you greater than this, you will beg for mercy and I will give you none,” Luke said before punching him once hard in the stomach. Nash held on to his stomach growling in pain, battered and bruised from the punches he had taken.  
 
    By now, the guests had heard the racket and some people and Aunt Teresa came running to see what was going on. She gasped to find Helena lying on the floor with a red mark on her face and Nash lying in the other corner bleeding from his wounds. Helena had watched the entire fight with shock, not knowing that Luke knew how to throw such punches and that he had saved her and stood up for her like a hero. 
 
    Teresa and Marina ran over to Helena and helped her up, having watched her be slapped and yelled at by Nash. 
 
    “Thank you Luke! Thank you for saving her! You are a brave good man!” Marina said having witnessed the entire incident. 
 
    “Who is this man? What is going on here?!” Aunt Teresa asked, holding her heart and placing her hand on her chest to calm herself. 
 
    “I saw the entire thing Mother, his lordship is a vile sick man, he threatened Helena and slapped her across the face after she refused to marry him. He said that he was marrying Helena for her wealth and that he had other women he was involved with. Then Luke came and saved her! He is a hero!” Marina exclaimed. 
 
    Aunt Teresa looked over at Luke and walked up to him. 
 
    “I can never repay you for what you have done for us, you have saved us from a great evil and we are forever grateful to you for that,” Aunt Teresa said to him sincerely. 
 
    “There is one thing you could do to repay me,” Luke said. 
 
    Her Aunt gave a puzzled look. 
 
    Luke walked over to Helena, who was now smiling despite what had happened. Luke smiled and held her hand. He knelt on the ground and reached for something in his pocket. Everybody watched with great anticipation at what was happening. 
 
    He pulled out a ring from his pocket, a ring with a large garnet in the center and encrusted with diamonds around it. He slid the beautifully intricate ring on her left finger and asked the question that should follow. 
 
    “Helena, will you marry me?” he asked holding on to her hand gently. 
 
    “I -” Helena began saying before he cut her off. 
 
    “You may be wondering how a gardener could afford such a ring as this? Well, the answer to that is simple. My name is not Luke Rowe...my name is Luke Lymington, Earl of Shrewsbury, and the ring I have placed on your finger is a family ring that is given to the betrothed,” Luke explained. “It has been in my family for many, many years.” 
 
    Helena, and everyone around her, were shocked. Marina, however, smiled happily, and Helena knew that Luke had told her what he had planned to do. 
 
    “Let me explain further, I know this may be a lot to take all at once but Helena...I saw you at a house party with your parents. My mother and yours were very close friends, and I was immediately smitten. I saw you and I knew I had to get to know you; there was just something about you that made me believe we had a love story waiting to happen. I asked my mother that instant who you were and she told me your name. You were not interested with marriage at the time, so my mother and yours came up with a plan for me to be hired as a gardener so I could be near you and get to know you better,” Luke explained, desperately hoping it would make even the slightest bit of sense to her. 
 
    Helena paused and thought about what he said and began remembering something. 
 
    “Wait, I do remember my mother telling me of a close friend’s son who had asked to visit and meet me. I also recall refusing!” she laughed at the irony. 
 
    “I knew no Earl would ever look at me twice, it was just something I believed. There are so many more beautiful women out there, why would a noble choose me? And so I had refused out of my insecurities without even giving you a chance,” she admitted, holding his hand tighter, content that she had found love with a choice her mom had had her hand in making. 
 
    “I was myself when I was with you and I loved it, you got to be who you are and I got to be so much more than just the Earl of Shrewsbury. I have loved you from the first day, and your beauty was only just a part of the many reasons of why I love you. Helena, you would make me the happiest man alive if you would marry me, I promise to forever take care of you and love you more and more each and every day,” Luke said looking at her hopefully with love-filled eyes. 
 
    “Of course, I will marry you Luke. I was to marry you all along,” Helena said as everybody around them cheered and congratulated the newly betrothed couple. Luke got back to his feet and smiled at her, knowing he had waited so long and almost nearly lost her. 
 
    Amidst the celebration, a grouchy and grumpy Ralph Norman pushed his way through the gathered crowd and made his way to his wounded son. He helped him up and put his arm around his shoulder. 
 
    “Who is he of yours?” Helena asked Ralph angrily, noticing his kind behavior to the man that abused her. 
 
    “He is my son,” Ralph said with no regret. 
 
    “Take him away and be gone from here! I will make sure that all of England knows of what a foul man you and your son are! No one will ever trust you, and no woman will ever be allowed to be hurt by you ever again, I will make sure of it! You are no longer my family, Ralph, I now have a man who can handle my affairs much better than you ever did, and he will handle all of my finances. A man I love and whom I trust,” Helena said, looking over at Luke. 
 
    Ralph muttered something under his breath as the magistrate appeared to take both of them away into custody. 
 
    “We will deal with them later, my dear Helena, let us not ruin our day anymore because of pathetic men like them. Would you like to get married right now? I know I have waited long enough and everyone is already here!” Luke said looking around them and the crowd laughed at his humor. 
 
    “Let us, I too have waited much too long and endured too much for this day to come,” Helena said. The guests were seated once again and the music played softly, Helena walked down the aisle, smiling brightly and walking according to the rhythm at the right cue. Her handsome Luke stood at the altar waiting eagerly to exchange vows and be wed to Helena. They said their I do’s, exchanged their vows and shared their second kiss in front of their loved ones, smiling at each other knowing that to everyone else it was their first but only they knew it wasn’t. The marriage ceremony soon ended, and guests were overjoyed at how the wedding had turned around. 
 
    Everyone was talking about fate and how even at the last minute in time it could change, how you could believe that one thing was destined for you but in the end you are given something entirely different, something better. 
 
    The couple shared their first dance and, in each other’s embrace, were unable to stop smiling and shying away like a newly married couple should. Helena could not fathom how she was about to marry a man who had showed his true colors before and whom she knew was abusive instead of marrying the man who had always loved her. 
 
    “Your Mother would have been so proud of you today, if she were here,” Aunt Teresa said to Helena towards the end of the ceremony.  
 
    “She would be of all of us, we really made it through the darkness and that is the hardest thing to do,” Helena said realizing how long and painful the journey here had been. 
 
    “You are correct, fighting and swimming is much harder than drowning,” Aunt Teresa said, kissing her niece on the forehead. 
 
    “What is it my new wife and her Aunt are talking about?” Luke asked, approaching the two of them. 
 
    “Nothing, we were just ... nothing,” Helena said smiling, and exchanged glances with her Aunt, who too nodded that it was best left in the past and that change had come for all of them. 
 
    “Well if it is not anything important may I have another dance with my beautiful wife before the night ends?” Luke asked, bowing like a gentleman. 
 
    “Yes, why of course you may,” Helena gave her hand to him. 
 
    Luke smiled and led her away from the dance floor and from the crowd. He brought her to a beautiful garden outside the chapel where they could be alone. 
 
    “Where have you taken me, our wedding celebration is still going on inside!” Helena laughed at Luke’s sense of adventure. 
 
    “I just wanted to be alone with you for some time, to be with my wife and away from the crowd and the noise and to go back to where we started, in a garden,” Luke recalled and smiled. 
 
    He pulled her close by the waist and looked deep into her eyes, Helena looked back and for the first time in a long time she felt protected and safe, his eyes were warm and kind as was he, and she worried about nothing being with him. He leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips; she did not resist and kissed him back. It was as though time stood still as they kissed for what seemed like forever. 
 
    “Do you want to go back inside?” Luke asked, still consumed by the magical kiss they had shared. 
 
    “No, kiss me again,” Helena said to him and he obeyed. She had found a man in the least expected places but a love like this only lucky people were given the gift of having. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue
  
 
    Helena held the smiling baby, lightly stroking his cheek with her hand. So much had happened over the two years that she and Luke had been married. 
 
    Her parents’ estate had been sold and Helena settled in quickly to her role as the Countess of Shrewsbury. 
 
    Aunt Teresa and the girls had stayed on a few weeks after Helena had married and then had returned to their own home. 
 
    When she announced to Luke that she was expecting, she had never seen so much love and happiness in his eyes. Baby James had been a much welcomed addition to their family; although it made Helena a little sad that he would not know his grandparents.  
 
    While time had healed her sadness, there was an ache in her heart that she knew would never go away. She thought of her parents daily, hoping they were proud of the woman that she had become. 
 
    She had never spoken to Ralph again. Once released from one week in prison, Ralph’s home had been sold and the family moved; no one was told where they had gone. 
 
    “Are you ready, my love?” Luke asked, interrupting her thoughts.  
 
    “Yes,” she smiled brightly at him, and turned to walk out the door with the two men she loved most in the world.  
 
    Baby James, although only three month’s old, loved going for walks in the gardens. It was as though he knew what a special place this was, as though he knew this was how his parents met, as if he knew he would not be here if it wasn’t for the gardens. 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “You should be very careful, Mark,” Emily said. 
 
    Mark leaned his head to one side and looked at his sister. “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    Emily placed her teacup on the garden table and looked across the lawn toward the raised terrace at the rear of Thorpe Hall. “Your new governess. She's very beautiful indeed.” 
 
    Mark followed Emily's gaze, his eyes coming to rest on Sarah, the governess to his son. She was teaching her charge outside under a parasol. It was the warmest July anyone could remember and unbearably hot inside the conservatory that was a makeshift classroom, so she'd decided to teach outside. “I really don't follow you. What possible harm could she do me?” he asked. 
 
    Emily looked back at her brother and rolled her eyes. “Really, Mark. Men have absolutely no sense of the world around them have they?” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but at this minute I have even less of an idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    “I guarantee you'll fall in love with her. How could you not? I mean, look at her. She's a perfect English rose,” Emily said providing more clarity of thought.  
 
    Mark looked across at Sarah once again. She was indeed beautiful. He'd thought that from the moment he'd first met her when she was standing on the doorstep of Thorpe Hall, suitcase in hand, in the middle of the worst thunderstorm he'd ever seen. She was tall and elegant and her blonde hair was always perfectly groomed in long ringlets which fell seductively down the sides of her face. Her lips were full and inviting; her face round and her eyes blue. Since she'd arrived at Thorpe Hall, he'd tried very hard not to gawp at her figure, but he had to admit he was failing miserably. He'd tried to reprimand himself but given up, concluding that no man in the country would be able to resist looking at her.  
 
    “She is, as you say, very beautiful. But I would remind you that I am the Duke of Surrey and she is staff. Even if I were tempted by her, society would never accept it.” 
 
    Emily took a handkerchief from her sleeve and patted at the perspiration on her neck. “When will this infernal heat stop? It's England not Egypt,” she complained. “I’ve only arrived here a few hours ago, and this heat is intolerable.” She focused her thoughts back to Sarah. “I'm not saying you will get married to her. I am saying you could very easily fall in love with her, and as you will never be able to marry her, it would lead to a lot of anguish on your part.” She moved her handkerchief to her forehead.  
 
    Mark reached down and stroked the Spaniel which had returned from a rabbit hunting expedition in the undergrowth at the back of the garden. It sniffed at his boots and slumped down in the shade under the table.  “I hope you have more faith in me than that. There is no possible way anything untoward like that will happen. Besides, you’ll only be here for two months, and I want to enjoy my time with you.” 
 
    Emily looked at her brother. “My dear brother, I hear what you say and I'd very much like to believe you. But I have very little faith in men and their ability to resist such temptations.” She sighed and looked at Mark more closely. “You look gaunt and tired. Are you sleeping?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I'm afraid I haven't slept well for four years. Since......” 
 
    “I understand,” Emily interrupted. “What happened was terrible.” She looked more closely at her brother. His long legs were stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankles. His arms hung lazily over the edge of the wicker chair and his head hung momentarily back as he looked at the sky. “Do you think it may be time to find another wife? You need someone to take care of you,” she said. 
 
    “Perhaps. I don't know. To be frank I'm none too keen to marry again. Remember I found Lottie with the stable hand? She only wanted me for my money. I don't want to get into that situation again.” 
 
    “Yes, you're right,” Emily said as she remembered Mark's wife who'd died four years earlier as she was giving birth to Miles. “So where is she from?” Emily added. 
 
    “Who?” Mark asked. He tucked his legs under the chair and reached for a piece of lemon cake.  
 
    “Sarah.” 
 
    “She's from Hastings, on the coast in Sussex.” 
 
    “Oh. And what of her background? Is she of means?”   
 
    “Her father is a well-respected solicitor in the town. I don't think they are very rich, perhaps adequately so,” Mark said. He looked across at Sarah and Miles. Miles waved. 
 
    “Well, at least she's not destitute like so many governesses,” Emily concluded. She twirled her parasol aggressively to warn away a wasp that was approaching.  
 
    “No. She's from a very good home. I'm sure Miles will benefit enormously from her.”  
 
    Emily held her head up to catch a rare puff of wind. “I'm sure he will. You've done very well to find her. After all he's going to be the next Duke of Surrey; he'll need a good education.” 
 
    “I'm going to send him to Eton when he's old enough. Until then I'm sure Sarah will do a fine job.” 
 
    As Emily gazed at the house, she took in her surroundings. The terrace where Sarah and Miles were sitting was on the facade of the property, which expanded ever upwards. The entire house had three floors; the ground floor and the first floor each had large pane glass windows which had been woven into the brickwork in perfect symmetry. The third floor had smaller square windows.   
 
    “Hello down there,” someone shouted. 
 
    Emily and Mark both looked up . “Oh my Lord!” Emily exclaimed. Silas, Emily and Mark’s brother, had climbed out a window and on to the roof, a bottle of whiskey in one hand and his left hand raised to salute his brother and sister down below. 
 
    Mark stood up. “Get down from there at once. Are you insane?” he shouted. 
 
    “Get him down,” he's going to kill himself,” Emily said, hardly able to watch. 
 
    Sarah and Miles were also looking up by now. Sarah picked Miles up and quickly went inside. The last thing she wanted Miles to see was his Uncle Silas splattered on the terrace in front of them. 
 
    “Get down Silas,” Mark shouted again.  
 
    “He's drunk. He's bound to fall,” Emily shrieked. 
 
    In the meantime, Evans, the butler, had rushed out to see what all the fuss was about. What he saw didn't surprise him. He was used to Silas walking along the edge of the roof, high above the ground, with an empty bottle of whiskey in his hand.  
 
    “Evans, take some footmen and get him down,” Mark ordered. Evans nodded and rushed back inside.  
 
    “I'm going to fly,” Silas shouted. He stepped right to the edge of the roof and spread his arms. He let go of the bottle and looked down to watch it smash into the paved terrace below.  
 
    “No. My God!” Emily said. “I can't watch. I'm going in.” 
 
    “Silas, for heaven’s sake,” Mark shouted. 
 
    Silas laughed and bent his knees like a diver about to take the plunge. At that moment Evans and two footmen arrived. They clambered between the chimney stacks and stood behind Silas.  
 
    “Sir, step back from the edge,” Evans said as he crept closer. The footmen flanked him. 
 
    “Stay back, I warn you. I can fly. You'll see,” Silas said.  
 
    Mark looked up at his brother, his heart pounding. So far up, he looked small when in fact he was a large, muscular man, capable of holding his own against anyone. “I should never have let him stay,” he said. 
 
    Emily who was frozen to the spot, despite desperately wanting to go inside, gasped. “I didn't even know he was here. How long has he been here?” 
 
    “Four weeks. I'll swear he's getting worse,” Mark said. 
 
    Evans crept even closer and was almost able to grab Silas. “Come along sir. This is very dangerous,” he said. 
 
    Silas broke out into hysterical laughter. “Got you. Got you all,” he shouted. He stepped down from the edge onto the flat roof and pushed past Evans. “Did you really think I was going to jump? I'm not going to give you what you want.” 
 
    Evans gave a sigh of relief and waved the two footmen back across the roof toward the attic door.  
 
    “I don't think I can stand it much longer,” Mark said. “I'm going to see if Miles is alright.”  
 
    Emily slumped back into her chair and reached for a fan which she waved furiously at her face.  
 
    “Thank you Sarah,” Mark said when he arrived in the conservatory. “That was very quick thinking to take Miles inside.” 
 
    Sarah smiled. “Of course, Your Grace. I didn't want Miles to hear or see anything.”  
 
    “I must apologize for my brother. As I think I explained when you arrived here, he's not well. I hope he will leave very soon.” 
 
    Sarah looked at Mark and felt a pang of sympathy for him. No one deserved such a brother, especially someone as pleasant as Mark, she thought. She didn't want to tell Mark how apprehensive Silas made her as once or twice she'd seen him leering at her. Mark seemed quite the opposite to his brother; she'd never met a kinder man and it pained her to see the loneliness in his eyes. He was tall and the bronzed features of his face showed off his white smile. She wondered if the scar on his right cheek had been caused by Silas. Perhaps they'd fought as children. 
 
    “I will endeavor to keep Miles out of his way, Your Grace,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Mark said.  
 
    Sarah watched as he walked to the far end of the conservatory and out onto the terrace.  
 
    “Now why would you want to do that?” Silas asked. 
 
    Sarah gasped and turned around. He was standing in the doorway that led to the house. “Why would you want to keep my nephew from me?” he asked. His eyes were dark brown and his skin blotched by years of alcohol abuse. He smoked a clay pipe which, despite him only being twenty four, had worn the teeth in the right hand corner of his mouth. He ran a hand through his greasy hair and fixed his eyes on Sarah. “Well, I'm waiting for an answer.” 
 
    Sarah blushed uncomfortably.  “Because I don't think seeing you on the roof is a good example for him,” she said. 
 
    He stepped into the room and walked around the table Miles was sitting at. Miles frowned. The room began to fill with an air of stale whiskey and tobacco.  
 
    “Oh you don't, do you?” Silas said, pushing his face into Sarah's. 
 
    The smell of him almost made Sarah wretch. “No, I don't,” she replied, standing her ground admirably. 
 
    “I'm watching you and don't you forget it,” Silas hissed. He poked her in the ribs with his index finger and walked out of the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Sarah wasn't able to sleep that night. She heard the grandfather clock on the landing outside her room strike every hour until the gray light of morning began to filter through a chink in the curtains. It was her day off and she considered staying in bed a little longer but dismissed the thought because she was hungry and wanted one of Cook’s excellent breakfasts. 
 
    She pulled back the single white sheet and swung her feet to the floor. When she opened the curtains she groaned. “Not again.” The sky was cloudless and the threat of another sweltering day seemed very real. She tried to open the window further, but it didn't budge more than the two inches she'd already opened it the previous evening. 
 
    She was on the second floor close to Mile's room. She hadn't known whether she would have to sleep in the servant’s quarters, but Mark had made it clear that she was to be as close to Miles as possible. 
 
    She'd been very pleased with her room when she'd arrived. The thing she liked most about the room was the view. It looked over the garden at the rear, to the woods immediately behind and the rolling farmland beyond. She saw some men cutting hay in a distant field and a shepherd working his dogs nearby. 
 
    She saw Mark, Miles and the spaniel, Tilly, crossing the lawn. Tilly scented something tasty and ran across the lawn, through the gate and into the woods. Miles ran after the dog and fell flat on his face. His father scooped him up and put him on his shoulders. Mark began to jog after Tilly and Miles began to laugh as he bounced up and down. Sarah liked the way Mark was with his son. He was kind and considerate, not an ogre like many fathers she had encountered. 
 
    When they'd disappeared from view, she turned back to the room and walked to the wardrobe. It was a huge French affair with a carved cornice and three doors. She opened the middle door and chose an appropriate dress for the hot weather.  
 
    “You look tired,” Cook said.  Sarah had never known Cook's real name. Everyone called her Cook and she seemed perfectly happy with it.  
 
    “I didn't sleep at all well,” Sarah replied. The kitchen was Sarah's favorite room in the house. It always smelled so nice. One day it would smell of Cook's fresh bread, the next of roasting beef. Sarah sat down at the long pine table that was used for servant’s meals and looked around her. Along one wall was a cooking range and next to it the wash basins.  
 
    “And why was that?” Cook asked.  
 
    “I had a horrible moment with Silas yesterday. He scared me half to death.” 
 
    “Here, eat this,” Cook said. She put a plate of bacon, eggs and tomatoes on the table and slid it toward Sarah.  
 
    Cook was a short woman with the kind of figure one could expect of a woman that prepared meals for so many people. She had stubborn gray hair which she tried to wear in a bun but most of the time it was a nest of escaped strands.  
 
    Cook sat down opposite Sarah and shook her head. “I've known that lad since he was boy. If you ask me he's evil. There's just something about him I can't put my finger on.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes got wide because she also believed that Silas was evil. She nodded her head at Cook and then changed the subject, not wanting to talk about Silas anymore. Sarah knew nothing good could come out of him staying at the Duke’s estate. 
 
    “Only you can cook bacon like this,” Sarah said as she shoveled another rasher into her mouth.  
 
    “You enjoy it, my dear. Don't let that horrible man frighten you.” Cook leaned forward and rested on her elbows. “What are you going to do with your day off?” 
 
    “I don't know. I thought I'd go into the village. It’s market day, and I love to see the hustle and bustle. It's so funny when all the farmers gather to bid for the cattle.” 
 
    “It is indeed.” Cook looked around in clandestine fashion before lowering her voice. “If you're going to the village you wouldn't mind doing me a favor would you?” 
 
    “Anything,” Sarah said with her mouth full.  
 
    “Go to Mr. Benson's and get me a bottle of cherry brandy,” Cook looked as guilty as a school girl who'd been caught stealing sweets. 
 
    Sarah laughed. “Of course I will.” Who was she to stop one of the few pleasures Cook had, she thought.  
 
    When she'd finished eating she set off toward Ambleton, a village a mile and a half away where she watched cattle being sold and rummaged around the many market stalls. Before she knew it, it was noon. She went to Mr. Benson's and bought Cook's brandy before setting off back toward the house.  
 
    When she arrived, she was tired. It was almost two o’clock and getting very hot. Her feet were swollen and covered in dust. She went into the kitchen but Cook wasn't there. She left the brandy on the table and walked via the servant's courtyard around the rear of the house to the terrace.  
 
    The terrace was bathed in sunshine and too warm to sit out on. She took the chair she used when teaching Miles, and looked around for a shaded spot. She settled on a place under the tall chestnuts that lined the lawn and formed the border between the garden and the woods.  
 
    Nobody was around, so she slipped her shoes off and undid the top button on her muslin dress. She sat down, leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Usually the trees made a wonderful rustling noise as the wind swept through them, but there was no wind that day, just the stifling heat. 
 
    It was the shriek of a fox that woke her. Or at least she thought it was. The second time she heard it, she dismissed any notion of it being a fox. Foxes didn't roam around in the middle of the day and in any case it sounded more like a human cry. She ignored it. Perhaps some village children were playing in the woods, she concluded.  
 
    Just as she closed her eyes once more, she heard it again. This time it made her sit up. It wasn't the cry of children at play. It was the sound of someone in trouble.  
 
    Sarah got up and walked to the edge of the woods. Inside, it was dark and the trees were packed tight together. She saw and heard nothing. Still curious, she walked a few paces into the woods and stopped. Still nothing.  
 
    She decided she would go another few paces, but just as she was about to give up she saw something move. She darted behind a tree and held her breath. 
 
    The cry that followed was so hideous it made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. She held onto the tree terrified, her breathing shallow and her heart thumping inside her chest. She was almost too afraid to look, but she craned her neck to look around the side of the tree. 
 
    She gasped. Silas was dragging a man through the woods. He had a club in his hand with which he must have beaten the man, who was covered in blood and unrecognizable. She pulled her head back behind the tree and cringed as Silas clubbed the man again ; a sick thud that had her covering her mouth to prevent a scream from escaping as she feared Silas would beat her, too, if he discovered her here. This time there was no shriek, only an empty groan and then silence. 
 
    Lord help me, he's killed him, she thought. She peeped again, her whole body trembling. When Silas threw the body into what looked like a grave he'd dug, the scream escaped. She couldn't help it, what she'd witnessed had been more gruesome than anything she'd ever witnessed or imagined before.  
 
    Sarah broke into a run when Silas moved toward her. She ran as fast as she was able. She left the woods and raced over the lawn, up the terrace steps and into the conservatory. When she threw the door to the house open, he was standing there. He'd headed her off. Her grabbed her by the throat and pushed her onto the school table. 
 
    “What did you see?” he hissed. His face was inches away from hers, and his breath made her eyes water. “What did you see?” he repeated. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said as she shook. His greasy hair was hanging over his face making him look even more frightening. 
 
    He picked her up and threw her against the wall, holding her by the collar and pushing himself against her. “If you ever tell anyone about what happened, I'll kill you as well. Understand?” 
 
    Sarah nodded. When he let go of her, she slid down the wall, landing in a frightened heap on the floor, her whole body shaking.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “That's all for today Miles,” Sarah said. “You've been a very good boy.” She patted him on the head. “I'll take you to Nanny and she'll see that you get some milk, alright?” Miles nodded. 
 
    After Sarah had handed Miles over to Nanny for the evening, she went up to her room and lay on the bed. Her mind was still full of horrifying thoughts about the incident the week before . She wanted to go into the woods and see if she could find the grave. She wanted to tell someone, but she was too frightened. She was caught somewhere between the need to relieve her conscience and the desire to stay alive. 
 
    The grandfather clock had just struck one when Sarah slipped out of bed. She pulled her dressing gown on and put on her slippers. Slowly she turned the door knob and opened the door. She wanted to go out on the terrace and get some fresh air. Thoughts of what Silas had done had made her quite queasy. It was quite a distance along the landing to the staircase and it seemed as if every step made the floor creak. She was sure someone would wake up and catch her, but by the time she reached the stairs no one had. 
 
    It was pitch black when she started to descend the stairs. The staircase was long and swept down to the hallway in a circular motion. She was making good progress but she'd forgotten all about Tilly who slept in her basket under the stairs. Tilly, ever keen to say hello to members of the household got up and ran up the stairs . 
 
    As Sarah tried to move out of Tilly’s way, she felt hands on her shoulders and smelt Silas’ whiskey breath. As he turned her roughly to face him, she felt a push. Sarah felt herself rolling down the stairs and then everything went black as she landed in an unconscious heap on the hallway floor. 
 
    -- 
 
    “Where did you find her?” Mark asked.  
 
    “At the foot of the stairs, Your Grace. I'm sorry to wake you but I think we should call the doctor.” 
 
    Mark looked at the maid and nodded. The chamber maids began work at five and Florence had been the first person that day to cross the hall. 
 
    “Yes, get Evans to send for Dr. Greaves immediately,” Mark ordered. 
 
    Florence ran off in search of the butler leaving Mark looking down at Sarah who they'd managed to put on a sofa in the drawing room.  
 
    He knelt down next to the sofa and took her hand. “Can you hear me Sarah?' he asked gently. She didn't respond. He checked to see if she was still breathing and was relieved to find that she was. 
 
    When Dr. Greaves arrived, many of the servants had gathered outside the drawing room door. Florence leaned against the door and put her ear to it. 
 
    “Miss, can you hear me?” Dr. Greaves boomed. He held some smelling salts to her nose and she spluttered into consciousness. “Don't move, Miss. You’ve had a very bad fall. I need to examine you.” He looked at Mark. “Would you leave us please?” 
 
    “Of course. I'll be just outside,” Mark said. When he opened the door, the servants dispersed across the hallway. Mark didn't mind, he knew they all had Sarah's best interest at heart. She was a popular member of the household. 
 
    When Dr. Greaves appeared, he had a look of deep concern on his face. He closed the door carefully and ran his thumb and forefinger through his graying beard. 
 
    “What is it?” Mark asked anxiously. 
 
    “I'm afraid it's quite bad.” 
 
    “Out with it…” Mark said brusquely.  
 
    “She can't see anything.” Dr. Greaves stood back and watched Mark's reaction. 
 
    Mark felt his body shaking at the news. Such a beautiful woman, so young in life. How could this have happened? 
 
    “How on earth could she be blind? A broken arm or leg, a cracked skull. I would have understood those. But blind?” Mark said. 
 
    “It sometimes happens when people take a bad fall. It can be temporary and I think this will be.” 
 
    Mark took out a handkerchief and wiped his brow. He was still in his dressing gown. “Alright. Will you come again later today?” 
 
    “Yes. I don't want you to move her from the sofa. Let her rest. Perhaps by the end of the day, her sight will have returned.” The doctor took his stethoscope from around his neck and put it in his bag. “I'll let myself out,” he said. 
 
    Mark went back into the drawing room and lit some more candles. He sat next to Sarah's feet and looked at her. Emily was right; Sarah was the perfect English rose. Lying there she looked so serene, so beautiful, yet so vulnerable. 
 
    “Are you awake?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she muttered. 
 
    “What happened? Why were you walking around in the middle of the night?” he asked. He liked the way her hair fanned out around her. He'd only ever seen it in curls, but now it was long and straight. 
 
    “I - I was thirsty. I was on the way to the kitchen.” 
 
    Mark leaned his head to one side. “I see. Most unfortunate. Well, Dr. Greaves tells me you are to stay here for the day. He also told me you can't see.” 
 
    When Mark saw a tear escape from her eye he wanted to pick her up and cradle her. “Your Grace, I can't see anything at all. I'm so frightened,” she said. 
 
    He stood up and took a deep breath. As much as he wanted to comfort her, he knew it was not his place to be overly indulgent with members of the staff. Only deep in his heart, he knew she was different. Just as Emily had said, she was dangerously beautiful.  
 
    “Dr. Greaves said it will only be temporary. You should regain your sight by the end of the day. Don't worry.” He patted her on the back of the hand. “I will send Florence to look after you. She found you; it was quite a shock for her as well.” 
 
    When Mark had left the room, Sarah burst into tears. She'd been thrown into darkness at a time when there was someone in the house who was a danger to her. 
 
    -- 
 
    Sarah spent the day on the sofa being tended to by Florence. Florence was eighteen and had been in the household for two years. She was only five feet tall and looked as though a good wind would blow her down. She had lovely Irish lilt and fiery red hair. 
 
    Sarah fell in and out of sleep all day and by the time Dr. Greaves had come back, she'd managed to get some color back in her cheeks. 
 
    “How has she been?” he asked Florence. 
 
    “Oh, alright. She's slept a lot. She kept mumbling things about -”  
 
    The door burst open before Florence had a chance to finish. “Dr. Greaves how nice to see you,” Silas said. “You can go now, Florence.” Florence gave him a scowl and left the room. 
 
    “Such an unfortunate accident,” Silas said. 
 
    “And how are you, Silas? Still drinking too much?” Dr. Greaves asked as he picked Sarah's arm up and felt for a pulse. 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Mark said as he entered the room. “What's wrong with her?” he exclaimed. “Look she's shaking all over.” 
 
    Dr. Greaves continued to feel her pulse. “Something is untoward. Her pulse is raised to an alarming level. Miss, can you hear me?” 
 
    Sarah didn't want to speak, she pretended to be asleep. “Silas, what have you done to her?” Mark asked. 
 
    “Me? Don't be ridiculous. I've only just got here. I'm concerned about her. Such a pity, she's so beautiful,” he said. 
 
    “She's frightened of something,” Dr. Greaves said. He stood back and observed her.  
 
    “Leave Silas,” Mark said. “I want you to leave us.” 
 
    “I'd lay off the drink if I were you, Silas. “You look very red faced. It's not good for your health,” Dr. Greaves said as Silas walked toward the door. 
 
    Silas turned around. “Doctor, you would do well to keep your thoughts to yourself. It's really none of your business.” Dr. Greaves had known Silas as long as Cook and he had come to the same conclusion, that Silas was evil. 
 
    “All I can recommend is rest,” Dr. Greaves said to a worried Mark.  “Although she seems apprehensive about something, it's only her eyesight that is of concern. As I said this morning, that will improve soon.” 
 
    When Dr. Greaves had gone, Mark knelt down on the floor next to Sarah. “What's wrong, Sarah?” he asked gently. 
 
    “Nothing, Your Grace,” she mumbled. 
 
    “But I can see how unhappy you are. Something is not right and I want you to tell me what it is. You are a very good governess and Miles needs you.” 
 
    “Your Grace, I am tired now, perhaps you wouldn’t mind if you -” 
 
    “Of course,” Mark said at once, realizing that his line of questioning was overly zealous. 
 
    -- 
 
    Mark climbed the stairs to the top of the house. The landing was devoid of carpet and the windows had no curtains. The rooms were, for the most part, empty. In fact, most of them had never been used. The third floor was mostly unused and consequently a place he didn’t often visit. When Silas had come back, Mark had offered him rooms on the third floor out of the way; a decision he’d come to regret, as his brother’s regular trips to the roof were a direct consequence. 
 
    “You live like a pig,” Mark said when he walked into the room Silas was using as a drawing room. 
 
    There was a couch against the far wall under the window and a table full of empty whiskey bottles next to it. The floor was covered in newspaper and old plates of food Cook had prepared but Silas had never eaten. 
 
    “Open the window. You stink.” Mark said. 
 
    Silas stood up and walked toward his brother. He poked his stomach with his forefinger. “Who are you to order me around? You; Mr. High and Mighty. It's only by an accident of nature that I didn't inherit this place.” 
 
    “It is an act of pure luck that you didn't,” Mark said. He took Silas' finger and bent it backwards until he retreated. 
 
    “What have you done to Sarah?” Mark asked.  
 
    Silas flopped down on the couch and put his pipe in his mouth. When he'd lit it, he blew the smoke at Mark. “What makes you think I've done anything?” 
 
    “Because you aren't to be trusted with women. Especially good looking women.” 
 
    “And she is good looking, isn't she? Such a fine figure. Just imagine how it would be to -” 
 
    “Shut your filthy mouth. You bring shame on this family. Mama and Papa could never forgive you for what you did to Katherine. My God, Silas, she was seventeen and…” Mark shook his head, looking with disgust at his brother. “I want you out of here - within a week. Do you hear? One week.”   
 
    “Was it my fault Katherine died in child birth? She was a lowly chamber maid, easily replaced,” Silas spat out. 
 
    “She was pregnant because of you! You…” 
 
    “She wanted it just as much as me, brother. Walking around the house, looking at me like she knew what she wanted. She only struggled a little bit when I went into her room and…” 
 
    “Forced yourself on her? Attacked her? You are a pig, Silas. She went to Mama in full hysteria, telling her what you had done. Mama told me. I wanted you put out of the house but Papa couldn’t do it, couldn’t put his own flesh and blood out on the streets…” 
 
    “She was a chamber maid, she had it coming, the way she walked around me; she wanted it just as bad…” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, Silas. She was pregnant with your child, the child that you forced on her, and then we lost her and the baby…” 
 
    “I’ve quite forgotten about her, really,” he spat out. 
 
    Mark went over to Silas, “One week, one week, and then I never want to see you again. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Silas mocked. “I’ve seen the way Sarah looks at me, I wonder if she’s interested like Katherine was…” 
 
    Without thinking, Mark went over to Silas and punched him in the face. “You stay away from her, Silas, if you touch her, I will kill you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Silas laughed as Mark turned to walk away. “You just don’t have that in you, brother, but me, well I do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Sarah woke later that afternoon to the sound of dinner being prepared by Cook followed by the excited shrieks of Miles who came bursting through the door to see his governess. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Miss?” he asked excitedly plopping down on the couch next to her. 
 
    “Much better Miles, thank you,” she replied, “and what kind of trouble have you been getting into?” 
 
    “Tilly and I were in the woods chasing rabbits, Miss,” he said happily, holding tight to her hand. 
 
    “I hope you were careful,” Sarah said cautiously. Her mind spun at the thought of sweet young Miles with Tilly trotting alongside him, accidentally stumbling across the freshly dug grave, not knowing what it was. 
 
    “I was Miss!” he announced proudly, “just like you’ve taught me to be.” 
 
    The little boy snuggled into Sarah’s side, happy she was feeling better. 
 
    “Can you see me yet?” he asked. 
 
    “Not yet, but hopefully soon.” 
 
    Miles got up and strode across the room returning with a book from the shelf. 
 
    “You can’t see this book?” he asked again. 
 
    “No Miles, I can only see very dark shapes right now,” Sarah explained gently. 
 
    Miles frowned and resumed his seat next to his governess. 
 
    “Miles, my boy,” Mark called from the doorway. “Your governess is not very well and she needs her rest. Would you mind giving us a few moments?” 
 
    “Yes, Papa,” said the little boy. He hopped down from his post and handed the book to his father in hopes that Sarah would see it if it was in someone else’s hands. He looked back at his governess and waved good-bye before leaving the room.  
 
    “Really, Your Grace, he was not bothering me at all,” Sarah told him.  
 
    Mark thought she seemed more delicate than he had ever fancied her to be, and noted that he might have been acting slightly over-protective of her.  
 
    He remembered her saying that she thought she had tripped over Tilly while going for a drink of water, but Mark’s mind went over the way Silas had been behaving. The train of thought left a sour taste in his mouth and he feared the antics that he would partake of in the near future. When he had questioned Sarah further, she had become upset, saying she could not remember anything else about her fall. 
 
    “I know; it is only that Doctor Greaves has instructed that you have your rest. I cannot help but feel partially to blame for not having the halls lit at night. It may have prevented all of this,” he rambled on, aware of his own exposure. 
 
    “Your Grace, is something the matter between you and your brother?” Sarah asked curiously. 
 
    “There is always something wrong between my brother and me, my dear. What makes you ask?” 
 
    “It is only sir, that I have noticed his behavior drastically changed this past couple of weeks.” 
 
    A look came over her face that told Mark there was more to the story of her accident than she was letting on. She looked terrified that she should say too much. Curious, Mark pressed on, his desire for the truth burning into him like a hot knife. 
 
    “What do you know, Sarah?” he asked, taking her hand softly in his own. Her palm was warm and small in his own and for a moment, he felt thankful that she could not see the flood of color rush into his cheeks at that moment. She hesitated a moment before saying anything further. 
 
    “You’re sure he cannot hear us?” she asked quietly.  
 
    “I am sure, I have given him good warning to keep to his room unless eating or summoned otherwise,” he told her, regaling her with the tale of his commands being made the night before.  
 
    “Please do be careful with him, Your Grace,” Sarah gasped as the story came to a close. While she had wanted to tell the Duke that it was Silas who had pushed her, she could not get the words formed and out of her mouth. She was also too frightened to mention what she had seen Silas do in the woods. 
 
    The light had all but gone from the sky outside and Mark had pulled more counterpanes from the couch back to cover her with.  
 
    “Goodnight, Sarah. I will see you in the morning. Pleasant dreams,” he said as he exited the room. 
 
    Moments later, the door opened again. “Your Grace?” Sarah called out softly. 
 
    “You wish,” spat out an angry Silas. “What did you tell him?” he demanded angrily as he walked over to the bed, grabbing her by the wrists and pinning her down. “If you ever tell anyone what you saw, I will…” 
 
    He was cut off by the fierce opening of the door as the Duke angrily strode over to the bed and violently pulled him away from Sarah. “You get out now, Silas. Pack up your things and leave. If you ever touch her again…” 
 
    Silas pushed Mark away from him. “You’ll what? You’ve always been such a coward, brother…this little wench is no better than Katherine…” 
 
    “Get out NOW, Silas. Pack your things and I’ll have a carriage take you to the inn. You are to stay there for the night and then I never want to see you again. You are not family, Silas.”

“I’ll see you both again, soon, you mark my words…” Silas threatened as he went to pack his things. Moments later, the carriage pulled away, taking Silas out of the Duke’s life for what he hoped was for good. 
 
    “Sarah?” the Duke said softly, touched by her vulnerability and beauty as she cried softly in her bed. The Duke felt a spring of emotion that he had never experienced before well up inside of him.  
 
    He felt sure that she could see him. “Sarah? Sarah, can you see me? Just the way you looked at me just now, it felt…like you could.” 
 
    “No, Your Grace,” Sarah said softly. “I cannot see anything but the darkness.” 
 
    He then continued his questions from earlier, trying to get Sarah to open up about Silas. “Sarah, I know this may be difficult to talk about, but why do you get so upset when Silas is around? Has he harmed you, Sarah? My God, Sarah, if he’s touched you…” 
 
    “Please, Your Grace, I do not want to talk about him. I am so tired.” 
 
    Her softness tugged at his heart strings and while he knew something had happened between Sarah and Silas, he did not want to distress her further. “Whatever happened, Sarah, I apologize for my brother.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said, as she drifted slowly off to sleep.  
 
    The Duke stood for several minutes watching her breathe softly before walking out of the room and going upstairs. His governess had not only touched Miles’ heart, but his as well. 
 
    ---

Sarah’s nights were filled with terror as she relived what she had witnessed in the woods over and over again. Nightmares visited her every night, and she would wake with a racing heart and shivers running up and down her spine. She told no one and suffered in agony until one day Florence had run into the room, hearing Sarah’s muffled screams. 
 
    “Miss Sarah? Wake up! Are you alright?” she asked, terrified. 
 
    When Sarah woke up, the story of what she had witnessed Silas do came pouring out. Sarah had to tell someone, and she knew that she could trust Florence.

“Miss Sarah! Why did you not tell His Grace? Silas should not be allowed to roam free, he should be in prison. That man is evil; we all know that, Sarah. You must tell His Grace, Sarah. I’m begging you - before it’s too late.” 
 
    “I cannot, Florence. Who will believe such a story? Please, do not say anything. I promise you, when I am ready I will tell His Grace, but not now.” 
 
    Florence nodded, upset at the agitated state that Sarah was now in. “I will not say anything,” she promised. “I am very sorry, Sarah, for what you went through, but I am not sorry that Silas is gone.” 
 
    Sarah nodded, terror in her heart, as she had relived every moment over again of what she had seen Silas do.  
 
    --- 
 
    Sarah could see shadows becoming clearer over the next few days. She told no one, as she wanted to gain her eyesight back in case she had a set back before she told the Duke.  
 
    That afternoon, the Duke came into her room, determined to find out what secret she hid about Silas. Sarah was shocked to see that she could make out his features, although not clearly, and she kept this hidden from the Duke. 
 
    “Sarah, I know you know something about Silas. I heard him threaten you that day when I threw him out. Sarah, please, tell me what you know. And the way you are looking at me, Sarah, can you see me? Has your sight returned?” 
 
    At the mention of Silas, all the terror flooded her heart again. “Your Grace, I cannot see. And I do not want to ever hear your brother’s name again. Please, go. Please, just let me be. GO!”  
 
    “Sarah…” 
 
    “Get out” she cried, all of the emotions coming out in a rush. Silas was the reason she could not see; he was the vilest person she had ever met. While she would miss Miles, she knew she could not stay there any longer; she had to go home. 
 
    --- 
 
    The footman, James, had become a close friend of Sarah’s. While he had hesitated when she asked him to get the carriage ready and take her home to visit her family, she had soon convinced him that she was homesick and the Duke had granted her time away until her eyesight returned. Something in her eyes tugged at his heart, and he had helped her pack a few of her things, helped her into the carriage and then set off to reunite her with her mother and father and two brothers. 
 
    Her family was in a panic when they saw Sarah arrive at their estate; they had had no prior warning about the state of her eyesight. Sarah assured them that her eyesight was getting stronger every day and told them that the Duke had allowed her to come home to rest and get stronger without having to care for Miles.  
 
    --- 
 
    Mark was waiting for the footman when he arrived home later that afternoon. “Where is Sarah, James?” he asked the footman sternly. 
 
    “Your Grace, Sarah told me you had given her time to go home to her family until her eyesight grew stronger. She said you had told her she needed to rest. I have taken her safely to her family as you requested, Your Grace.” 
 
    Mark opened his mouth but changed his mind. He knew James believed what Sarah had told him; James did not know that the Duke had not granted Sarah time away and that he was angry that she would just leave Miles without letting anyone know. Although he was hesitant to admit it, he was also angry that she would leave him without as much as a goodbye. He realized how empty the house was without her in it.  
 
    --- 
 
    “Your Grace,” Evans said, walking into the room, “Lord Kent is here to see you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Evans, please send him in.”  
 
     As his closest friend, Aaron Barrington, Earl of Kent, walked into the room, the Duke’s demeanor was uplifted, allowing him to take his mind and his heart off of Sarah, if only for a few moments. It had been three days since she had gone, and both he and Miles felt her absence deeply. 
 
    “Mark!” Aaron greeted him. “You are looking well. I’m afraid my visit is only a short one, but I must tell you what I have heard from my solicitor. I’m afraid it concerns your brother, Silas, and frankly, I am sorry to have to tell you this.” 
 
    Mark’s heart sank, afraid to hear the mess that his brother had gotten himself into this time. “Go on, Aaron, please.” 
 
    “My solicitor mentioned to me that he had heard news that Silas has been connected to the disappearance of a man. He had no further information, but he urged me to tell you. You know how I feel about Silas, Mark. No good can ever come of that man.” 
 
    It took Mark a few moments to speak. Did Sarah know about the disappearance of this man? Had Silas told her in his drunken state? It started to make sense to him, of why Sarah was so afraid of Silas; she knew. She had to know. 
 
    “Thank you, Aaron. Silas has done underhanded things, but a disappearance of a man? I want to believe that is not in his soul to do, but I do say, I do not know my brother anymore.” 
 
    “I know he’s been staying here, Mark. Perhaps a visit by the magistrate to talk to him would clear things up? I must be off my friend,” Aaron said, as he left the room and was escorted out of the house by Evans.  
 
    -- 
 
    The Duke’s carriage travelled to Sarah’s estate with much urgency. Silas was gone and he feared for her and her family’s safety. He knew not what his brother was capable of any more.  He was greeted warmly by David and Ruth Fitzwilliam once he reached their estate. 
“Welcome, Your Grace,” David greeted him warmly. “Sarah has been resting since she arrived. Her eyesight has been growing stronger with each passing day. We are well pleased that most of it has come back.” 
 
    “That is wonderful, David. May I please speak to Sarah?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace. She is in the drawing room,” David spoke as he led the Duke into the room. 
 
    “Sarah, His Grace is here to speak with you,” David said, leaving the two alone to talk. 
 
    Sarah’s eyes widened in surprise. “Your Grace. I…I…I am sorry for leaving in such a hurry but I…” 
 
    “It’s okay, Sarah. You should have spoken to me, and I would have personally escorted you here. Miles is very worried about you, as I have been.” 
 
    Sarah’s heart leapt. He’s worried about me? And, it was at that moment that Sarah realized the feelings she held for the Duke. As the realization hit her, she hung her head in fear that he would see those feelings in her eyes.

“Sarah? I’ve come to ask you to come back with me. Miles needs you, Sarah. Silas is gone and will not ever be a part of my life again. He cannot hurt you any more, Sarah. Please, will you come back with me?” 
 
    Sarah sat there for what seemed like an eternity, but in reality was only minutes, before she looked at the Duke, “Yes”, she said.  
 
    --- 
 
    Miles was excited to see his governess back home. “I missed you, Miss Sarah,” he said lovingly when she walked over to give the boy a hug. 
 
    “I missed you, too, Miles,” she said. 
 
    As she happily settled into her life back at the Duke’s estate and her eyesight was stronger, she vowed to tell the Duke what she had seen his brother do. While she still feared consequences from Silas, her heart told her she had to tell Mark. Silas needed to pay for his actions, and going to prison would be retribution for what he had done. 
 
    “Your Grace,” she said one afternoon. “May I speak with you?”  
 
    “What is it, Sarah? You can tell me anything, you know that,” the Duke responded sincerely. 
 
    And there her story began. 
 
    “The day of my accident, I had gone into town with James early in the morning and returned to catch some sun in the back garden when I heard something dreadful,” she began shyly.  
 
    “What happened?” the Duke asked, alarmed.  
 
    Sarah focused her attention by screwing up her face in concentration, bringing the memory back to herself. “I was leaning back in the chair,” she said, “when I heard somebody scream. I know now that I ought to have called for help, but I simply believed it to be children playing in the yard beyond.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mark edged her on, curious to know where her tale was going; it did not sound anywhere out of the ordinary. 
 
    “That was until I heard it again, louder and closer than before so I sat up in the chair and looked about. I couldn’t see anybody, so I went on following the sound into the trees in the back forest, sir.” 
 
    Mark looked at her. It was as if a ghost had crept in over her features and replaced them in fixed fear and confusion. 
 
    “Are you alright, Sarah?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m alright, just a little startled to be telling you of this,” she went on. 
 
    “So I followed the noise into the trees where I heard another scream. This one surely did not belong to a playing child. It sounded pained and forced through the airway, sir, so I hid myself behind the first big tree I could find.” 
 
    “Good God, Sarah! You should have called for help. We would have been there in an instant!” Mark bellowed, upset that she should have put herself in such danger as that. 
 
    “I was going to, sir, but then I caught sight of what was happening in the woods.” She looked away although unseeing, she was afraid that her eyes would still betray her fear to him and in that moment she did not want to appear weak. 
 
    “I peeked out when I heard some leaves rustle and I saw him there…” 
 
    “Who?” Mark demanded. 
 
    “Silas,” she whispered softly. 
 
    Mark’s face fell into focused rage and concentration as he listened on. 
 
    “I watched from my place behind the tree and he dragged a man behind him to a hole in the ground which I assumed he had dug out himself. He beat the man again until the screams stopped and he could not breathe. I think, Your Grace, that he was knocked out or even killed,” she explained, a tear rolling down her rosy cheeks. 
 
    “What did he do to you?” Mark pressed concernedly. 
 
    “Nothing, I ran to the house where he stopped me; he threatened that if I should tell anyone he would kill me too, Your Grace,” Sarah concluded, sobbing into the counterpane that Mark had just put over her. 
 
    He walked over to Sarah, wrapping his arms around her and holding her gently as the tears flowed from her eyes. 
 
    “That day I walked in and he was hurting you, what did he say to you, Sarah?” 
 
    “He told me to keep quiet or I would meet the same fate as that poor man did.” 
 
    Mark held her for several minutes, before anger at what his brother had done overtook him, and he left the room.  
 
    “Your Grace?” she asked him softly when he returned. “I can show you…where I saw…the…” she began nervously, fear welling up inside her at the thought of reliving that dreadful afternoon. 
 
    “Your Grace!” Evans interrupted as he approached the Duke nervously. “Cook has informed me that she saw Silas this afternoon in the woods. He approached the window begging her to let him in but she refused.” 
 
    “Evans, if anyone sees Silas again, it is urgent that the magistrate is summoned at once. But please do not ever open these doors to that man again.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
    Mark stood in silent consternation for a moment. He had not wanted to ask Sarah to take him to the place where she had seen Silas commit the act, and he was relieved that she had spoken of it first. Dusk was settling in as Mark went to talk with Emily. 
 
    “Go and get Evans and ask him to bring a lantern. Bring along one of the stable boys too; the strongest one.” 
 
    “And how would I know which -” Emily started off defensively. 
 
    “Please, Emily. I see how you watch them so carefully at work, now go!” he shouted, ushering her from the room. 
 
    “What is going on, Mark?” she began. 
 
    “Emily, do as I say. Now.” 
 
    “Sarah, you can do this,” he said gently, pacing the floor while he awaited the arrival of Emily, Evans and the stable hand. 
 
    Emily quickly returned with Evans and Thomas, the stable boy, in tow, arms folded, demanding she know what was going on. 
 
    “We have had some serious trouble at Thorpe Hall these past few weeks and it is about time we do something about it,” he explained to eager ears. 
 
    Mark hung his head as he retold the story he had heard from Sarah. “It is a shameful thing for me to admit to you all, but we must take it upon ourselves to discover the truth of this.” 
 
    With some gentle prodding and pleading, the five of them made their way out the back door to start at the place where Sarah had been sunbathing not very long ago. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Night crept in, draining all remaining light from the countryside. The men nobly followed Mark with Emily at their backs, Evans holding the lantern so all could see. Mark held tight to Sarah’s arm as she led their path.  
 
    “Mark, do you really think this is the best thing to do?” Emily questioned from the back. 
 
    “What else do you suggest, sister?” he demanded in hushed hisses. 
 
    “I should like most to know where our brother has gotten to this evening,” she added. “Who knows where he might be or what he might be doing.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree,” Mark said with a slight pang of regret that they had not gone after Silas before investigating the crime scene which Sarah described. “But we must understand what it is we are dealing with, mustn’t we?” 
 
    “You’re right, brother,” said Emily passively. 
 
    “Then I turned this way, by that rock,” Sarah said, pointing ahead of them. “The tree is not far from here.” 
 
    The group stepped quietly through the dark until Sarah stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “This one,” she said, laying a hand on the side of the tree where a large knoll was located. She raised a hand and pointed over her shoulder from the direction they had come. 
 
    “He came from that way and moved across the trees here,” she gestured to a tree as she recognized it. “The hole must be in between there,” she waved a hand at the area she remembered. 
 
    Mark handed her off to Thomas, who took a strong hold of her hand.  
 
    “The earth has been upset here,” Mark announced, “but it is not raised. If someone had been buried here it would be raised a little,” he said confused. 
 
    “You think he got away, the man?” Evans asked, stepping forward to take a look. 
 
    “What shall we do now, Your Grace?” Sarah asked fearfully. 
 
    “I will call on Doctor Greaves in the morning and see if he has had any patients with blunt force injuries, if anyone informed him of being attacked by Silas. As for my brother, I can assume once we find his victim we should find a link to him as well.” 
 
    The group moved back toward the house when Emily jumped at a sound to their right. Sarah had heard it too and stiffened under Mark’s arm. The whole group froze. 
 
    Mark reached for the lantern and lifted it above his head and called out into the darkness. “Show yourself!” 
 
    Nothing but a rustle of leaves and branches answered him, and then it silenced itself. 
 
    “Silas!” Mark bellowed. “Come out, or may God have mercy on your soul!” 
 
    The rustling came again, louder and more aggressive than before. Mark lowered the lantern to see the ground in front of them. 
 
    “There!” he cried, pointing to the outline of a man just beyond the light’s reach. 
 
    A man, crippled from the waist down, lay in the cold leaves, his hands and mouth bound with burlap. 
 
    “Good lord!” Emily shrieked. Mark pushed Sarah back as he rushed to the man. 
 
    “Sarah,” he called back to her. “Is this the man you saw?” he asked, untying the man’s hands and releasing the binds behind his head. Sarah squinted at him and moved closer. 
 
    “No, Your Grace,” she frowned. “The man I saw did not have half so much hair as this. He is not the man, sir,” she said.  
 
    Mark helped the man to his feet and called Thomas to take his other side. Evans took Sarah by the hand as they made their way back to the house, carrying the injured man along with them. 
 
    Once inside, Emily ordered tea to be made and Sarah insisted someone bring her to Miles so that she could make sure he was alright. They had set the injured man up in a guest bedroom where Mark had written a detailed letter to be sent to Doctor Greaves to come as quickly as possible. Sarah, once satisfied that Miles did not know the extent of the situation and was happily dreaming in his bed, returned to the group that huddled around the man on the bed. The newcomer was now shivering less and had taken a couple draughts of a potion concocted by Cook to calm his nerves. Sarah suspected its contents to be mostly cherry brandy. 
 
    “Who are you?” Mark asked calmly, not wanting to startle his guest. 
 
    “My name is Jacobs. Theodore Jacobs, Your Grace,” he said weakly. 
 
    “Do you know what happened to you?” he asked, kneeling down beside the bed. 
 
    The man’s body began to seize when he opened his mouth to answer. It was a couple of minutes before the spasms slowed and came to a stop. When they did, Jacobs was shaking, fearful that it should happen again. 
 
    “I…I do k-know, Your Grace,” he muttered through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Can you tell me? Please, it is very important. There might be another man out there in worse shape than you, sir,” Mark implored, patting the man’s hand to keep him conscious. 
 
    “A man by the name of Edgerton who I once played at cards with, owed me money, Your Grace. I had gone to ask the man about it,” he trailed off as his mind replayed the memory. 
 
    “Edgerton?” Mark asked, rising and stepping back from the man. His sister caught his eye and his meaning as she covered her mouth in fear. 
 
    “Do you have a first name for Mr. Edgerton?” he pushed. 
 
    “Yes sir, it was a unique name. Very unusual. Silas, I believe, sir,” the man said softly before falling asleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The next morning Dr. Greaves arrived to a very tired household. Mark did not sleep at all, and what sleep the women of the house did get had been disrupted by the tossing and turning of their guest. His pain was severe, that much was obvious to everyone, but what Silas had done to him was still unknown. 
 
    “Has he spoken of the incident yet, Your Grace?” Greaves asked upon his arrival. 
 
    “He has attempted Doctor, but he seems to go into frenzy every time he starts,” Mark explained with an exasperated sigh. The Duke fought to keep his temper at the desire to know what happened to Mr. Jacobs due to the actions of his own family. 
 
    Doctor Greaves pulled back Jacobs’ eyelids and shone a light into them. They twitched to life as his body prepared itself for another oncoming spasm. 
 
    “He is in a serious amount of shock, Your Grace. We cannot ask for more cooperation from him at this time. The poor man is simply unable to present it,” Greaves explained. “May I take him to my practice? He needs more extensive care.” 
 
    Mark continued to pace the room. “Of course, I wouldn’t want to impede his healing. If I can do anything at all, please let me know,” he said giving the man a squeeze on the arm. 
 
    Before the Doctor was out the door, Mark went to him and asked if he had come by any other man who was in a similar condition. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, Your Grace, I did have a gentleman a couple of nights ago who was brought to me by some hunters. They claimed they had found him in the woods in such a state as this, only worse. I did not think of it until you now mention it because his case was so much more severe; he was on the brink of death when he arrived to me and died a couple of hour later,” he explained. 
 
    “Can you describe the man to me?” Mark pressed anxiously. 
 
    Greaves did so as best he could and left Mark to his own musings who returned to the bedroom where his comrades still gathered. 
 
    “Sarah, can you come with me for a moment?” he asked with a hand outstretched towards her.  
 
    “Yes, Your Grace,” she said rising on her own but taking his hand for assistance. 
 
    “I need you to describe for me the man you saw, in as much detail as you can recall,” he said, holding her soft hands in his, aware that her sight had improved significantly and was returning to normal, and averted his gaze. She did so and when finished, asked Mark as to the reason. 
 
    “I have spoken with Dr. Greaves, my dear, and it seems the man you saw the other day was brought to him in a worse state than Mr. Jacobs. The man died in his charge despite the doctor’s best efforts to do what he could,” he told her. 
 
    “Who was he?” Sarah asked frowning, not understanding how these men tied together. 
 
    “Jacobs piqued at the description that Greaves gave to me, and stated that he had once played at a card tournament that included both himself and Silas. The three of them were acquainted through the game, if not by any other means.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Your Grace?” Sarah asked fearfully. 
 
    “If I know anything about my brother, Sarah, it is that he is an unprincipled, designing cad, who does whatever he can to avoid his obligations and commitments.” He stopped and took a deep breath, trying to get ahead of himself by thinking of where he might find his brother. If death has not come for him already over indulgence in alcohol, he thought. 
 
    “So you think he killed that man and beat Mr. Jacobs to avoid paying his gambling debts?” Sarah exclaimed, shocked that a man could think such evil things of his own brother. 
 
    “Can you not think of any better explanation for all this?” he asked, astonished that a woman as clever as she could be so naive in matters such as these. 
 
    “It is just so horrible, Your Grace. Why, you and your sister are such kind-hearted people, I could not believe such darkness from someone related to you both,” she tried to explain, blushing in embarrassment. 
 
    “Do not feel badly, my dear,” he assured her. “You have done so much to help us in discovering his true nature that we could not have come to this conclusion on our own.” 
 
    He rested a hand on her thigh as they sat in the hall on the bench outside the guest room. His touch sent a slight thrill through her body and she turned her face to hide her emotion. Mark quickly retracted his hand lest she become aware of his desire to care and protect her. 
 
    “Sarah, you must be exhausted. Let me take you to your room? I fear the lack of rest will not help in regaining your eyesight,” he said, taking her by the hand and leading her upstairs. She accepted his arm, her cheeks still blushing. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said softly as they reached her room. 
 
    “Whatever for?” he asked her. “And need I remind you again that you must call me Mark?” 
 
    “Thank you, Mark, for not thinking me mad and for ensuring my safety in all this,” she said innocently. 
 
    “It is my job, my dear. You know that I already consider you family,” he said, the words spilling from his mouth before he could stop them. “Good night,” he said, kissing her hand softly and descending the stairs at a pace which alarmed even himself. 
 
    Well, he thought to himself, Emily, as always, was right about Sarah. He had fallen completely in love with her without even trying.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Mark awoke from an uncommonly restless night. His mind was swimming with thoughts of Silas and the two men who had been attacked so viciously. His train of thought was only interrupted by thoughts of Silas putting Sarah in more danger than he could bear. And those were cut off by further daydreams of Sarah; ones which he would not dare to mention to his sister, or anyone else for that matter. 
 
    He groaned as he rose and went down for breakfast, the last couple of days exhausting him more than he had taken note of. 
 
    “Your Grace, a letter has come for you from town this morning,” Evans announced when the Duke came through the door. 
 
    “Thank you, Evans,” he said, hastily opening the tiny letter tied roughly with a strand of twine.  
 
    Dear Brother, 
 
    Your governess has learned a damnable secret of mine which has forced me to quit your estate sooner than I intended. I assume by this time you have come to know of my misdemeanors through her pretty young lips. 
 
    I have gone to find other men who might ruin the small fortune that I have to my name. They cannot be trusted, brother. If any man comes looking for me, you may tell them what you wish, but I promise they will not find what they seek. 
 
    My life has been a great deal of mess; one which you have obligingly informed me of on many occasions. If I am to fix it, I must cleanse myself of the troubles I have gotten into. 
 
    Alas, I must disappoint you further in that I have not taken a break from drink since last you saw me and I’ve no intention of doing so. 
 
    Do not come looking for me, I will not stay in any place for very long. 
 
    Give that sweet governess of yours a kiss on the mouth for me; be sure she feels my desire for her...  
 
    Silas 
 
    Mark’s mind spun round and round in circles. That cad! He thought angrily to himself as the kitchen door swung open once again at the entrance of Emily and Sarah.  
 
    “What is it, Mark?” Emily asked her brother as she caught sight of his rigid stature and panicked expression. 
 
     “Mark?” she asked. 
 
    He handed the letter to his sister and sat down, thinking of what he should do. Emily read the note and handed back the letter in astonishment. She too sat down, pouring over the letter with her brother. The script was awfully written, nearly illegible from too much whiskey, it seemed. There was no date, no stamp; no marking whatsoever. 
 
    Mark read it over and over again in hopes of finding some clue as to where it had been written, although he was certain that by now Silas would have moved on to a new hideout. 
 
    “What do we do?” Emily asked in a complete panic as she got up and strode about the room. 
 
    “I’m going to town,” he said quickly, before grabbing his things and making for the door. “I have some people to see about all this.” 
 
    Sarah began to protest that it would be too dangerous, but he refused her advice. “But what if Silas is waiting for you?” 
 
    “Please, just stay here, I will be back in a couple of hours, hopefully with some information about Silas and what he has been doing. With any luck, I will come into contact with someone who has seen or spoken with him in the past couple of days. He needs to be in prison,” he said hotly, before storming out the door and into the cold rain. 
 
    He reached town in record time and went immediately into the cheapest inns he knew of. He gave Silas’ description to each keeper, and asked them to keep an eye out for him whilst offering a word of caution not to give any credence to him.

The innkeeper at the inn where the carriage had dropped Silas off the night Mark had removed him from his estate mentioned that Silas had stayed there three nights, had packed his things and left. The innkeeper stated that Silas had told him he had a carriage arranged to take him to Shropshire where he hoped to start a new life. 
 
    While the Duke wanted to believe what Silas had told the innkeeper, he was still skeptical. But perhaps his brother had given up drink, mended his ways and truly did want to start a new life. The Duke thanked the innkeeper, hoping that the story was true. This would afford him time to summon the magistrate and have his men hunt for Silas in Shropshire.  
 
    “I heard you asking about a man named Silas,” a man interrupted the Duke’s thoughts. He went on to tell the Duke that he had seen Silas many weeks previously where he played a rough game of cribbage at a tournament. The man played one game against Silas and stated that he was a terrible player, but no match to the horrendous luck that befell his brother. 
 
    “I had never seen such a bad game in all of my life, and I had been part of many,” the man said. 
 
    “I won forty pounds from him but have yet to hear from him in regards to my payment! If I had not heard his name, I might have forgotten altogether,” he went on. “But probably not.” 
 
    “Do me a favor, good sir,” Mark implored the gentleman. “Do not reach out to him and do not go looking for him. He has already gone after two men to my knowledge who he owes money to and I fear he will not stop until he has found all the men to whom he owes.” 
 
    The man looked at Mark gravely. “Are you quite sure?” he asked nervously. 
 
    “I am. Keep yourself safe and do not attend any cribbage tournaments until I visit with you again. I will see you soon hopefully with better news, and if in the meantime you should see or hear from my brother, please call on me.” 
 
    Mark went off next to the prisons to have a talk with the jailers there. 
 
    -- 
 
    Sarah and Emily sat impatiently in the kitchen with Cook as she cleaned up after breakfast. 
 
    “Begging your pardon, ladies, but it looks like the pair of you have a dark cloud over your heads. Is anything the matter?” she asked them as they sat in silent thought next to one another. 
 
    “You have no notion of Silas’ whereabouts, do you Cook?” Emily asked, trying her luck. 
 
    “As I understand it, His Grace ordered him out of the house not so long ago, didn’t he?” Cook replied. 
 
    “Yes, but you haven’t heard from him since you saw him in the woods that day have you?” Emily continued. 
 
    “I’m afraid I haven’t, Miss Emily,” she said, casting her eyes downward. “By the time I summoned Evans, Silas had vanished. I did not know at the time what trouble he had caused…” 
 
    “It’s alright, Cook,” Emily comforted her as she watched Cook clear the rest of the food from the table. “Mark will find Silas, and we can get him the help that he needs.”

At the mention of Mark, Sarah’s heart fluttered in a way that she did not expect. Mark had taken such wonderful care of her ever since the day of her accident; and she could not resist the thought that perhaps he shared the feelings for her that she had for him. But now was not the time to voice those feelings nor was it the time to act upon them. She stowed the thoughts and emotions in her memory, looking forward to his return home and the news that Silas was in prison. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    The Duke walked through the town, inquiring at taverns if anyone had seen his brother, Silas, recently. After his fifth stop with another denial that Silas had visited there, he walked back to the carriage, ready to head back to the estate.  
 
    The day was cool and windy with little light shining through the clouds that lingered above them. The Duke thought of nothing but finding Silas and protecting his family. He knew that Silas was a loose cannon with no regard for morals or self-control.  He had also damaged the reputation of his family. 
 
    A loud crack of thunder brought on the rain. It came on quickly and heavily as the passersby rushed inside for cover wherever they could find it. For the Duke, he found himself tucked inside a nice looking tavern on the outside, but once inside, a different atmosphere awaited him. 
 
    The place was old and dry inside, with very little lighting due to the boarded windows that surrounded the main room. The bar looked dirty and had only a few ales on tap. Mark stepped forward cautiously but the place seemed deserted with the exception of the man behind the counter.  
 
    He ordered tea to keep himself warm while the storm wore on outside. The wind was thunderous in the tiny tavern and it reverberated off of the walls, filling it with sound.  
 
    No sooner had Mark ordered the drink, there came a noise from somewhere on the other end of the bar. A door, which easily went unnoticed by everyone, had swung open, letting in a man that the Duke could not clearly see.  
 
    But Silas had seen him. He turned and quickly left the way he had come in, thoughts turning quickly in his mind. If he hurried, he could give his brother the biggest surprise of his life. 
 
    Mark finished his tea just as the storm cleared and turned his carriage towards home. His search had been futile, but he was more confident that Silas had gone to Shropshire as he did not seem to be in Surrey. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    
“Sarah, catch me!” an excited Miles called out to Sarah as he ran around the garden. “Catch me!” 
 
    Sarah put her book down and took off her shoes, slowly chasing Miles around the garden, being careful not to actually catch him.  
 
    Seeing that Sarah had taken off her shoes, Miles ran into the woods, kicked off his shoes and appeared again quickly. “Miss Sarah! I took my shoes off, too!” he exclaimed excitedly before turning back towards the woods and throwing his shoes into them with a forceful throw. 
 
    “Miles!” Sarah exclaimed, trying to sound stern but unable to cover a small laugh. “Go and get your shoes, now! We need to go back inside.” 
 
    “You get them, Miss Sarah! And I’ll get yours,” he said excitedly, running over to pick up her shoes and then quickly disappearing out of the garden.  
 
    Sarah laughed, shaking her head at the antics of the young boy. At that moment, the Duke’s carriage arrived back home. 
 
    “Your Grace!” Sarah said excitedly, hoping for some good news that the Duke had found Silas and summoned the magistrate. “Did you find him?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not, Sarah. But it appears that he has left Surrey for Shropshire. An innkeeper informed me of his plans. I will summon the magistrate to look for him there.” 
 
    Sarah’s face fell and fear struck her heart. But she believed the magistrate and his men would be able to find him, and she hoped that he would never see the light of day again.  
 
    “Where’s Miles?” the Duke asked, looking around the garden. 

“He’s gone inside, Your Grace. I have to go in the woods to pick up his shoes.” 
 
    The Duke opened his mouth to ask, but quickly shut it. “Let’s go get them, my dear, and then I must go inside. It’s been a very tiring day.” 
 
    Once in the woods, the Duke and Sarah could not find two shoes. The Duke spied the first one as they entered the woods but they could not find the second one.  
 
    “I found it!” Sarah called out, going over to a spot full of underbrush to drag it out of its hiding place.

As they turned towards the path to head back out of the woods, Silas stood leering at them.   
 
    “Brother,” he grunted sloppily and swayed on the spot for a moment until he steadied himself with the support of a tree. 
 
    “Silas,” Mark warned, stepping in front of his treasured governess. 
 
    “Here’s my family!” Silas shouted, stumbling on his own movement. “And a gift,” he said smirking in Sarah’s direction. “I would have thought you’d be keeping her under lock and key since you found out my dirty little secrets, brother,” he jested on. 
 
    He stood in front of Mark, Sarah cowering in fear behind him, the stench of alcohol on his breath spreading around them all like wildfire. 
 
    “Has little Sarah here recovered her sight? How wonderful,” he mocked. “That must have been some accident, Sarah, to have caused you to lose your sight. Pity it didn’t last as long as I’d hoped.” 
 
    Both the Duke and Sarah were growing ever more conscious that they were alone with a man who had murdered a man and severely beaten another. Sarah straightened up, having no intention of appearing weak to this man. 
 
    “Why have you come looking for me, Mark?” Silas asked, curiously. 
 
    “I received your note, and I had not a moment’s thought of allowing you to go through with your plan. You have already been successful in the death of one man and may have brought another very close to the same fate, Silas,” Mark said, trying to reason with him. 
 
    “What business is that of yours?” Silas brushed off the accusation. 
 
    “It is my business as these men are my people. They look to me for safety and care and what does that get them? The threat of being disposed of by a filthy drunk. My brother, no less,” he spat in aggression. 
 
    Mark and Sarah saw Miles appear in the garden, out of Silas’ view. The little boy knew enough to run away and summon Evans, who then took matters into his own hands.  
 
    Sarah let out a heavy exhale that she had not been aware that she had been holding, once she saw that Miles had run away. Both she and the Duke feared for the boy’s safety and what Silas might do to him.  
 
    “Ah,” Silas hummed, “the lady can finally breathe now can she?” he hissed, taking a quick step towards her, glaring at her. 
 
    “T’is such a shame,” he said softly, “you are so very lovely,” he added, reaching out to stroke the side of her face, but she inched back against the Duke. 
 
    “Silas! Do not dare to touch her. Come with me, Silas, I can get you the help you need,” Mark said angrily, his hands reaching out, trying to grasp Silas by the arm to lead him out of the woods and into the garden.  
 
    “What are you going to do to me, brother ?” he asked, pushing Mark back, breathing his toxic odor into Mark’s face. Silas shoved Mark back again and away from him as he drew a knife out of his back pocket. 
 
    Mark looked on at his brother in disbelief and disgust.  
 
    “What is it, brother? You didn’t expect me to go out in search of men who have tried to cheat me without some kind of reinforcement, did you?” he asked laughing. 
 
    “You expect me to believe that those men cheated you?” Mark scoffed. “I know you, Silas. It doesn’t surprise me in the least that you should be trying to get your way with these men and their money.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you know me at all, Mark,” he spat out. “But that little son of yours does. Where is Miles? Uncle Silas would like to see him.” 
 
    Mark glowered through his dark eyes. “If you touch Miles, I will kill you; do you hear me, Silas?” 
 
    “I desire power brother and all that you have,” Silas continued. “I can very easily deal with you and your son in the same manner I have dealt with those men who want money from me,” he threatened, holding his knife high as though ready to strike. 
 
    Mark glanced back at Sarah to make sure she was okay, but Silas caught the small twitch in his eye and quickly lunged forward, grabbing Sarah by the arm. He pulled her into him, knife to her throat. 
 
    “Is this what you’re so afraid of brother?” he leered from behind Sarah’s curls. “Come on, as a child you never would have waited this long to hit me. It’s all been a front to keep this one safe, hasn’t it?” he hissed. 
 
    “Silas, for goodness sake!” cried Emily, appearing at the path that led into the woods.   
 
    Silas pushed Sarah forward and she fell onto the ground where he quickly grabbed her by the hair. He held his knife near to her throat when Evans, the magistrate and two other men quickly entered the woods, overpowering Silas and knocking the knife from his hands.  
 
    Sarah ran to the Duke, and he wrapped her in his arms, comforting her as the men struggled with Silas in their grasp. 
 
    Once assured that Sarah had suffered no injury, he moved toward his brother and the men. In one swift movement, he landed a strong punch right to Silas’ rib cage, making him double over and heave for breath.  
 
    “You have shamed this family for far too long, Silas, it is now finally over,” Mark spat at him as the men escorted Silas out of the woods and on to prison. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    The day had been very long and the entire house could feel the strain that the events had taken on its three main inhabitants. Even Miles’ attention was taken from his art and toys, aware that something had upset his father, aunt, and governess. 
 
    The mood of the estate had fallen into a blasé affair that was only headed off by Cook, who was in an impeccable good mood as the cool weather had allowed her to take every advantage of increasing the flame in the kitchen, widening her range of meal preparation. 
 
    “There is plenty of food left if anyone should want more, my dears,” she chimed from the end of the dining hall as she cleared away the empty plates of grapes and cheese. 
 
    Emily had eaten her meal in silence, partly furious at Silas for being so hateful and deranged, but also partly guilty that she had played a role in her brother being thrown into prison. She stayed behind when the others went up to bed, wanting something to do with herself, even if it was just helping Cook clean up after dinner. 
 
    “Good night, Miles,” Sarah said softly at the little boy’s door as she closed it gently behind her.  
 
    She turned to leave, with a hand on her forehead, wiping away the stress of the day. It had been a long time since she could remember feeling so tired. She climbed the stairs, looking down at her feet in fear of Tilly finding herself out of place again. Her eyesight was almost fully restored, and she feared the slightest jar could cause it to leave again. 
 
    Looking up, Sarah came to a new reason for her heart to still. Mark stood before her in his night robe, all but prepared for bed. She caught her breath suddenly, assuming she was completely alone on the stairs. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Mark stuttered as he held out a hand in case she toppled. “I did not mean to startle you so.” 
 
    Sarah smiled up, embarrassed by herself. “It is nothing, Your Grace,” she said. “I should not have anything left to startle me in this place, although I am sorry that you have had to see your brother sent off to prison.” 
 
    “It is quite alright with me, although Emily seems to be having the trouble with it. Her older brother was taken by drink and greed until there was no point of return for him.” 
 
    Sarah sighed. “Yes, I know that. But I suppose he is still family, no matter how awful he has been. This whole affair cannot have been easy on you at all,” she said empathetically. 
 
    He placed a hand on her delicate shoulder which had finally stopped shivering from the cold outside. 
 
    “Don’t be so concerned about me; I’ll be alright. It’s you I have been worrying about,” he admitted, keeping his eyes from connecting with hers. 
 
    The pair took a few more steps up the wide staircase and soon made it to Sarah’s door which she opened slowly, as if unsure about going in. 
 
    “I am fine, Your Grace,” she said with a genuine smile, her blue eyes sparkling in the candlelight. 
 
    Mark pulled his hand off of her shoulder which he realized had grown warm with his touch, and stowed it safely in his pocket. 
 
    “Would you like me to go and get Evans for you? I can have him start the fire in there so you do not catch a chill. I cannot help but think it will only get colder through the night.” 
 
    “I think perhaps that is best,” she agreed, nodding her head, causing a tumble of curls to fall from the pins she had stuck in them that morning. 
 
    In all the hustle and bustle of the day, her pins must have come loose as she moved around. In a fury of hands flapping, she tried to save as many of them as she could from falling over the railing into the main lobby below where they should surely be swept up by the maids in the morning. 
 
    Mark burst into a raucous laugh as the tiny bits of metal clinked against the ceramic floor while Sarah swung wildly about trying to catch the few remaining on her head. Her own jingle of laughter joined his as they stooped to pick up what they could of the pins from the stairs. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she gasped, trying to regain her stature. 
 
    “Well I must say, I had better hope you do not teach my son how to do that,” the duke said laughing continuously. 
 
    The joyful sounds of their laughter brought them some unnoticed attention until Evans called up to them from the lobby. 
 
    “Is everything alright sir? Miss?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, Evans, it is,” Mark commented, “we have only had a bit of an accident. Would you be so kind as to have Sarah’s fireplace lit for her?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace,” Evan responded, making for his exit. 
 
    “Oh, and Evans!” Mark shouted. “Please leave a note for the ladies maids to fetch some more hair pins for themselves in the morning won’t you?” 
 
    Sarah snickered at this behind her hand. 
 
    “Your Grace?” Evans asked. 
 
    “Just tell them will you?” 
 
    “Very good, Your Grace” Evans answered, slightly confused. 
 
    Emily appeared, wanting to know what all the noise was about. She soon replaced Mark’s spot on the lower step and began her ascension to her room.   
 
    “I’m so glad you’re alright, Sarah,” she said, hugging her young friend. “Evans will be up soon for your fire,” she added. 
 
    “Good night, Emily,” Sarah said with a slight curtsey. 
 
    “Good night,” Emily replied taking her brother by the arm. 
 
    “Good night, Your Grace,” she added as the pair moved on up the stairs.  
 
    “Mark!” he called back, “good night, Sarah,” he said smiling wholeheartedly at her. 
 
    The brother and sister reached the next floor where their rooms were and Emily pulled him close to her. 
 
    “What have I told you?” she demanded. 
 
    “About what?” Mark asked, still smiling. 
 
    “About that girl!” Emily snapped. “She is very sweet, I know, and I must say I have grown quite fond of her, but you must know, brother, that society will not allow it,” she warned. 
 
    “You have told me and I have listened, but you know that society holds no firm grip on me in my position. Besides, if a woman as kind as she is able to take me for a fool, she deserves what earnings she will inherit from me if that should be her only game dear sister, but I do assure you her heart is good,” he went on. Emily rolled her eyes at him and disappeared behind her bedroom door. 
 
    “Good night, brother!” 
 
    “Good night,” he mused to himself as he went off to bed to dream of a woman he had grown to love.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    To the surprise of the entire household, the morning greeted them with bright skies and warm air. The Duke had plenty of gardens along with apple orchards that Sarah had been wanting to take Miles to and harvest some apples.    
 
    “Miss Sarah, do you think there will be lots of apples to choose from?” he asked as he sat down to his breakfast. 
 
    “I think there will be, Miles. We will have to go out and see for ourselves,” she said happily watching the smile on his face grow. 
 
    Mark joined them and Emily soon afterwards and led the way out to the orchards. He had given Miles instructions not to pick more than what they could carry as a group. After a few minutes of moping about it, he picked up his bucket and was off and running for the trees. All of them laughed in amusement as they reached the first tree. Sarah reached up and plucked a thick, juicy looking apple from the tree. She brought it to her nose and inhaled deeply as the scent caressed her senses.  
 
    Mark caught himself lost in the moment; Miles jumping up and down trying to reach the biggest apple he could see, the sound of birds chirping, and the small ray of light that bounced off of the apple and onto Sarah’s face which was alive with a freedom he had not seen in her in a long while.  
 
    He smiled in the moment; soaking it all in before it was interrupted by a sudden pang of pain on the top of his head. An apple had fallen from the very top of the tree, where he could still see the branch swaying from the release of excess weight. 
 
    “What the -” he began. 
 
    Sarah roared with laughter, pointing at the tree. The damage had been done by a small squirrel flipping to and fro in the tree above them. Miles was beside himself with laughter. The few apples he had managed to pick and stuff into his bucket were tumbling onto the ground, which only caused him further convulsions of hysteria. 
 
    “Is this funny to you?” Mark asked his young son with a teasing smile. The little boy shook his head and backed away slowly with a smile still painted widely on his face.  
 
    “Papa, no!” he cried as he turned to run, but his father was too quick and swiped the lad off his feet and into the air, tickling him mercilessly. The boy giggled uncontrollably until he was finally released and placed back on his feet where he belonged.  
 
    “You are so wonderful with him, Your Gr...Mark,” Sarah corrected herself, walking alongside the duke. 
 
    “Children have for a long time occupied the bulk of my interest in being an adult, Sarah. They have amused me from the time I was barely done being one myself,” he laughed, leading her on through the orchard as Miles raced on ahead. 
 
    “It was all my doing,” Emily prodded, poking her brother in the ribs. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Sarah asked intrigued. 
 
    “When I came along, I was the most darling child either of our parents had ever seen, wasn’t I Mark?” she teased, skipping in front of him. 
 
    “He could not bear to ever leave me alone,” she sang. 
 
    “I will admit that she was quite the darling baby, but once she learned to talk!” he retorted smartly, smirking at his sister. 
 
    “I am so glad to see such joviality in you today, Mark,” Sarah added, as she watched his figure relax in the enjoyment he was having. 
 
    “You have been so stressed of late and I cannot say that I have seen you in such high spirits in the entire time I have spent as governess of Thorpe Hall.” 
 
    He waved off her remarks as if he had not heard them. “I have been plenty happy since you have arrived, only it has been just recently that I have begun to show it,” he hinted at her, not making eye contact, but continuing on after his son at a quicker pace so that she had to jog a little to keep up. 
 
    The day was spent in complete and utter bliss and was ended off with a quick visit into town where Mark insisted they have tea and enjoy the sights of the shops. Although he disappeared for a few moments from their company, he returned with the greatest alacrity as he accompanied them home. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The following week was spent in almost the exact same fashion. The weather had kept up and, although a slight chill had crept in throughout the evenings, the days were considerably pleasant. 
 
    Miles was progressing wonderfully in his studies with Sarah and he was even beginning to enjoy himself in the lessons he had disliked in the beginning. With the removal of Silas from their lives, things began to fall neatly into rhythm and sync. 
 
    “Miles!” Sarah called out late one afternoon, “come out from there!” 
 
    This caused his aunt to take a great deal of concern. “Where is he?” she shouted. 
 
    “He is brushing the horses,” Sarah explained, “he went out during his break from our lessons and has not come out since.” 
 
    “Miles!” Emily called, “come out of there this instant or I shall be forced to bring your papa out here to get you,” she threatened. 
 
    Miles took off like a bolt from the stool he had been perched so happily on and plopped himself back into his chair. 
 
    “Now you stay here until Miss Sarah is done with you, do you hear me?” she wagged a finger in front of his nose. 
 
    “Yes,” he groaned. 
 
    “Why the sudden interest in horses anyway?” she asked him before leaving them to their lesson. 
 
    “Miss Sarah has been riding in the afternoons and she showed me a book about them and ever since then I want to go and be close to them!” he announced. 
 
    Emily and Sarah exchanged smiles at one another, both thinking the same thing; that the little boy had taken a liking to his governess, mimicking Sarah’s interests. 
 
    “I’ll have a word with Mark this evening,” Emily whispered as she passed, leaving Sarah wondering what she would be talking to Mark about. 
 
    Later that evening, after her ride about the ground, Sarah had brought her horse back to the stables where the stable boys collected him and began brushing and unlacing him. Sarah placed her riding hat on the post near the entrance and turned for the door which opened before she could get to it. Mark stood in the door way in his outdoor jacket and boots. 
 
    “Would you care to join me in a walk about the garden?” he asked her shyly. 
 
    “I...” Sarah began to protest, not wishing him to see her hair in that state that it was in due to her riding so quickly. “I would be delighted,” she agreed, deciding that he had already seen her hair anyhow. 
 
    The dimming light of the sun faded around them, and the servants lit the lanterns in the gardens and on the walls. It was a truly remarkable estate and Sarah lost herself in admiring it for a moment or two. 
 
    “My sister informs me that Miles has taken quite a fancy to you,” he said laughing. 
 
    She joined in with him and nodded. “Apparently since he has been watching me ride, and since we read a book about ponies, he has derived from it that horses are indeed my most favorite creatures in the world. He has since escaped our lessons on his breaks to visit the horses in the stable,” she explained with amusement. 
 
    Mark smirked to himself, looking at her from the side of his lashes. The glow of the lanterns on one side and the growing shadows on the other cast her silhouette out behind her in such an elegant way as he had never seen before. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked him, noticing his glance. 
 
    “What?” he stammered, unaware that her own gaze had been following his as he admired her. 
 
     “You were looking at me with a funny look on your face,” she smiled. 
 
    “Well, if I am being honest with you, I must admit that my son’s interest in women has not diverted very far from my own, I’m afraid,” he said quickly, glancing down at his feet, placing his hands back in the protection of his pockets once more. 
 
    “Oh,” Sarah said, taken aback by the suddenness of his words. 
 
    “Mark, I…” but he cut her off. 
 
    “I know you are my governess and I should not think of you in such ways as I have been, but you must allow me to tell you how kind hearted you are and what good you have brought to my life,” he said, and began fumbling with something she could not see. 
 
    Her eyes welled with gentle tears, unable to grasp the reality of the man standing before her, pronouncing his affections in such a decided way. She had not expected it as much as she had secretly been hoping he might actually do it. 
 
    “The light you have shone on the situation with Silas was necessary for us to get him the help he needs and to keep him from injuring anyone else, or damning our family name any further. Your teachings have given Miles something to look forward to every day and I can see him growing each and every lesson he learns.” 
 
    “And me; in me you have brought out this youthful, happy person that I had been forgetting in my responsibilities, and in my fear for Silas. I cannot put into words how much joy you have brought into my household,” he concluded, a catch in his throat forming. 
 
    With the final lantern lit and the last rays of sun sinking into the earth, Mark knelt down on his knee and presented Sarah with a ring, purchased in his moment of disappearance in town a few days before. 
 
    “Sarah, will you do me the extraordinary honor of becoming my wife and the Duchess of Surrey?” he asked her eagerly, taking her small, warm hand in his. 
 
    “Oh Mark!” she exclaimed, the dam of tears held back behind her eyes breaking free and flooding her face. “Yes, I will!” she cried, wrapping her arms about his neck as he twirled her around in the garden. 
 
    He slipped the ring onto her finger and kissed it. Sarah looked up at him through wet eyes, the moonlight dancing off of her blonde hair, and kissed his lips sweetly before leading him inside to share the good news with Emily and Miles. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Sarah had become the Duchess of Surrey three months later. Miles began calling her mama right after the news had been announced. Although Emily was at first very angry with Mark, she realized that Sarah made her brother very happy, and soon was happily helping Sarah plan for the wedding. 
 
    Silas remained in prison, confessed his misdeeds and would likely not be released during his lifetime. 
 
    It was only after they had married that Sarah was able to tell the Duke that it was Silas who had pushed her down the stairs. Furious, the Duke threatened to kill him but Sarah wanted no more of this vicious man in their lives and was afraid what would happen to Mark if he carried out his threat.  
 
    She told him that she had forgiven Silas and that Mark should, too. He would not be leaving prison and could no longer harm either one of them. 
 
    Ten months after the Duke and Duchess of Surrey were wed, they welcomed a beautiful baby girl, who they named Madalene. 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Ten years. Ten long years, he had listened to gunshots and the cries for help from the wounded and desperately bleeding, secretly grateful that it was not him in their place. Ten years he had mourned more men than he had met and known and wondered about who would cry if this, too, was his fate. Ten years he thought of home, regardless of how empty it was, only seeing it in his dreams and now it was to be before his very own eyes. The dream was to become reality. The war had finally ended, and he was coming home. 
 
    “The thing about war is that it lives within you and many speak of how they miss it in their lives later on. I fear I will miss it too, as I have no one to come home to, no one waiting for me to greet me and celebrate with. Maybe I once did, but not anymore. So what is it that I look forward to? What is the point of going home when you are still to be alone? Why did the war have to end?” 
 
    The Earl of Wiltshire, Oliver Cooper, carefully closed the private journal he was writing in. It had been his companion these long years, with the edges worn off and the spine soft, barely holding the entire journal and its pages together. He sighed looking outside the coach window, Chippenham was not far now. Although there was happiness coming home, the hesitancy of the entire situation rooted from his past, before the war. Lord Wiltshire had gone to war with a broken heart that had shattered greater the first year he was there when he had received a letter from the woman who broke his heart. Her name was Miss Mary Dodge. 
 
    The faint smell of the earthly woods around him as he made his way home reminded him of so many things he would have rather wished not to remember. All the people he once loved now roamed through Chippenham as ghosts, even Mary. Lord Wiltshire had not seen or heard of her ever since he set off for war and so she, too, had become a faint ghost like those he no longer was with. Among the list was his Father and Oliver’s only, eldest brother, Matthew. Lord Wiltshire had always been sure that it was the liquor in his Father’s vein that would kill him sooner than he had to, but that had not been the case. Both his Father and brother had tragically died in a carriage accident when he was younger. The haunting memory still so clear in his mind like it had happened just yesterday. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire stepped off the coach outside his estate, the ground beneath him so familiar and re-assuring but his heart still flooded with doubt. He looked at his house, where he had grown up, the same gardens his brother and he had played in. It all seemed strange and new, almost as if it were not his place at all, but after having a good look around, he could still see signs of his childhood around, not strong enough to put him at ease. 
 
    The footman greeted him happily as he reached forward to grab the few bags he had, smiling ear to ear, glad to have seen him alive after almost everyone had thought such a long grueling war would leave very little survivors. 
 
    “Welcome back, my Lord. We all cannot thank God enough for bringing you home safe and sound,” the footman named Gavin, said as he picked up the two small bags that had been unloaded from the coach. 
 
    “Thank you, Gavin. It is good to be back home,” he lied, already feeling the hollowness with no war to go back to. 
 
    Gavin nodded and smiled politely as he walked into the house with a bag in each hand. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire took the steps towards the door, feeling his feet heavy, as though he were dragging them through thick mud as he entered the house. He looked around very briefly; everything was exactly the same. The butler, Brown, stood to his right, smiling too as Lord Wiltshire appreciated how he had managed to keep things as they were before his departure all these years. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Brown. I see that you have made time to stand still within the house. Not one thing seems out of place; surely this must have been an exhausting task?” Lord Wiltshire asked him eagerly. 
 
    “Good afternoon, My Lord. I did the best that I could and I am glad that you find it to your liking. I am glad that you will now be living here at home, safe and far away from all the terror and bloodshed,” Brown replied not knowing the mixed feelings Lord Wiltshire had about current events. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire forced a smile as he proceeded towards the other  parts of the house before making his way to his own room. Walking past the lounge, his eyes caught sight of the dark brown settee his Father would sit on and do all his reading on. He sighed deeply and thought it was best he went straight to rest; all of this at once had tired him. He had never known a pain like this. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Upon reaching his room and opening the door, the scent of fresh bed linen and peppermint filled his nostrils as he took a deep breath in. He had spilt peppermint oil when he was younger on the carpet in his room and the smell had stayed for months. He was not sure if the scent of the peppermint was true or just a figment of his imagination, something he had thought he sensed from past memory. He lay in his bed, closing his eyes, trying to make sense of his life now. Before he slipped into deeper thought, Brown knocked at the door asking to come in. 
 
    “Yes, you may enter, Brown, there really is no need of all that loud knocking when the door is half open!” Lord Wiltshire said, softly laughing. 
 
    “I am so sorry my Lord; I know that you need your rest but there was a letter in my safekeeping that I had to give to you immediately. If it were no urgency I would have waited until after dinner,” Brown said walking up to him and extending his hand out that was holding a creamy white envelope. 
 
    “What type of letter would require my immediate attention? Moreover, who would have written to me?” he asked, taking the letter from Brown’s hand, finding the whole scenario odd.  Brown remained quiet, not because he did not know who the sender of the letter was, but because he did know and he would rather the Earl found out for himself. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get for you, my Lord?” Brown asked before excusing himself. 
 
    “No, that will be all for now, thank you Brown,” Lord Wiltshire said having still not opened the letter. 
 
    As soon as Brown left and closed the door behind him, Lord Wiltshire looked closer at the envelope, studying it carefully. It had no name or stamp on it, it was blank. The color of the envelope suggested that it was a woman who had chosen it, but thinking deeper about it, he asked himself which woman would write to him, the only one he had known had refused to continue their courtship ten years ago. 
 
    It cannot be from her. This letter cannot be from Mary, we have not written to each other or spoken for so many years, how could she even have known that I was due to come back now? Considering our last encounter, I hardly doubt that she would have even had the intention to ever write to me, even if it were to learn of my general well-being and I of hers. 
 
    He cautiously slid a finger beneath the flap and opened the envelope. Inside was a letter and before he had read it, his heart raced at the cursive feminine handwriting upon it. His eyes darted to the end of the letter for the name, but even without Mary’s name written at the bottom he knew it was not hers. Their love story might have come to exist ten years ago but he had read many a letters and enough to know upon sight that it was not her handwriting at all. An odd sort of comfort came to him, accompanied by a sudden jolt of sadness having thought it may have been Mary’s. He read the letter slowly, not having paid attention to the sender’s name that had been signed below. 
 
    Dear Lord Wiltshire, 
 
    I hope that this letter reaches you in your good health and safe return home. I am not sure where to begin with this letter and how to explain to you how my desperation has led me to writing this to you. You must come to Warminster, and you must come now! The matter is such that it requires your immediate arrival. There is little use of telling you through this letter as to why your visiting is needed and so I opt to leave it out and for you to hopefully trust my word when I say you must visit. That is all I will say for now. Please hurry. Truly, Lucy Dodge. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire read the name again, having thought he must have read the surname wrong. Dodge? Lucy Dodge? Mary’s sister has written to me? But why ever so? This makes absolutely no sense! He felt the anger rising, how was it that these women could toy with his feelings? The letter was so vague and mysterious; it made little sense and had nothing that concerned him. In his anger, he scrunched up the letter in his bare hands and threw it away. I do not need to go back into my past, I need to move on and clear a path from my future. I want nothing to do with that woman; she clearly has still not changed her ways.  
 
    The Earl’s anger and frustration was justified after what Mary had done to him. They had met as most couples did, at a dinner party and he had fallen in love with her at first sight. Her long golden hair and beautiful round blue eyes caught the sight of many men, who would turn their heads and crane their necks to glance at her once more, but she had only given attention back to Lord Wiltshire. The two of them had become intimate very quickly, with long walks and conversations leading into the darker time of day without little worry. He had loved her as though she was already his, despite her drinking problem. Many times she reminded him of his Father, who, too, would only be seen with a liquor bottle within arm’s reach at all times. Having loved her to the extent that he did, he paid little heed to her bad habit and wished to become betrothed to her. Suddenly, the war had come and flyers were seen everywhere of men needed for recruitment. Although for him it was not mandatory to fight in the war as he was the only male in the entire household, he had chosen to go after Mary, who had refused to marry him. He had not seen the rejection coming and it had hit him hard in the face and tore his heart apart. She had no reasons and asked him to leave her alone.  Being a respectable gentleman, despite how much he wanted to always be beside her and try to win her back, he kept his distance and soon enough made the decision to leave for war instead, wanting to avoid seeing Mary and not being able to love her and keep her as his own. That was just how men were built, they would find ways to distract themselves and hide the pain, unlike women who would sob for months before actually healing. 
 
    All of the memories rushed back to him, upon reading a simple letter and he was angry at himself for allowing it to happen, knowing full well that these things were not in his control. He lay back in bed, closed his eyes and stared into the blackness of his eyelids being closed. He thought of nothing, he removed every thought and drifted off to sleep within minutes. It was better not to dream than dream of something you once had and something you never can have again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Unaware of time and a proper daily routine, Lord Wiltshire woke the next morning having slept through the entire day. His head was drowsy and he felt numb, unable to maneuver himself out of bed. Brown knocked again at the right time. 
 
    “My Lord, may I come in?” he asked from behind the door respectfully. 
 
    It took a second for the deafness in Lord Wiltshire’s ears to vanish before he could understand and reply to Brown. 
 
    “Yes, yes do come in!” Lord Wiltshire exclaimed loud enough for him to be able to hear him. 
 
    Brown came in with a tray set for breakfast, with two eggs, toast and tea, knowing Lord Wiltshire would enjoy it. 
 
    “I took upon the liberty of having breakfast made for you knowing you have not eaten properly for a very long time and not at all yesterday,” Brown said, trying to hide his curiosity regarding the letter and Lord Wiltshire’s reaction towards it. 
 
    “I had not a clue of the time; it is all so new to me again. At war it is almost always morning; you need to be ready for combat, to strike at any given notice and sometimes without one. I kept waking in the middle of the night and looking around frantically to see where I was, and afraid that maybe I was asleep in the battleground or on the front line,” Lord Wiltshire said while holding his head as it ached and throbbed. 
 
    “Your service can never be repaid my Lord; it is because of you that we now have peace in the land. You are a hero,” Brown said inspiringly, trying to lift his spirit. 
 
    “Then why do I not feel like one?” he asked the butler without expecting an answer. 
 
    “That is because being a hero comes at a price,” Brown replied, smiling softly at the boy who had grown up before him. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire smiled at his words, surely they made sense. 
 
    “Since when have you been so wise?” Lord Wiltshire joked, laughing. 
 
    “I beg your pardon my Lord, but I always have been! You are just much older and mature now and able to comprehend it better,” Brown said, laughing himself. 
 
    “For sure,” he replied to Brown. 
 
    “I may not be your Mother but I do know that breakfast is very important for you and that you must regain all your energy and health now, not to mention it is all going cold. Pam, the cook, will not be happy, she worked at miraculous timing to serve it all piping hot for you,” Brown said, the smile not leaving him. 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I am starved!” Lord Wiltshire said.  
 
    Brown placed the tray in his lap and left, closing the door as he did so. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire almost instantly dug into his eggs and toast and forgot all about the letter he had read yesterday. He had not realized that he had not had a decent meal in years. 
 
    After breakfast, he bathed and put on a set of fresh clothes, inspecting the rest of the house and observing how well it had been kept, meeting old housemaids and the cook as he did so. All of them were delighted to see him. 
 
    He strolled in the garden and breathed in the fresh air, filling his lungs as much as he could, the rush of air so exhilarating, while the cool breeze swayed the leaves and overall created a serene environment.  
 
    If things remain as such…as they are now, I will not have such great difficulty healing my hidden wounds. I can either mourn forever being alone or I can celebrate and look for a new love, one that would appreciate mine and return it to me in equal favor. I do not ask for more. I am a simple man caught in a complicated world, but I will heal…I will get better. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire thought these thoughts to himself, pleased that the thoughts in his head had converted from negative and depressing to positive and carefree so easily. He thought the journey to be impossible, but here it was happening, and so very possible indeed. 
 
    Although he talked about love without fear, fear did exist, not in great form, but in its little existence and the ability for it to become so great that it can be unbearable. He would always know the risks of falling in love, the pain that went along with it if you were not careful and sometimes simply because it is fate, but war had changed him; he no longer feared it enough to not want it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    As the days went on by, the Earl learnt more and more on how to spend his days and what to do, making sure he was naturally allowing for himself to be accustomed to his new routine and not forced upon in even the slightest amount. 
 
    It had been a week, and he had come up with a daily routine for himself befitting him. He would wake early in the morning and have his breakfast in the garden with a book in his hand; a classic that he had chosen from his late Father’s library. After that he would attend to legal matters and he was now looking to start a business and would be busy with meetings. He needed all this to divert his mind from everything he did not want to think about and lay it all to rest. 
 
    One day as per usual, in the evening, Lord Wiltshire was laying on the settee reading another book casually when Brown came in to the room where he was, slightly worried. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire caught sight of him rushing in and, noticing the look on his face, questioned him. 
 
    “What is the matter, Brown? You have gone pale! I would believe you saw a ghost by your state!” Lord Wiltshire said joking, but Brown did not laugh. 
 
    “There is a letter for you,” Brown said, holding in his hand the same envelope as once before. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire saw the envelope in his hand and recognized it immediately. 
 
    “Discard it, Brown! I want nothing to do with it or her. I do not wish to meet Mary; she is no longer a part of my life and that is from all her own choice, not mine. She chose another man for herself after I had gone to war, that is simply unforgivable. If she is so persistent that she continues to write to me without a reply from my side, then I, too, can and will ignore all her letters. From here on now, if there is another letter from her, please do me the favor of getting rid of it and do not bring it to me,” Lord Wiltshire said, feeling his blood get hot with the stubbornness the letter writer was showing. 
 
    “My Lord, I believe you would want to read this letter. I will gladly discard it after you read it, but please read it once,” Brown said, still worried. 
 
    “What is so different about this letter? What sets this letter apart from the one sent to me before?” Lord Wiltshire asked, frustrated. 
 
    “My Lord, the envelope is not blank,” Brown said showing it to him in clear sight so that he could read what it said. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire read it once and then maybe ten times more for it to make sense, as though the message was written in another language. 
 
    For your son. 
 
    Three words that made Lord Wiltshire’s heart come up to his throat and made Brown turn pale.  
 
    This cannot be true… this has to be some sort of joke or some ploy for me to visit her in Warminster. How could I possibly have a son? A son I never knew about?! While I fought for this country and thought I was alone, I had a son I was keeping safe here? That is absolutely ridiculous! I would have known if I had a son…wouldn’t I? 
 
    Lord Wiltshire took the envelope from Brown’s hand, tearing it open frantically, his hands shaking as he rushed to read what the letter written inside said. 
 
    It began the same way, and the handwriting was the same; still not Mary’s. 
 
    Dear Lord Wiltshire, 
 
    Before I begin to tell you about what I have written on the envelope, let me state clearly that I understand why you did not reply to my letter. Maybe I would not have done it, too, but this second later is to clearly reveal to you that I have no hidden agenda, but instead need your help desperately. I am not a common woman who would write to you out of no meaning. You must be able to now process that this is a real thing, and you need to play your role. Yes, you have a son and his details I wish not to disclose through a letter that could easily be read and in the wrong hands. I made sure that my letter was sent to someone you trusted and so I chose Mr. Brown. I would never have dared such a thing had I not known this matter would still be in secrecy. I had to take such measure to gain your attention as I cannot wait any longer and I am wholeheartedly worried for this child. Please visit Warminster, before it is too late. Lucy. 
 
    The shock from reading the letter was overbearing, thoughts were rambling and colliding in his head, trying to make sense of a road dense with fog and too dark to see through clearly. Brown stood loyally close to him, that if he needed anything, he was there for him. 
 
    Mary was expecting a child? She was expecting one when I left for war? Did she know that she was and chose not to tell me? Or did she not know at all? This is all too much! I have had a child for ten years without knowing I am a father to one! Mary was always carefree and reckless; her wild ways have led us to this point. She is clever, too, had she written those letters to me herself, I would never have bothered to read even the first one, let alone the second. If I come to think of it, she is so clever that this could still not be true… maybe I do not have a child. Either way, she has won.  
 
    “Brown?” Lord Wiltshire called him, thinking to himself. 
 
    “Yes, my Lord?” Brown replied, finding some relief that he had spoken after that long pause of silence. 
 
    “Get ready my things and the coach. We need to leave for Warminster,” Lord Wiltshire instructed. 
 
    Brown nodded without question and went to get things prepared for their travel. Warminster was not close, but the distance was hardly the reason of concern for Lord Wiltshire, who now was partly convinced he had an illegitimate child with Mary ten years ago. Such was fate, war without love but with a child. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Lord Wiltshire set out for Warminster the very next early morning, just after the sun had risen. Although, it was not advisable for Brown to accompany him on this trip due to matters back at home at risk of being unorganized, Lord Wiltshire had asked him himself for the company, saying that he would need someone with him and someone wise was an added benefit. 
 
    During the journey there, both Brown and Lord Wiltshire sat quietly, each busy in their thoughts and finding the silence between them much too awkward to start a conversation, until Brown could not contain himself any longer. 
 
    “My Lord, if you would not mind, there is something I have been meaning to ask you and I am afraid only you can give me the most rational answer,” Brown said in a respectable and loyal tone. 
 
    “Yes, what is it, Brown? You know that I would not mind it coming from you,” Lord Wiltshire replied, snapping out of his thoughts upon hearing his voice. 
 
    “Well, why are we going to Warminster? Are you certain that the child is yours?” Brown asked carefully without trying to sound overly curious and involved. 
 
    “That is the question I asked myself a thousand times after I read the letter and each time I was unsatisfied when I decided to not go. I am an honorable man, Brown, and if this is true it would be my greatest loss and if it is not, at least I would have done the dignified thing when I was put to a test, either way, you see there is only gain for me and no loss at all,” Lord Wiltshire casually explained his decision. 
 
    Brown nodded in acceptance, knowing and proud that he had taken the right decision. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire nodded back, glad that he had brought Brown along with his support and loyalty. 
 
    Inside his head however, Lord Wiltshire was a mess, he did not know quite what to think or believe. Hearing that he had a son, whether true or false, had ignited in him some happiness which he had never felt before but now craved. He wanted to have a son, although it was heartbreaking that he could not have seen him growing up, he still wanted to be a father. There had been a moment of joy when he had found out about his son, which was later replaced with anger over the injustice of the situation; but in all of this, happiness still existed, and it was for this happiness that he was on his way there. 
 
    He did not know what to expect when he reached there, Lucy had given him an address and the estate that was of the same address was nicely made and kept. For some reason, Lord Wiltshire was very nervous, ten years ago he had met Lucy but she was young and he was much too in love with Mary to have noticed her at the time. He was not sure if Mary would be there or not, he was hoping she would not be as this would easily cloud his proper judgement. 
 
    Brown remained with the coach as Lord Wiltshire got off and made his way towards the door. The footman there asked his name, and Lord Wiltshire announced himself and asked to see Lucy. The footman then asked him to wait briefly outside so he could notify the butler, Hyatt, that he had arrived. Moments later, the footman came back and opened the door wide, completely opposite to his behavior before where he could hardly see inside the house at all. The butler then led him towards the drawing room, and Lord Wiltshire tried to gather and understand what he could by looking around the house but discreetly. He saw that she was definitely not poor, so this could not be about money; there were watercolor paintings large and beautifully framed and hung on walls. He looked at the signature at the bottom and only managed to figure out the first letter being ‘L’. He was seated in the drawing room and asked to wait for Lucy as she would be right down. 
 
    After barely a few minutes of waiting, he heard someone coming down the stairs, and as he looked towards the staircase, he was stunned. Whoever she was, she was breathtakingly beautiful. Lord Wiltshire did his best not to stare but it was hard for him to take his eyes off of her. 
 
    She gracefully walked over to the drawing room, having not noticed that Lord Wiltshire had been looking at her. Her face wore a soft smile, one that showed she was grateful he had come. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord Wiltshire,” she said curtseying as she did. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lucy,” he stood up and replied back trying not to sound nervous as he did so and bowed as gentlemen did. 
 
    “Please be seated, we have much to discuss and I am afraid not much of it is good news,” she said, the smile gone from her face. 
 
    “I understand from your letters that that is the case. I hope this comes of no surprise that I am still very much in doubt and confusion about what it is that is going on,” he explained to her. 
 
    “You are correct in your confusion; it is your right and very understandable in your situation. I am very sorry that it had to be this way,” Lucy said sadly. 
 
    “So what you are implying is that I do have a son? That this is not some fable?” he asked her accusingly, but also controlling his temper. 
 
    “Yes, you very much do. I shall fetch you a painting I made of his, the resemblance is uncanny. You will have no further questions upon seeing him,” she said as she left the room to get it. 
 
    She came back into the room with a footman behind her holding a large painting that was veiled with a black cloth. Coming into the lounge she signaled the footman to unveil it. Lord Wiltshire almost fainted. It was as though he was looking in the mirror at his younger self. He had the same brown hair, the same green eyes and, his smile. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    For a long while, Lord Wiltshire stared at the watercolor painting not knowing what to feel. The shock so great he felt his fingers and toes going numb; his mouth wide open. There was joy again somewhere amidst all the rushing emotions, as well as, sadness and the most prominent of all, the anger. 
 
    “What game are we playing at here? Excuse my tone, but what is the meaning of this? Ten years after I come from a war that could have cost me my life any day, I return to find I have a young child. What would have happened if I had never made it back? Why would Mary choose now to tell me? There is still so much that does not make sense to me,” he said confused and frustrated, making sure not to sound too rude as the painting was still held before him. 
 
    Lucy ushered the footman to remove it from their sight; it pained her to see the painting, too. 
 
    “Lord Wiltshire, for the years that you have been gone, there is a lot you still do not know. Mary… is no longer with us…” Lucy said sadly, looking at the floor where her feet were. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire’s thoughts halted. She is dead? 
 
    “What do you mean she is no longer with us?” he asked, even though the meaning could not be clearer. 
 
    “She passed away a few months ago, all that drinking had finally taken a toll on her. She was unwell for very long and unable to take care of the child herself even more so with her deteriorating health over the course of the past few years. She lost her struggle and your son has been finding it the hardest to cope with,” she explained to him. 
 
    “My apologies and condolences, I came here thinking she was still alive…” Lord Wiltshire said as he felt sick in his stomach regretting the anger he had had for her the past few weeks.  
 
    Hearing of her death from her sister’s mouth, the secret hope inside him of wishing to see her face once again was gone. Despite the time and their distance for so long, he had always hoped he would see her once more, just once, so he could confront her in person and ask why she had left him all those years ago. This is what bothered him at present, too, not that they were no longer together but because she never had a good enough reason for leaving him holding his own broken heart. One day she vowed that she loved him and the day after that she dismissed his love without looking back. 
 
    The painting appeared in his mind vaguely as he thought of the son he now had, he bowed his head respectfully and made peace with the fact that he will now never know her reasons and that they did not matter anymore. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you sooner…” Lucy interrupted his haphazard thoughts. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Lord Wiltshire asked, unsure of what she was implying. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you about your son, I truly did. Mary and I, God bless her soul, had many arguments stretching on for days about this alone. I believed it was your right to know and that you would find some joy in knowing he existed since news had never come of you finding another woman to love. Mary always refused with the utmost aggression saying that she would take him from me, too, and I could never let that happen, not since Mary was unstable and void of a proper home. That child could only be taken care of living here with me; I love him as my own. Call me selfish but I could not let him go, not even for you,” Lucy said, a single tear escaping her left eye and running down her cheek as she managed to keep a straight face remembering him. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire watched her, confused at all that he was feeling, for the second time in his life again, his heart not on the same page as his mind. Before him sat a beautiful woman who spoke with grace and could not be conformed. He admired her strong will and independence, it was refreshing to see and somewhat reminded him of the soldiers at war fighting for what they believed in. 
 
    I did not even notice her before, how did someone so beautiful go unnoticed? She was always buried in a book whenever I visited Mary, it is as though I am seeing her face for the first time now. But she is Lucy Dodge… the same family, are they the same? She does not appear to be so, but then again neither did Mary… I cannot be falling for her sister, this can’t happen. It complicates everything so much and that is the last thing I need now. Also, how different is she really from her sister, when she, too, did not tell me of my own son?! No! I will not allow myself to be made a fool of with these women again! 
 
    Lord Wiltshire’s expression changed from understanding to anger again; this was happening more often now.  
 
    “I am afraid there is never going to be a good enough answer for why you deliberately chose not to inform the Father of the child of his own existence. A man at war is alone, it is what is back home that keeps him fighting, that keeps him alive on the battlefield and neither of you thought that was necessary! At least let me see the boy now, so that all of this is worth something!” he said after realizing he had only been shown a painting of the child. 
 
    “Lord Wiltshire, you may take your anger out in increments or all at once but right now it is vital that you remain calm and focused. The reason I asked for you to visit was not to reminisce about the past, for surely that is gone and there is little use of doing so, the urgency was to do with your child alone. Francis has run away, and I need your help,” Lucy said in a calm tone, trying to hide her own panic and pain. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire paused his thoughts to look at Lucy. Francis? My son, Francis? 
 
    “He’s gone?! Where has he run away to?! Why would he do that?” Lord Wiltshire said panicking, exactly as Lucy had asked him not to do; the name, Francis, still too new for him to use. 
 
    “I have not a clue about his whereabouts but I do know of his agenda. He went to find his Mother, the poor child is in denial and I feel myself guilty for not seeing this coming. He was coping well during the funeral and a few days after, I do not know what has convinced him to set off like this unattended and alone,” said Lucy, the fear of the lost boy now evident on her face and way too great to hide. 
 
    Seeing her worried face, Lord Wiltshire calmed himself, knowing that no good would come out of both of them being worried and unable to make rational decisions. Clearly, she had been doing so for so long; it was now his turn, especially since he was his Father. He took a deep breath in and thought deeply before he spoke. 
 
    “Okay, let us take this one step at a time, when did you see him last? And how do you think he managed to run away?” he asked Lucy calmly. 
 
    “The last I saw of him was more than two weeks ago now, before I wrote the first letter to you. I knew instantly that something was wrong and hearing that you had come back home, it only seemed reasonable to write to you as there is very little I can do on my own. I believe he has taken my horse, one of my two horses are missing. Albion would not let anyone but Francis ride him and so it only seems fit that Francis would have taken him,” Lucy said with little hesitancy knowing for sure that this was the case entirely. 
 
    “Well, there is not much we can do from here. We will have to travel to my estate, back to Chippenham and I will setup the necessary arrangements,” Lord Wiltshire said, knowing it was the best course of action. He looked up from the floor to see Lucy looking at him eagerly, as though he had not finished his sentence and left out a vital part. 
 
    “It goes without saying that you and I will both be making this journey back to my estate first thing in the morning, as it is already dark and we should rest for the days ahead,” he added, noticing that he had not mentioned her in the plan before. Lucy now looked pleased with the decision, her face showing approval as she nodded her head, lightly pursing her lips, wanting to say something but not doing so. 
 
    “What is the matter?” Lord Wiltshire asked her, sensing her struggle to keep quiet with something ready to come off her lips. 
 
    “I am glad…I am glad you came Lord Wiltshire, for the boy and for me,” Lucy said finally, with a serious expression on her face making her statement seem more appropriate and reserved so that he would not take from it the wrong meaning. 
 
    “I am, too,” he replied back in a softer tone than he was using before. A little spark in him ignited with her last sentence, even though she had wanted to avoid such a reaction in him; he could not help himself and he did not try to do anything otherwise. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Lucy had made quick arrangements for Lord Wiltshire to stay the night, instructing the housemaids and staff to make his stay as comfortable as possible. She had asked him if he would have dinner, but he had politely declined, not wanting to be trouble for her as his stay was unexpected. They had decided to leave early morning to make as much use of the daylight as possible since searching for Francis after dark would prove more difficult. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire had excused himself to his appointed room earlier than Lucy had expected, and he went to sleep within minutes of lying down, exhausted of all the events that had presented not only today but the days before. He knew there was no restful sleep that was going to come to him no matter how many hours he slept, but he still tried. There were no dreams he had that night. 
 
    -- 
 
    The next morning, Lord Wiltshire and Lucy had a quick breakfast, avoiding looking at each other as the awkwardness in the room was much too great and without sharing many words amongst each other. They made their way to the prepared coaches with their bags loaded and set off for Chippenham. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire had offered taking his coach alone, instead of taking two separate coaches for the each of them, suggesting that Lucy could ride with Brown and himself. Lucy, however, had thought it best to have her own separate coach. He was grateful now that she did as now, for a little while, he had escaped the thick fog that seemed to exist between them and that made both of them very uncomfortable around each other. 
 
    I wonder what Francis is like. He looks like me without a doubt, but maybe by heart he’s like his Mother. What if we do not get along? He is a young man now, what if he does not accept me?  
 
    Lucy genuinely cares for him, from what I have gathered she has been more a Mother to him than Mary probably had been. Why would he run away and leave an Aunt that loves him to go in search for one he knows no longer exists? Maybe he feels like he has very little family, I know I do. I can’t imagine how happy I would have been if I had known I had a son after seeing my own Father and brother be buried before my very own eyes. I suppose I know the feeling, and I understand why he ran, I wanted to run, too, and I did. 
 
    The journey back home was long and gave Lord Wiltshire more than enough time to ponder over his thoughts and figure out what it was he was going to do next. He could not help but think of  Lucy and as he did this, her soft and beautifully carved face appeared before his very eyes. He had only seen her smile briefly and his heart had fluttered with delight. 
 
    I remember now, seeing her sometimes when Mary would take her time to come downstairs,  Lucy would sit at the settee and read with no interest in anything else, or as her sister would mockingly say ‘no interest in boys or balls’. Who knew I would meet her again after all these years, and be falling for her without my will? 
 
    Such thoughts rushed in and out of his head, colliding with one another and he was having a difficult time trying to sort everything, since everything was related to one another. He could see Chippenham approaching straight ahead and everything else he was thinking was put aside, he only thought of his missing son. 
 
    -- 
 
    The two coaches halted outside the main doors of the estate, both of them stepped off their coaches and were led inside by footmen. Brown seated Lucy in the drawing room as he prepared for her a room. Lord Wiltshire wasted no time and went to his own room to refresh himself so that he may began getting searches ready for his son. Moments later when he returned downstairs, he caught the eye of Lucy idly sitting near the window, gazing out of it, taking deep and long sighs, as though she were waiting for something. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire could not help but notice her behavior. 
 
    “Are you alright, Lucy? I dislike interrupting you with your private thoughts, but I could not help but notice that you seemed upset,” Lord Wiltshire asked caringly as he approached her. 
 
    She turned around almost startled by his sudden presence and blatantly smiled. 
 
    “I am alright, well as alright a worried Aunt could be. I thought I knew the boy, turns out when they are growing up, there is so much more going on in their heads that you will never see or know, things that they have learnt themselves and so you do not expect it. Sometimes I feel that I am at fault for all of this, as though this is God showing me that I was wrong to keep him from you and all to myself. I dread that something horrible might happen to him out in this cruel world alone. You do not know him, but now you will. He is a wonderful boy, with so much spark in his eyes. He questions everything and is insistent that all answers be provided, he is a lot like you, I suppose, that is why Mary loved him with all her heart and probably why she did not need you back, she had him,” Lucy narrated her thoughts to Lord Wiltshire, who was eagerly listening to what she had to say, especially since it had to do with a son he wish he knew more about. 
 
    Listening about his son and how he was praised for being a good child, Lord Wiltshire was angry again, that he missed out on so much and that had he not have run away, maybe he would missed out on a lot more. He thought about his first steps and first words, what they must have been like, did he even call for his Father, or was he never taught to? 
 
    “I have asked for the local magistrate to come, they will help us in our search,” Lord Wiltshire said, instead of the thousand things he actually wanted to say. He knew there was little point in arguing and fighting over what should have been done, now that it already had become his past there was only so much he could do. He also felt that it was unfair to accuse Lucy for all of this when clearly it was Mary who had kept Francis from his Father and his Father from him. 
 
    “I think that is a good idea, we need people involved in this with us,” Lucy said, agreeing with his planning. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire nodded and left as the footman opened the door for the local magistrate who had just arrived. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Sir Martin. I am so glad and grateful that you could make it,” Lord Wiltshire said extending his hand out for a shake. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord Wiltshire, it is a pleasure to see you back home,” the local magistrate said, shaking his hand upon being greeted. 
 
    “If I am to be honest, I am concerned with what matter requires my urgent visit here. Is everything alright?” Sir Martin asked, deeply concerned, although it was plain to see from Lord Wiltshire’s facial expressions that everything was definitely not alright. 
 
    “Brown, would you please ask for all the footmen to gather here, so that I may make this request once and once alone,” Lord Wiltshire asked for all of them to be summoned. 
 
    Brown nodded his head and left to retrieve them without question. 
 
    When all of them had arrived, they and the magistrate surrounded Lord Wiltshire like an army ready for battle. 
 
    “Now you may all be wondering why is it that I have asked for you all at once, but before I let any of you know what it is I require from you, I must ask you for your secrecy in the matter as well as for my privacy. I will not entertain any further questions and would like for you all to follow my orders without question, is that clear?” Lord Wiltshire explained to everyone circled around him in a serious and confident tone. They all agreed nodding loyally. 
 
    “Brown, please unveil the portrait,” Lord Wiltshire instructed and Brown obeyed, letting the black veil with which it had arrived fall to the floor, unmasking Francis’s portrait.  
 
    The footmen and the magistrate lightly gasped, not wanting for anyone to hear; their shocked faces and wide open eyes fixed on the portrait before them. 
 
    “I need to find this boy, he is lost and missing. It has been many days since he has gone missing and we must find him as quick as we possibly can,” Lord Wiltshire said, ignoring their astonished faces. 
 
    They all looked at the boy’s painting and then back at Lord Wiltshire, fully sure that the child was his, but alas, their loyalty was far too great and none of them spoke a word, instead they nodded in agreement and scattered, following instructions. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire did not know, but Lucy had been watching him the entire time, curious to know how it is that he was handling the situation. She was very pleased to see his strong character and confident manner; she blushed to herself, surprised that she was admiring him and diverted her eyes off of him. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire made a hushed prayer as the footmen left through the front door. Find him please, find my son. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    As Lord Wiltshire stood there in the hallway, as though he were a statue unable to move, Lucy approached him. 
 
    “That was executed nicely, the war has done you some good,” she said, trying not to come off flirtatious, even though she did. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire was surprised to hear such words coming from her as he had not expected her interest in him in even the slightest amount. 
 
    “Thank you, and yes, I suppose it did,” Lord Wiltshire nervously replied. 
 
    “I hope you know that I am truly sorry, for all of this, for the way this turned out. I did my best, I truthfully did,” she said out of nowhere. 
 
    “I am starting to believe that,” he replied, after seeing that she was sincere with her words. 
 
    “Nothing you can say or do can rid the guilt now embedded in me, and although I was not directly involved I do ask for your and Francis’s forgiveness to ease my soul and conscious,” she asked him humbly. 
 
    “I can see that you did the best you could with what your situation was at the time. I do not judge you for a time I neither experienced nor do I know. You may ease your soul regardless,” Lord Wiltshire indirectly forgave her, even though it had proved a mammoth task to do.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Wiltshire. You are a good man, no doubt,” she said as she turned around and walked away, smiling and impressed by his personality. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire smiled to himself, too, blushing a bit and trying to cover it up, not wanting to be seen with flushed cheeks, especially since he was a grown man. 
 
    The rest of the day, the two of them barely shared any words let alone glances, both of them were anxiously waiting for any sort of news or information on Francis’s whereabouts. Dinner was to be served, and Lucy had not shown up to eat. Lord Wiltshire waited for her for a while, allowing for his food to go cold, just because of how rude it would seem if he began eating without her; she was a guest nonetheless. 
 
    Brown happened to see this and walked right over to where the Earl was seated at the dining table. 
 
    “Your Lordship, if I may say so, Lady Lucy will not be attending dinner this evening, she requested for me to apologize on her behalf,” Brown said, quoting her precisely. 
 
    “Alright, thank you for passing her message along Brown,” Lord Wiltshire said after which he began to eat his dinner. Brown nodded respectfully and let him eat alone. 
 
    Later that day at night, Sir Martin, the local magistrate paid a visit. 
 
    “Did you find him?” Lord Wiltshire asked immediately as he saw Sir Martin enter the house. 
 
    “I am afraid we did not. We looked at all the places a boy his age would want to go but there was no sign of him anywhere. We will continue our search again tomorrow, first thing in the morning,” Sir Martin said. 
 
    “I will join you, the more men we have out there looking for him, the faster we will find him,” Lord Wiltshire proposed and Sir Martin agreed. 
 
    “Well I must be on my way; we have got a whole new day of searching for him tomorrow. Get your rest Lord Wiltshire, you will need all the energy you can get,” Sir Martin said as he excused himself and left. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire was about to go upstairs to tell Lucy of the news but she was descending the stairs instead. 
 
    “Lucy,” Lord Wiltshire called out for her before she disappeared from his sight. 
 
    She looked around to see where the voice was coming from before she saw that it was Lord Wiltshire’s. 
 
    “Yes, Lord Wiltshire, can I help you?” she said, surprised he called for her in that casual manner. 
 
    “I was wondering, why is it that you did not join me for dinner? If it makes you uncomfortable doing so please let me know and I will make the proper arrangements to make your stay as comfortable as possible,” he inquired. 
 
    “Oh no, it is not like that, please do not take it the wrong way. I was just not feeling very hungry, especially these days; I have happened to lose my appetite worrying over the boy wondering where he is sleeping, what he is eating and such. I am ashamed that you waited for me, I am so very sorry,” Lucy sincerely apologized. 
 
    “No please, no need to be ashamed or to apologize. I was just asking out of politeness, you are free to eat as you please. I understand that sometimes our appetites can fluctuate but I am glad that you are alright. However, I am no physician but I do suggest you eat and stay well so that when Francis returns, you will be in good health. I do believe he would not like to see you in a weak state,” Lord Wiltshire suggested thoughtfully, even though the care for her did stem from his own feelings, he acted as though they did not. 
 
    “You are right, thank you,” Lucy smiled genuinely. He smiled back with no hesitance at all. 
 
    “Do we have any updates about Francis and the search from today?” Lucy asked eagerly, her eyes hopeful. 
 
    “I am afraid they did not find him yet, but we will, do not worry. Tomorrow I, too, will join them and lead a search myself, that way we will find him quicker,” Lord Wiltshire said confidently so as to calm Lucy. 
 
    She nodded her head and softly smiled. 
 
    “Yes, we will. With your help and determination, I do not question that we will not,” she said, looking directly at him, something that she did not do before. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire was not sure but he felt as if they had connected in some way, he and Lucy, there was a certain spark he felt that she, too, was responding to. He was not being bold about it because he was still unsure if it really existed or whether it was all in his head and something he wished would happen. He smiled politely; Lucy not having a clue with what was going on in his mind. 
 
    “I must head to bed now. We are starting the search earlier tomorrow so I need to rest,” Lord Wiltshire said, excusing himself. 
 
    “Of course, please do go ahead. Good night, Lord Wiltshire,” Lucy said, walking past him in an opposite direction to where he was heading. 
 
    “Good night, Lucy,” Lord Wiltshire smiled, his heart filled with glee as he ascended the stairwell to his own room. 
 
    I think I am falling for her and I think… she is falling for me, too. 
 
    With those words he fell asleep, hoping tomorrow would bring him his son and maybe love, too. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    As planned, Lord Wiltshire awoke early that morning and was dressed within minutes to go look for his son. He went downstairs into the dining room to have his breakfast before he set out and, to his surprise, he saw that someone was already seated at the table. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Wiltshire,” Lucy’s melodious voice greeted him as he entered the dining room to be seated. 
 
    “Good morning, Lucy. What a pleasant surprise! I was not expecting company for breakfast,” Lord Wiltshire said, glad to see her. 
 
    “I could barely sleep last night; you know how it is difficult to sleep the first night in an unfamiliar place, in a new bed. I was tossing and turning for most of the night,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Was your room and bed not comfortable for you?” Lord Wiltshire asked, concerned as he pulled out a chair and seated himself across from where she was sitting. 
 
    “No, no! Everything was lovely, it was just me. It will need some getting used to while I am here. I suppose I should not be so honest,” Lucy said as the butler brought in their breakfast arranged on prepared plates and placed it before them. 
 
    “I would never tell you not to be honest; it is a prime quality, often absent in today’s world. I understand what you are implying; it was the same for me when I came back from war. It was my own bed but so unfamiliar that the first night I did not sleep easy, although for so many years I had imagined the opposite to happen,” he said as he took the first bite of his eggs. 
 
    “Funny creature’s humans are, they ask for things and then take them for granted. I suppose it is in our natures that way,” she said taking another bite of her toast. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire laughed softly and Lucy looked at him, highly amused. 
 
    “Indeed, we are very strange creatures, I do not think it could have been worded any better than this,” Lord Wiltshire said smiling, admiring her thoughts and loving what she had to say. 
 
    It was never like that with Mary, but Lord Wiltshire blamed their young age and immaturity for most of their decisions as well. Mary was pompous and demanding, she knew she was beautiful and she used it wisely. Men would listen to her in a heartbeat and Lord Wiltshire, too, had become a victim. When he had set out for Warminster, he had already preconceived that Lucy would be a lot like Mary, but now as the beautiful woman sat before him eating her breakfast so delicately and glowing with her soft nature, he knew that they were nothing alike. 
 
    They had a nice breakfast together sharing conversation in the middle from time to time before Lord Wiltshire excused himself. 
 
    The coach was already waiting for him and he climbed in and set off with no specific direction. He had organized with Sir Martin and the footmen of which areas they had already searched and which areas they needed to search in. Lord Wiltshire, at random, chose an urban area to visit hoping someone there would have seen him and would lead him in the right direction.  
 
    On his way and upon reaching there, he asked many boys roughly Francis’s age, whether they had seen him, none of them had seen anyone with that description pass by. He showed them the portrait and still no one could recognize anyone they had seen with the same face. 
 
    After endless hours of riding in the coach and talking with strangers, showing them the portrait and explaining Francis’s description over and over again, the sun finally set and it grew too dark for them to continue their search. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire was disappointed in himself, he had hoped today would have been different, that if they had not found him at least they would have some sort of clue or direction as to where he might possibly be. He also did not want to come back to the estate with no good news to tell Lucy; he did not want to see her worried and saddened, not with his own words at least. 
 
    He entered through the main door, hoping she would not be around, but she had been waiting anxiously near the window, listening for hooves and so she rushed to the front door. 
 
    Before she could ask about how well the search went, she already had an idea by looking at Lord Wiltshire’s disappointed face. Lucy’s keen and hopeful face turned into a blank and understanding one. 
 
    “It is alright; we will find him tomorrow. You did the best you could but it is a big world out there and he is a little one. Do not be so hard on yourself,” she said placing a caring hand on Lord Wiltshire’s arm without realizing that she did that. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire was already smiling at her words, they were magically and unexpectedly calming him but when he saw that she had placed a hand on his arm, he felt the sparks go through his spine and looked at her endearingly.  
 
    Lucy realized what she had done and immediately pulled her hand back, looking at him apologetically and blushing profusely. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and hurried off without a moment’s pause. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire smiled to himself, knowing now for sure that there was definitely something to ponder over between them, that he was not alone in what he was feeling about them together. 
 
    Later after dinner, as Lord Wiltshire sat in the drawing room on the settee with another of his Father’s classic novels in his hand, Lucy decided to join him and sat beside him casually. Lord Wiltshire saw that she did and straightened himself up, feeling nervous already that she was so close. 
 
    “What are you reading? If you do not mind me asking,” she asked him curiously. 
 
    “It is a classic novel from my Father’s library, a story based upon war and the killings that are always a result of it,” Lord Wiltshire told her. 
 
    “I see; does that not get depressing? Reading about death all the time? Do you not read about love?” Lucy asked him, curious to know more about him. 
 
    He looked over at her; her harmless question had sent a thousand thoughts flooding in his mind. Of course I think about love, but I do not read about something that does not exist for me, well maybe not until now. 
 
    “I suppose it’s me missing the war and re-living it,” he answered her short. 
 
    “But if you read about love, you would learn a new type of love for every story that you read. Are not all wars the same?” Lucy cleverly pointed out. 
 
    “They are, maybe that is why they are safe. You either win the war or you don’t but love…love is complicated, sometimes it just does not make sense,” Lord Wiltshire replied. 
 
    “That I will have to agree with,” she agreed, sighing. 
 
    “I do not mean to intrude but I have always wondered, more now that I see you so often, I cannot help but ask if you have ever loved anyone after Mary?” she asked him straightforward and without any hesitance. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire was taken aback by the sudden question, but he had an answer for it. 
 
    “No, not after her and it was not because I could not or that I had not forgotten her. You never forget who you love, you just learn to not love them as much and that is what I had to do. During those years of fighting, the thought of looking for love was a good one, it was though planting a seed in the soil and waiting for it to bloom; I would have loved that but then again I knew that maybe I would not come home and I thought it cruel to love someone who would mourn my death when I would die and so, I chose not to look for love at all during those years,” he explained, lost deep in his own thoughts. 
 
    Lucy softly smiled at his words and how beautifully natured he was. She had always known he was a good man and never believed that it was he who was fault in their affair between Mary and him; she was glad to see that she stood corrected on the matter. 
 
    “That is a wonderful thought but at the same time I believe if someone loves you, they are holding on to every moment and you should not rid those moments by never taking the leaps. Pain and loss is inevitable, as with our own Francis being gone from home, no matter how tightly I had my grip on him. I knew he would grow up, make his own decisions, but you still love, because it is the moment that really counts,” Lucy said smiling at him. He smiled back. 
 
    “Was he always a good child? Did he treat his Mother and you well?” Lord Wiltshire asked, concerned by how she had said he could make his own decisions. 
 
    “Yes he is a lovely child, always respectable even to a Mother who was never really there for him. You see, when she found out she was with child, she wanted to keep it from you because she was afraid, she did not want you to tell her that you did not want it and she did not want you to sacrifice anything for her. She used to tell me you had great things you wanted to achieve, and she worried that with this child at that time, you would not be able to do any of the such. So she left you, despite how much she loved you and was courted by someone else, a friend of yours who had been eyeing her for years. They were wed quickly and it was made to believe that the child was theirs. She did that for both you and herself, but mainly herself; that I know. Fate had it in store that her husband took upon many mistresses, and she could not stand his demeaning attitude. She left him that very year and came to me. I was sent proposals then but many questioned why I was so educated and did not approve of it. Soon enough, I became so involved in raising the child as Mary’s alcohol habit had only grown worse. She drank her sadness away and did it all day. The child was severely neglected, and I took him as my own. It was not until years after that I learnt the child was yours. She told me accidentally one drunken night. I fought with her to tell you but she refused and that is when she threatened to take the child from me. I felt as if she was saying she was going to take my own baby and I just could not let that happen. Years went on like this, she wasted her life away. Her body grew thin and weak, soon enough she was unable to get up on her own feet and then one day I received a letter from her, she was visiting someone else, and it said that she had passed. Maybe that is why Francis had such a difficult time accepting her death, he never really saw her,” Lucy told him the entire story from beginning to end and a tear fell from her eyes. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire knew that it was not his place to do so, but he still did it; he wiped the tear away for her, holding her face tenderly. She looked up at him with eyes that accepted his gesture and he removed his hand, not wanting for her to take it the wrong way. 
 
    “Thank you, Lucy, thank you for telling me what has been a mystery all my life now. I never knew the full story and how I had wished somehow I could have known. I owe you so much for putting that part of my past to ease. I know I will sleep better knowing that we did once love each other and that I was not at fault throughout it,” Lord Wiltshire said to her, grateful that he finally had the entire truth. 
 
    “You are most welcome, you deserved to know, this is nothing extra that I have given you, it has always been your right,” Lucy said. Both of them looked at each other, gazing into each other’s eyes, feeling the chemistry and connection that had now become more obvious between them. 
 
    “I should…um...I should go to bed. I am famished, worrying really is tiring,” she said, breaking their locked gaze. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire snapped out of the trance that her beauty had put on him. 
 
    “Yes, of course. Me, too, the search was quite tiring, and I have to set off again tomorrow. Good night, Lucy, I hope you sleep well tonight,” Lord Wiltshire said as they both got up to leave. 
 
    “I am sure I will now. Good night, Lord Wiltshire,” she said smiling before she walked off in the direction of her room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Lord Wiltshire awoke as he did the day before, early in the morning, had his short breakfast with  Lucy and set off in his coach yet again with the portrait to look for Francis. Again, they stopped and talked to many strangers in new areas that they had not covered before in their searches and still no one had seen him. He spent the entire day again outside until it grew dark, this time, however, as he was so much more determined, he stayed out longer, trying to search through the dark with lanterns but slowly he tired of it and was losing hope now that he may actually not be able to find him, not soon at least. 
 
    He returned home with a heavy heart late in the night and as he entered through the door, Lucy greeted him, but did not ask of how it went as by now she had learnt most of his facial expressions, and the one he wore now clearly revealed that they had not found him or had any leads. Instead, she asked him if he would like a cup of tea and he agreed. 
 
    They both sat at the settee that they sat at the night before, and she poured him a hot cup of tea knowing that it would relax him.  
 
    She began the conversation, trying to divert his mind from the search, hoping that he would feel better if they talked about other topics than the ones that gnawed at their heads all day. 
 
    “I could paint a portrait of you one day,” Lucy said playfully. 
 
    “A portrait of me? Am I that good looking for you?” Lord Wiltshire asked her boldly. She blushed immediately at the question. 
 
    “You are handsome, yes. I thought you already knew that,” Lucy replied, still smiling shyly trying to put aside her shyness. 
 
    “Why thank you, I did not know that. You might have forgotten but it has been many years that I have been so close to a woman,” he said without realizing how much it would make her blush. 
 
    “I would like to add, that you are breathtakingly beautiful and I may have not told you so before,” Lord Wiltshire said smoothly.  
 
    “You really think so?” Lucy managed to ask, still blushing. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire looked her in the eyes and she gazed at his, then he slowly leaned in and held her chin lightly, kissing her on the lips ever so softly for a brief moment. He pulled away even though he did not want to. 
 
    “I do,” he said still lightly touching her chin. 
 
    Lucy touched her lips where he had kissed her and was surprised by it; she loved it nonetheless. 
 
    The two of them sat there in silence knowing that they had shared a wonderful kiss and not knowing what to say after. 
 
    “It is late,” Lucy said, finally breaking the silence. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose we should go to bed now,” Lord Wiltshire said, stammering with his words, surprised by himself that he had built the courage to actually kiss her; something he had wanted to do ever since he had laid eyes on her. 
 
    They both exchanged their ‘Good nights’ and headed to their rooms still carrying with them the jittery feeling from the intimate kiss moments before. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire laid in his bed, watching the ceiling and smiling to himself. After all those years of solitude, he truly believed he had found the one. 
 
    -- 
 
    In the morning, the same routine of searching played out yet again, except this time Lord Wiltshire had to force himself to go and search for the boy as the day before he had become very disheartened. I do not have the patience or the hope to keep doing this, I am weak and I am afraid I will give up when I am just close to finding him. He does not deserve this, he is my child and I need to do this for him. Come on Oliver, do it for your child! Do it for Francis! 
 
    He repeated these words over and over again to himself after no luck of finding the boy and after people who were asked said they had not seen him. It was the same routine every day, and Lord Wiltshire could not take any more of it. He asked the coachman to stop the coach near a tavern and went in to get himself a drink to relax and calm his nerves. He ended up drinking into the late night until a footman suggested that they leave for home, and a drunken Lord Wiltshire finally agreed.  
 
    As per usual, Lucy waited near the door for him to arrive, more gleefully after having shared their perfect kiss the night before; she was secretly hoping they could share one again in the near future. As the doors opened, she saw that a footman helped Lord Wiltshire inside and then he refused aid to walk further. Lucy watched horrified as Lord Wiltshire struggled to get upstairs to his room but refused the help of anyone around, he had also completely ignored Lucy’s presence. Minutes later, she heard the door shut and she knew tonight again, there had been no luck of finding Francis. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire, too drunk to handle himself, passed out on his bed, wanting this whole thing to end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Lord Wiltshire did not wake himself as the heavy drinking the night before had not allowed him to. He woke to someone knocking frantically on his door. 
 
    “Your Lordship! Your Lordship! This is urgent! May I please come in?” asked Brown from the other side of the door, his voice panicking. 
 
    It took Lord Wiltshire a few minutes to comprehend what it was Brown was saying as the ringing in his ears was too loud on its own. 
 
    “Come in, Brown!” he granted him permission without getting up from his bed. 
 
    “I am sorry to be so loud but the magistrate is downstairs and he wishes to speak with you. Sir Martin says he does not have with him good news,” Brown said all in one breath, trying to catch his breath right after the sentence. 
 
    “What? Bad news?! What is going on!? Tell him I will be right down, just let me get dressed!” Lord Wiltshire said, rushing out of bed and washing his face and changing his clothes after  Brown had left. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire ran downstairs in a hurry almost tripping over the rug that lay in the hallway. 
 
    “What is it, Sir Martin? What is the bad news?!” Lord Wiltshire asked without greeting him, completely in fear. 
 
    “I am afraid we have found the boy, but he is no longer with us,” Sir Martin said lowering his head to the floor, showing respect, like you do for the deceased. 
 
    “What do you mean he is no longer with us?!” Lord Wiltshire demanded an answer. 
 
    “We found his dead body in the lake, far from here. He looks like the boy in the portrait and no one around the area had known where he came from,” Sir Martin told him. 
 
    Lucy had been overhearing what the magistrate had said and came over to question what was going on. 
 
    “You are saying Francis is dead?! Are you sure of it?!” Lucy asked, going into a state of shock herself. 
 
    “I know it is tragic news but the boy found at the lake is of the same description as you have described, I am so very sorry for your loss,” Sir Martin said respectfully. 
 
    “No this cannot be! This cannot be happening! He can’t be dead! He was so young!” Lucy began crying and wailing. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire could not console her as he himself felt as if someone had punched him in the gut. The safe ground beneath his feet seemed to have vanished, and he felt as though he was plunging deep in to a hole in the ground beneath him. He could hear faded wailing and his vision went blurry.  
 
    I have not felt this pain before, I thought I knew pain, does not every man that goes to war know it and its many forms? Then what is this? What is this immense ache I am feeling bar none? How can I have this kind of love for a child I have never known? One that I have only heard tales about and seen in paintings! He was not even real! And now he's dead! I could not save him! 
 
    Lord Wiltshire fell to the floor, blacking out and hitting the ground with a loud thud, what happened after he did not care for; not since Francis was gone. 
 
    --- 
 
    After several minutes, Lord Wiltshire regained his consciousness. He awoke lying on the settee in the drawing room, everyone hovering around him in a state of panic and fear. Lucy was still wailing the same; it was still as loud as before, her tears had not halted since the news.  
 
    "Your Lordship? Lord Wiltshire? We must go and retrieve the boy. He needs a proper burial, one his family will give. We must leave now," Sir Martin said, lightly nudging him to wake him up. 
 
    Sir Martin looked over at Lucy, who had stopped her wailing briefly and nodded that they must go. 
 
    The footmen helped Lord Wiltshire into the coach as he was still in a state of shock, unable to walk straight unaided. A ladies maid helped Lucy step into the coach and while Lucy cried aloud the entire journey there, Lord Wiltshire cried inside; tearing apart inch by inch. 
 
    They arrived at the lake after what seemed like hours, and Lucy was too afraid to get off of the coach. 
 
    “Come on, Lucy, I know this is not easy and I know this is probably more difficult for you right now then it is for me, but we must do this. As you said before, this is the cost of loving someone and I know you loved Francis wholeheartedly. Let us go see him now, he needs us,” Lord Wiltshire said bravely, trying to be strong for her and calming himself with his own words at the same time. 
 
    She nodded with her handkerchief still held at her face and took the hand he had extended out, stepping off the coach with his support. 
 
    They walked over to the lake a few steps away and saw that the footmen had already retrieved the boy’s body. It lay there still, visibly blue from all this distance and Lord Wiltshire felt his soul go numb. Coming closer, Lucy dug her face into Lord Wiltshire’s arm, not wanting to look, while Lord Wiltshire saw the face of a boy, he had never seen before in his life. How do I mourn for this child? 
 
    “Lucy, you must look. You must look at him at least once, then we can put him to rest, and I will not ask you to do any such thing ever again, I promise,” he said trying to convince her to look.  Lucy only listened to him and hesitantly pulled her face away from his shoulder that she had been leaning on. She slowly opened her eyes and looked at the boy laid in front of her. 
 
    “That is not him!” she shrieked loudly with just one glance. 
 
    “What?! What did you say?!” Lord Wiltshire asked her utterly shocked. 
 
    “That is not Francis! That is not him at all! Francis is not dead! He is still out there somewhere! We need to find him!” Lucy screamed loudly, exhilarated and relieved that it was not him. The tears had immediately stopped but the remnants of shock still remained. 
 
    “Lucy, are you sure? Are you certain that this is not him?” Lord Wiltshire asked again, not wanting to get his hopes too high to have them shattered again. 
 
    “I am certain that it is not him. I would know his face anywhere! He has a small freckle on his left cheek and his face does not look like that, even when he’s sleeping. He is much too small to be Francis and his hair is not that shade of brown. This is not Francis,” Lucy said sternly and assured. 
 
    “Alright, then let us go back home. It has been a testing day today from very early in the morning,” Lord Wiltshire said, wiping his forehead with his hand. 
 
    “Yes it has, but at least it did not go as how we feared,” Lucy said, regaining her normal breathing. 
 
    “Sir Martin, please make sure that this child’s body is buried properly and respectfully. I wish this not upon even my enemies. Let him lay to rest,” Lord Wiltshire instructed before leaving and Sir Martin agreed. 
 
    Lucy smiled to herself hearing his instructions, content in knowing that the man she was falling for was a decent and charming man. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The minute they reached home, Lord Wiltshire went to take a bath and put on a set of fresh clothes. He immediately went downstairs to talk with Lucy and see how she was. When he walked into the drawing room, he saw that she had fallen asleep on the couch in the library, and he could not help but watch her sleep and think how beautiful she was. He pulled up a chair near her and took a book from the library and began reading, watching how she slept from time to time.  
 
    My God! How can she be more beautiful when she is asleep? I will never know. 
 
    The rest of the day, they spent relaxing at home after having gone through the sudden tragedy that had befallen them. Both of them had forced lunch upon themselves and retired to their bedrooms to sleep, exhausted.  
 
    -- 
 
    They both woke the next morning, roughly around the same time. As Lord Wiltshire gathered all his courage to set out and look for Francis once again, relieved that he had another day to look for him, Lucy came running towards him frantically. 
 
    “Lord Wiltshire! I am so glad I caught you before you left! I think I know where Francis is!” she said, panting and trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “Where?!” he asked. 
 
    “We must go to Salisbury, to the Cathedral there!” Lucy exclaimed. 
 
    “Why there of all places? How do you know for sure?” Lord Wiltshire asked. 
 
    “That is where Mary died and her body was buried. They could not bring it home so I gave the permission to be buried there, but the funeral was held in Warminster. I know that is where he is!” Lucy said, thrilled that they had a lead finally. 
 
    They set out immediately in search for the boy, their destination set to Salisbury. Reaching there, they saw the grand Cathedral standing in the heart of the city. The two of them rushed inside the gates, looking around the courtyard area and running inside, looking around for the boy. They both met up at the gates again. 
 
    “Any sign of him?” Lord Wiltshire asked. 
 
    “No, nothing,” Lucy replied. 
 
    “Let me go ask the Reverend, maybe he knows,” Lord Wiltshire said as he went back inside. 
 
    A man stood inside praying silently as Lord Wiltshire approached him. 
 
    “Excuse me? Reverend? I have something to ask you,” Lord Wiltshire said as he approached him. 
 
    “Yes, how may I help you?” the Reverend answered. 
 
    “We are looking for my missing son, his name is Francis, this is what he looks like,” Lord Wiltshire said, holding out the portrait in front of him. 
 
    The Reverend studied the painting for a while. 
 
    “Follow me,” the Reverend said. 
 
    Lucy, who was listening from the Cathedral doors, followed behind them, she walked up to Lord Wiltshire’s pace and held his hand in the dark. Lord Wiltshire tightly gripped her hand, assuring her that everything was going to be okay. The Reverend led them upstairs into the attic area where a small room was located. Opening the door they saw a young boy gazing out of the window, as he heard the door creak open he looked over and saw his Aunt and a man who looked much like himself. 
 
    “Francis! Oh Lord! Thank you!” Lucy said as she ran over to him and embraced him tightly, her arms wrapped around him not letting go. 
 
    “I am so sorry I ran away! I just wanted to be with Mother!” Francis cried, holding onto her and weeping. 
 
    “That is okay my child, but you should not have gone yourself. I would have taken you! I am just glad you are alright! You had me worried sick!” Lucy said, kissing him on the forehead, still holding on. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire stood there idly, staring at the young boy that was clearly his child. When Lucy let go of him, Francis stood there trying to recognize the man before him, looking at Lucy questioningly as to who he was. 
 
    “Let me introduce you Francis, this is Lord Wiltshire, the very kind man that helped me find you, he is also your Father, Francis,” Lucy said emotionally with tears in her eyes, she had imagined one day this day would come. 
 
    “Hello Francis, it is so nice to see you,” Lord Wiltshire said, unsure of how to greet his own child. 
 
    Francis looked at him skeptically and then without delay, ran and hugged his Father, holding him tight.  
 
    “Hello Father,” Francis said, clinging on to his clothes. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire felt a gush of emotions as he, too, became teary eyed hearing himself being called a father for the first time. 
 
    “Hello son, hello!” Lord Wiltshire said as he picked Francis up in his arms and hugged him tightly. 
 
    Lucy watched and cried happy tears, watching them reunited. 
 
    “Would you like to go back home with me? We have a lot of catching up to do” asked Lord Wiltshire, hopeful that Francis would agree. 
 
    “Will Aunt Lucy come with us?” Francis said looking back at her. 
 
    “Yes, of course she will. We are one family now,” Lord Wiltshire said, smiling and looking at  Lucy as he said this. 
 
    Francis agreed to coming with Lord Wiltshire, and they all went back home together. That day they shared a lovely dinner together and for the first time in years, Lord Wiltshire was truly happy. 
 
    -- 
 
    At night when Francis had gone to bed, Lord Wiltshire sat beside Lucy who was sitting on the settee sipping tea. 
 
    “Your letters have changed my life,” Lord Wiltshire said as he sat next to her. 
 
    “For the better I hope,” Lucy smiled. 
 
    “More than I could have possibly imagined or asked for,” he replied, smiling at her. 
 
    “There is of course one thing that is still not sorted,” Lord Wiltshire pointed out charmingly. 
 
    “Oh and what is that?” Lucy asked playing along. 
 
    “I have one question for you, how you answer that will make me either the happiest man in the world or the saddest,” he signalled to her. 
 
    “And what question might that be?” she asked. 
 
    “Will you marry me, Lucy?” Lord Wiltshire asked, proposing for the second time in his life and with so much resemblance to the first time that he did. 
 
    “I thought you would never ask,” Lucy replied, placing a hand on his and leaning in to kiss him herself. Lord Wiltshire was surprised with the kiss, but kissed her back. 
 
    The two of them kept their courtship subtle until Francis had adjusted to staying there and once they announced their engagement, Francis had been overjoyed. They got married shortly after and lived as a family at Lord Wiltshire’s estate. 
 
    Sometimes the worst of situations bring out the best in us, and I will now live by these words. Life brought me both love and child, and I will never be ungrateful again.

 
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The Countess of Wiltshire glanced lovingly at the baby that lay snuggled in her arms, sleeping soundly. When she looked back at her life over the past two years, she knew that she was blessed and that God had had a hand in leading her to where her life was now. 
 
    Francis had been thrilled at the news that he was going to be a big brother. When the little girl was born six months ago, Lady and Lord Wiltshire asked Francis to name his baby sister. Without hesitation, he named her Mary Lucy, after the two women he loved most in the world. 
 
    Lord Wiltshire’s nightmares of the war slowly began to fade away. While his heart mourned for Mary at times, he knew how blessed he was to have Lucy in his life. She was perfect for him, and he loved her beyond words. He knew he had to go through those rough years to get where he now was, with a beautiful and loving wife and two children he loved very much. 
 
    “Papa!” an excited Francis called out to him. “Papa, can we go?” 
 
    “I’ll be right there, Francis. Get the horses saddled, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    He walked over to Lucy and Mary, planting kisses on both of their foreheads before leaving to go horseback riding with his son. 
 
    He knew now that leaving the war behind and coming home was his fate; and there was nowhere else he would rather be. 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One
  
 
    Two kings… two kings have ought to let me win. The Duke scratched his head. The confidence and surety becoming less and less as he closely studied the circumstance before him. This was not the first time he had been in such a predicament; still the beads of sweat from the heat in the room formed on his forehead, glistening in the little light the room they were in had to offer. 
 
    “What is the matter, Oxfordshire? Have you begun regretting your carefully calculated decisions?” his friend from across the table teased him, enjoying watching the Duke in the state of uneasiness and so lost. 
 
    “What would possibly give you that idea? Must I remind you that it is I who taught you the strings to this?” the Duke replied, doing his best to hide the uncertainty that was visible as anything in the broad sunlight. 
 
    “Well then, play! Let us see your move!” Lord Barrymore urged him, his face that of a young man and his laugh whole-hearted. 
 
    You do not have any other options, you might as well play with bold and courage, the Duke said to himself, now fully believing that he did not in fact, have the upper hand after all. 
 
    He placed the two remaining cards that were in his hand on the table face up. Lord Barrymore looked at them for a second and smirked, he then slowly placed his own two cards on the table. The Duke hesitatingly looked over to what cards he had played, knowing somewhere in the back of his mind that he may have well lost already. Two aces!  
 
    “I win dear friend, not to gloat in my victory but I did predict this was to happen, did I not?” Lord Barrymore laughed, dwelling in his easy win. 
 
    “Did you forget the countless times you have lost to me in this very game? Or the fact that you would not have even known how to play if it were not for me?” the Duke reminded his friend of over ten years, half serious. 
 
    “True, but in this case the student has clearly out done the teacher and mastered the game for himself!” Lord Barrymore laughed again; his laugh irritating the Duke now as it reminded him of his defeat. 
 
    “Well then Oxfordshire, I hope you have the money you owe me ready,” Lord Barrymore said as he sipped on a new glass of liquor. 
 
    It was not the fact that he had lost to Lord Barrymore in a cards game that was bothering the Duke, it was the fact that they had been playing all evening and the bets had increased to a large amount of money. The Duke casually pressed his pulsating temple trying to think of how to narrowly escape this situation, all the while regretting that he had had too many drinks and let the bets get out of hand.  
 
    I have put too much time and effort into the new factory up north to let a silly card game take a chunk of it. If I pay him this money now, the whole factory will take months longer to open and be functional and I cannot afford such great a loss. So much of my investment is caught up in the factory. Father always did say to never drink and bet! 
 
    “Have you worked out the numbers and decided how it is you are paying me?” Lord Barrymore teased him, casually sitting in his chair with both feet now resting on the table. 
 
    Think Robert, think! What can you do now? 
 
    “I would like to propose a deal,” the Duke said to his friend. 
 
    “A deal on a bet? Interesting. What kind of deal are we talking about?” Lord Barrymore asked, intrigued. This was all highly amusing to him. 
 
    “The kind of deal that would interest you and be of your benefit as well as mine,” the Duke convinced him, having come up with a plan instantly. 
 
    “I am eager to learn more, do tell me what exchange could be so great that it surpasses the amount of money you owe me, dear friend,” Lord Barrymore said with a spark in his eyes. Between the two of them he was always the one more daring and more willing to new ideas, when they were young they had called it stupidity and carelessness but now that he had grown up to become a handsome young man, it was rewarded and called courage and bravery. 
 
    “Instead of paying you the amount that will come off so heavy on my financials, I am willing to wed Nora,” the Duke said mildly inebriated; his judgment clouded by alcohol as he took another sip of his drink to wash down what he had just offered. 
 
    “Nora? You mean my cousin Nora?” Lord Barrymore asked, his voice showing confusion and shock combined. 
 
    “Yes precisely, I shall wed her and you shall pardon my debt,” the Duke said, knowing that he had played the right cards ultimately, as he smiled to himself proud of his ingenious plan and how it was working as he liked. 
 
    “Why would you marry Nora? We both know she is not a lady of your taste,” Lord Barrymore asked, still trying to grasp why it was that the Duke was willing to marry her. 
 
    “See, I know that she is orphaned for three years and her life now revolves around a more let’s say…common lifestyle. Her grandmother is old and can simply not provide her with the luxuries that one woman her age would want to afford. I also know that you have been aiding her; she is now a responsibility you never asked for, an invisible rope tied around your neck. You can’t set yourself free and it is harder because simply no one wants to marry her, if they had she would be married by now. Even your money could not buy her a husband. I owe you money but I am sure you marrying Nora off to me is something worth more to you than a few pounds from a measly card game. Now tell me…where am I wrong?” the Duke said, challenging him as he leaned back in his chair, pleased with himself after having played his final card. The ace. He lit a cigar and placed it in the corner of his mouth, casually taking a puff before exhaling the smoke out.  
 
    Lord Barrymore watched him in awe, he was frustrated inside that he had pulled all the right strings and that even at the end of a game he finally thought he had won, it was the Duke that still had the upper hand; but the man did always impress him. That was the difference between them growing up, the Duke was a brilliant student without studying, he was casual and laid back and he did not take defeat or failure as an answer, the word could simply not exist with his name in the same sentence. His reputation among the many that knew him was that of an intelligent prosperous man; every day he proved it. 
 
    “Fair play, Oxfordshire. Who knew the details I share with you about my life would come to be thrown in my direction?” Lord Barrymore laughed at the irony, enjoying the challenge. 
 
    “Ah but Barrymore, I suppose that is something I forgot to teach you,” the Duke mocked him, laughing. 
 
    Lord Barrymore looked at him and laughed at the devil that would show inside him from time to time. 
 
    “So what do you say, old friend? Do we have ourselves a deal?” the Duke asked, already knowing his answer. 
 
    “Sometimes I simply despise you, I really do. Yes, we have a deal, Oxfordshire,” Lord Barrymore said grinning. 
 
    “To Nora then?” Lord Barrymore said raising his glass. 
 
    “To Nora and my continuous streak of beating you at your best,” the Duke raised his glass. The glasses clanked and they laughed. 
 
    Losing money is far worse than keeping the fantasy of love alive. I now have a woman and I have not lost a dime. Bravo Robert, bravo!

  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two
  
 
    That night, the two of them had departed late from the gentleman’s club and the moment the Duke reached home, he took to his bed and thought nothing of the deal he had made. Not thinking for even a second in his drunken state that he may have just made a huge mistake. 
 
    The morning after, he woke up with his head heavy and spinning, his eyes puffy and the blurriness in his eyes making it difficult for him to see even as far as the door. He sat up in his bed and rubbed his eyes, removing his hair from his face; the headache slowly showing itself as he fully awakened. 
 
    I drank way too much last night, what even happened? He tried recalling the events from the night before. Nora. All of a sudden the realization of his deal last night came alive and he was completely awake. He rushed to the bathroom to splash cold water on his face, trying to alleviate the effect of drinking excessively from the night before as fast he could. He took a hot bath and changed into a set of new fresh clothes. Through his entire morning routine the name Nora circled in his mind and her face appeared before him, almost as though he was now haunted by her existence. The Duke proceeded to leave his bed chambers and have breakfast in the garden as he did so every morning; this morning though he was late. Walters, the estate butler, knew better than to disturb the Duke after a night at the gentleman’s club and so he had ordered the cook to only prepare breakfast at his signal; which was the sound of movement from the Duke’s room. With perfect timing, breakfast was served piping hot and presented in front of the Duke as he sat outside in his garden.  
 
    This is where he would read the daily newspaper and skim through it looking for future business endeavors. He was passionate about being goal oriented and staying up to date with the world and its affairs. The sight before him was refreshing, the garden was vast and from where he sat he could overlook the entire garden stretching far and wide; the botany carefully his own selection. 
 
    Today however, the newspaper lay unopened beside him and his breakfast untouched. Nora. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with your breakfast?” asked Walters, concerned that he had not touched his breakfast. 
 
    “What? Oh, no breakfast is fine Walters, thank you,” the Duke said, realizing that he was lost in thought and had not noticed him approaching. 
 
    “May I get you anything else?” asked Walters loyally. 
 
    “No that will be all, thank you,” the Duke replied, politely smiling at him. 
 
    Walters had been with him for almost half a decade alone and even longer when his parents were alive. The memories were still so clear of when Walters first walked through the doors when he was only five. He had been working at the estate ever since. When the Duke’s parents had died in a carriage accident years ago, it was Walters who had devotedly stayed and took care of him, almost raising him up. The Duke was a wealthy man and did not believe in limitations; the community and society around him all knew his name and were both envious and impressed by him. Walters had asked to stay with the Duke until the day he died, a wish the Duke granted without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    I have to marry Nora Mead…that is not too bad, is it? The Duke asked himself. 
 
    I would rather marry her than pay up to Barrymore, that is for sure! It is a good age for me to marry and I know for a fact that Nora would not decline my proposal. If I were to marry anyone, why not marry a woman I am already acquainted with who also seems to be having trouble finding a husband. She is not beautiful from what I remember of her, but does that really matter? I would win against Barrymore and I would be rid of my debt, what more do I need? Of course, we will have separate sleeping chambers as I do not love her and I would be very uncomfortable being forced into such an arranged union. I do plan to keep concubines anyway, I am sure I can work out a way for all of this to work. That is it then… If I know Barrymore, he has already sent a letter to her, telling her of our engagement. I must go with it then. I will go with it. 
 
    The Duke consoled himself, reassuring himself that this was simply a way to avoid defeat; that he found of the greatest importance. Having temporarily settled the matter in his head, his stomach rumbled and he realized how famished he was. He ate breakfast quietly, opening the newspaper and read about what the business world was up to.   
 
    Nora Mead, you are one lucky woman. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three
  
 
    A week later, on a cool afternoon in Northampton, a letter arrived for Nora Mead. A footman brought the cream colored envelope that had her name calligraphed at the front of it and handed it to her. Nora put the book she was reading down and took the letter, surprised that Lord Barrymore had written to her. The envelope color and her name on it was a signature style of Lord Barrymore’s letters and so she had recognized it the minute the footman held it out. Also there was the other fact, that apart from Lord Barrymore, hardly anyone ever wrote to her, and why would they need to? 
 
    She took the letter not having a clue what it would say. It is not even time for bills or any payments, he visited a month ago so I doubt it has anything to do with a possible visit our way, what could possibly have required him to send me a letter so urgently without any mention of it before?  
 
    Nevertheless, she slid a dainty finger underneath the pasted envelope flap and opened the envelope, careful not to tear it. She pulled the letter out and opened it. Upon first glance she saw that it did not hold a lot of words, which meant that it was a letter of either business or high importance. That is how letters were styled, if they were meant simply on important or urgent grounds, the person writing the letter would skip the dilly dally and proceed straight to the matter that needed to be discussed or addressed. If someone were writing a letter just for a means to stay in contact or to indirectly ask of another person’s affairs and such, long paragraphs would usually follow to hide the true intent. 
 
    In this case, Nora was right. 
 
    Dear Nora, 
 
    I am certain this letter may come as surprise to you but it will be more shocking when you get to the end. I have great news for you as I have found for you an eligible husband who is already willing to marry you and asked me himself. He is a man I have known long and I respect and if I am not mistaken you too, have had the pleasure of meeting him maybe many years ago. 
 
    Oxfordshire, that is the Duke of Oxfordshire, has agreed to marry you. Please write back to me as soon as you get this letter to confirm your approval and I will make the necessary preparations required. Let Aunt Norma know that her prayers have been answered. Yours Kindly, Lord Barrymore. 
 
    Norma could still not comprehend what it was that she had just read. She read the letter over and over again; a total of at least five times. The Duke wants to marry me!? How ever can this be true? This surely may be some sort of trick or ploy to see if I fall for it, but I will not! 
 
     Nora read the letter carefully again; he was serious and from nowhere did it appear that it was a joking matter. She did not know how to feel, she was excited and confused all at the same time, it was as though her childhood wish had come true.  
 
    Nora had liked the Duke from the moment she had met him when she was only seventeen. She was visiting her Aunt and Uncle, Lord Barrymore’s parents, when the Duke had paid a visit while she was there. Lord Barrymore had introduced the Duke to her and she had smiled, remembering his handsome face. The way his light brown hair swept to the side, too thick to stay tamed and too silky to stay in place, it fell loose in its light curls and waves, much like how he was. His hazel eyes shone indoors without the abundance of light and his jaw looked as though it had been chiseled by hand. Her heart fluttered as she thought of how good looking all his features must be now that he was a man. 
 
    I must tell grandmamma immediately! She has waited much too long for this day, she will be overjoyed!  
 
    Nora hurriedly made her way to the drawing room where her grandmamma would usually lounge in her rocking chair as she knit. 
 
    “Grandmamma? Are you awake?” Nora asked as she approached her. 
 
    “What? What did you say Nora?” her grandmother asked her, her hearing not as good as it was before. 
 
    “Grandmamma I was just asking if you were awake. I received a letter from Lord Barrymore and I have good news for you!” Nora said, speaking a little louder so she would hear her and she would not need to repeat herself. 
 
    “Oh how is he? Good news? What is it, child?” her grandmother asked her, excited like a little child on Christmas Eve. 
 
    “He is well. Lord Barrymore writes that he has found me a husband and that I am to be wed soon,” Nora told her trying to contain her own excitement. 
 
    “What? Oh Lord, really? Oh my dear Nora! I am delighted! Who is the fine young man marrying my lovely granddaughter? What is his name?” her grandmother asked her, finding it hard to sit still in her own chair with all the excitement in the room. 
 
    “He is the Duke of Oxfordshire. He is an old friend of Lord Barrymore’s,” Nora said, blushing as she said his name out loud. 
 
    “The Duke of Oxfordshire, you say? That name does seem familiar. I could swear I have heard it before,” her grandmother said, thinking to herself. 
 
    “Yes grandmamma, you may have met him at Lord Barrymore’s estate before. He used to visit quite often,” Nora tried to jog her grandmother’s memory. 
 
    “Ah! That handsome young lad? I remember him clearly! I may be old Nora but I can still remember the important things!” her grandmother said, feeling the burst of energy and feeling alive again. 
 
    “Yes you can and yes he is handsome, that I remember clearly too,” Nora said timidly. 
 
    “Just handsome? That boy was one of the most handsome men I have ever seen and you can imagine with my age, how many men I actually have seen! They must be far into the thousands!” her grandmother said. Nora laughed and her grandmother joined her. 
 
    “Well what now? When do you two meet? When is the wedding? I thank the Lord I am seeing this day come while I am still alive!” her grandmother exclaimed. 
 
    “Well, now I must write back to him with my answer and we will see what happens from there,” Nora smiled softly. 
 
    “Things are finally turning around, Nora. I always told you they would,” her grandmother said holding Nora’s hand in hers. 
 
    “Yes, you did. You were right, they are. Your prayers have been answered,” Nora said holding her grandmamma’s hand tightly. Yours and mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four
  
 
    It did not take Nora any convincing from her grandmother to accept the proposal but still she encouraged Nora to go ahead with it, even if she had the littlest of doubt as that was very natural for anybody who was to be wed. Her grandmother advised her that it would give her an easy and wealthy life and the struggling would finally end. Nora listened to her grandmother’s wise words and sat at her writing table, pulling out a blank piece of paper and dipping her quill in jet black ink to write the letter be addressed to Lord Barrymore carrying with it her answer. She smiled to herself as she wrote: 
 
    Dear Lord Barrymore, 
 
    Thank you for all that you have done, I am forever grateful. As for my answer, I accept. 
 
    Yours kindly, Nora Mead. 
 
    The shortest letter she had ever written to anybody. 
 
    A slow week passed for everybody; it was quiet at Nora’s, Lord Barrymore’s and at the Duke’s. Nora had sent her letter and since she could only send it by post it was prone to sometimes take longer to reach its recipient. Lord Barrymore was waiting for Nora’s answer before he could speak to the Duke about any details of the matter.  
 
    The Duke had heard nothing from Lord Barrymore for about two weeks and was led to believe by his own conscience that either Lord Barrymore was resisting his proposal, that he forgot about it or that Nora had maybe for whatever reason she felt justified, declined his proposal. Either way the Duke was not a man that would wait for such trivial matters to present themselves before and so had disregarded the entire thing and continued on with his business ventures and making sure that the factory was going according to plan. He had forgotten completely about Nora.  
 
    The trickery hidden behind something that you forget is that sometimes it makes you believe the problem has vanished when in reality, the matter is only thickening. 
 
    One day while he sipped on his late afternoon tea, after a successful few days of opening the factory, the Duke went into deep thought after having read a small romance article in the newspaper dated of that day.  
 
    Is love a myth? Or is that what we force ourselves to believe so that our lives become a little easier. For the man who has not found love it is easier to believe that love in fact does not exist, that even if it does, it is a rare gem that only few have discovered. True love in all its forms seems to be an idea not many are aware of. It is shocking to know that romance is dying, when it was our reason to be alive in the first place. What are we living for, if not for love? 
 
    The article was well written and this paragraph had specifically embedded itself deep in the Duke’s mind. It was as though it spoke directly to him, especially at a time where he was making a rash decision of marrying a woman for worldly gains and not anywhere close to for love. He doubted his decision; that was the first time he ever had or did. 
 
    Is it fair to me if I marry her? And is it fair to Nora…to wed a man who does not love her? I feel that I will never love her. I am not attracted to her in even the slightest form. We are nowhere near alike, she has been raised differently and I, differently. We have lifestyles that are as opposite as countries on the opposite poles of the world. How can I even have a conversation with someone who is not compatible with me? I cannot do this. I will pay Barrymore the money I owe him, the factory is doing well, it had the time it needed to run and has provided me with more than enough money to pay him back. I will not ruin my future and hers for some petty money. Two birds with one stone. I must write to Barrymore at once; this wedding cannot happen, it is not right. 
 
    With this thought strong and fierce in mind, the Duke immediately went to write a letter to Lord Barrymore clearly explaining his reasons for not being able to wed Nora and agreeing to pay the money to him as soon as he would call off the engagement. He was secretly hoping that Barrymore had not written to Nora in the first place being lazy or busy, whichever one did not concern him. The Duke called Walters to have the sealed envelope be sent to Lord Barrymore as fast as it could be sent and that it was a matter of great urgency. 
 
    Then he sat and waited, not knowing what was actually happening anywhere else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five
  
 
    A few days had gone by, Nora’s letter had arrived a day ago and Lord Barrymore could finally ensue the preparations. Upon reading her approval, Lord Barrymore had a carriage sent immediately to bring her to his estate without delay. For some reason his strong instincts gave him the feeling that the Duke may back out of this wedding. He waited, pacing in the hallway for Nora to arrive, for once she did, he would make his way over to the Duke’s estate and then could formally settle this agreement. In the evening, a carriage pulled up at the front doors as he heard the hooves of two horses hit the stone paved path. Lord Barrymore opened the front door and stood outside waiting to greet his cousin. The footman opened the door and Nora appeared holding the footman’s hand as she descended the carriage’s steps. 
 
    “Good evening, Nora,” Lord Barrymore said, greeting her with a welcoming smile on his face. 
 
    “Good evening, Lord Barrymore. So good to see you,” she greeted him back, smiling. 
 
    “Let us get you inside and settled, shall we?” Lord Barrymore said, extending his arm for her to hold on to for him to lead her inside. She nodded, smiling in agreement and held onto his arm, accepting his kind gesture. 
 
    “Please sit right here, Lillian will have your room prepared. Would you like some tea?” Lord Barrymore asked her, as a good host should. 
 
    “Tea would be lovely, thank you,” Nora replied, desperately needing a hot cup of tea. 
 
    Lord Barrymore nodded and instructed Lillian to have tea served, before he sat with Nora in the sitting room. 
 
    “I hope the journey here was kind. I do not recall the last time you visited this place,” Lord Barrymore asked. 
 
    “Yes it was. I am afraid I cannot either; it must have been a decade ago. This place still looks very much the same. Maybe a few things changed here and there, but I like it like this. It feels very homely,” Nora said smiling, as Lillian poured her some tea and handed the teacup and saucer to her. 
 
    “Yes, I do not appreciate too much change, especially with things that are to do with my childhood. I feel changing wipes away memories, memories I cannot afford to lose, and so I keep things the way they are, unless of course they very desperately need renovations,” Lord Barrymore said, sipping his hot tea. 
 
    “I agree, completely,” Nora said, smiling. 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence as Nora waited for Lord Barrymore to bring the topic of why she was here to light and while Lord Barrymore was figuring out a way to say it in his mind. 
 
    “Well Nora, you know why it is I have called you here?” Lord Barrymore started saying cautiously. 
 
    Nora nodded. 
 
    “So it is clear that you are willing to marry the Duke?” Lord Barrymore asked again, wanting to be sure that nothing could go wrong in this. 
 
    Nora smiled timidly and nodded her head. 
 
    “I do agree,” she said only loud enough to barely be able to hear her. 
 
    “Well it is settled then, I will pay him a visit now so that we can discuss what plans and preparations we will be needing for the wedding,” Lord Barrymore said, taking the responsibility of the wedding from her side on his own shoulders. He placed his teacup and saucer on the table and got up to leave. 
 
    “You are leaving now? At this very moment?” Nora asked a little surprised. 
 
    “Yes, these are matters that do not go well with delay. So I must go now, he should know,” Lord Barrymore said before he excused himself and grabbed his coat to leave. 
 
    Nora sat in the sitting room looking around, her tea still not half finished. She saw the portraits of her Aunt and Uncle and then ones of her parents near the fireplace. She smiled to herself seeing her mother and father’s face. A single tear formed in her eye and trickled down her cheek. She wiped it before it fell on to her dress. I am getting married Mother and Father, oh how I wish you were both here! How happy you two would have been and how much happier I would have been knowing that you both were still alive and well. I would not have walked down the aisle alone, not if you two were still here. 
 
    Feeling the nostalgia strongly, Nora got up from where she was sitting to explore the rest of the house. She had run through the same hallways in her little dresses and there was no corner of the house that she had not hid in from Lord Barrymore when they were children. They had always got along well and were better friends maybe then, than now. She sighed remembering running in to her Mother’s arms when he would chase her and she wanted to feel safe. She had not felt protected for a very long time. Living with her grandmother at first, it did feel like there was a guardian over her, someone who would keep her away from any sort of harm, but as they both aged the tables had turned, it was now her grandmother who needed her more. 
  
 
    She climbed the stairs slowly, lifting her dress to avoid stepping on the hem of her dress. Familiar portraits hung on the walls right and left as she gazed at them, finding them not mirroring with her memory. I guess I never understood these paintings before; they all feel so familiar but look so different to me now. Reaching upstairs she walked into the first room on the right; the study room where her Uncle had kept a table for his writing and business work. She opened the door and saw that the room was unkempt with numerous papers piled in stacks on the desk and neighboring shelves. Clearly, the room was now constantly used by Lord Barrymore; it was evident by the look of the room. She walked in to the room, looking around at the untidiness of the room and not surprised that it was the way that it was; knowing Lord Barrymore was of this nature. Nora was just about to walk back out of the room when her eyes caught sight of an envelope laying unopened on the table; it had her name on it.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six
  
 
    Nora did not know how to feel or what to think when she held the envelope in her hand. The writing on the envelope was not one she knew of; it for certain was not Lord Barrymore’s. Should I open it? Should I leave it as it is? But if it has my name on it, does that mean it was addressed to me? But then why was it not sent to me directly? Lord Barrymore did not mention it either? Something does not feel right. It has my name on it; I am going to open it. 
 
    She slid a hesitant finger underneath the flap and opened it, trying not to tear it in hopes of closing it again showing no sign of being opened. She pulled out the letter within and unfolded it to read; she looked straight to the bottom of the passage and was surprised to know the sender. 
 
    Dear Barrymore, 
 
    I am afraid this letter does not carry with it much good news and before you read on, please know that I regret to write this, I should have never agreed to it in the first place. 
 
    I cannot marry Nora Mead. After days thinking about it, it has come to my realization that the two of us barely know each other, let alone know if we are even compatible. You know that I have thought very little about the topic of marriage, but now that I did, I felt as if I were not ready and not with Nora Mead. I apologize for not going with my word and decision from before, but I believe it is justified seeing as we both were quite drunk to have thought this out properly. I ask you as a friend, to forgive me. However, I will pay you the debt you rightfully deserve… I should never have taught you that card game!
Your friend, Oxfordshire. 
 
    Nora put a hand to cover her open mouth; consumed by shock. What? I mean, I knew something did not feel right but I never expected it to be this! I should never have been so foolish to think this was actually going to happen! I even told grandmamma! 
 
    She laughed thinking about how stupid she was. How did I let this happen? I am at Lord Barrymore’s house for this wedding to move forward, a wedding that is not happening…and he’s gone to see the Duke of Oxfordshire! Clearly he has not seen this letter. How embarrassing?! I was so eager and he was not even fully convinced. 
 
    She folded the letter and put it back in the envelope leaving it on the desk where she had found it. Hurriedly, she went downstairs and grabbed her things. She asked the footman to ready a carriage for her as she wanted to go home and was not feeling well; she wanted to avoid the awkward situation that was to present itself when Lord Barrymore would return from his visit to the Duke’s. The confused footman, knowing that she was a close relative of Lord Barrymore’s, followed her instructions and called out for the carriage and coachman. Within a span of a few minutes she was already sitting inside the carriage on her way back home. I must now go break the heart of my grandmother’s. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven
  
 
    Lord Barrymore stepped of his coach and climbed up the entrance steps as a footman opened the door for him.  
 
    “Good day, Liam. Is Oxfordshire home?” Lord Barrymore asked him, just to make sure before he entered inside. 
 
    “Good day, my lord. Yes he is,” the footman replied politely, having seen Lord Barrymore so often in the week. 
 
    Lord Barrymore went inside and looked around; there was nobody in the drawing room. Knowing where he would be if not in the drawing room, he went straight upstairs to his study room to look for him. Knowing their informal relationship, Lord Barrymore opened the door wide without knocking and barged into the room with a burst of excitement. 
 
    “You are to finally be wed! She said yes!” Lord Barrymore exclaimed, happy that he was the one to deliver the news directly to him, and to see his reaction when he heard it. The Duke of Oxfordshire looked at him blankly, still holding onto the door handle. Lord Barrymore waited for a response but he said nothing. 
 
    “What is the matter? Are you ill? You look as though you have just seen a ghost,” Lord Barrymore asked him, the excitement in his voice fading and changing into one of concern. 
 
    “I am fine. You just startled me, that is all,” the Duke said, still clearly uneasy by his sudden appearance. 
 
    “Well I apologize for startling you, but did you not hear what I said as I came in?” he asked the Duke, confused. 
 
    “I did…Barrymore…did you not read my letter?” the Duke asked him wishing he had. 
 
    “What letter? You sent me a letter? No I did not. Why, what was written in it?” Lord Barrymore asked utterly lost. 
 
    “Barrymore, I wished you had read the letter before you came. It read that I no longer agreed to marrying Nora Mead,” the Duke said with great difficulty. 
 
    “What? You must be joking, Oxfordshire? Are you dead serious with me right now?” Lord Barrymore asked the Duke again. 
 
    The Duke nodded in agreement. 
 
    “What? Why did you change your mind? Why now?! I wish you would have told me earlier!” Lord Barrymore said throwing his hand in the air not knowing what to do now and thinking about what he would say now to Nora, who was waiting for him to bring good news back home. 
 
    “I did try to! I was hesitant from the night we talked about this and it was not until much later I realized that I could not do this. I tried, I tried to allow it to happen but I could not. I will pay you your debt…”, Lord Barrymore interrupted him while he was speaking “… it is not about the debt Oxfordshire! Nora is at my place right now. I told her I was visiting you to let you know that she was ready for further wedding preparations! What are we going to do now? I cannot be the one to break her heart; you know how fragile she is!” Lord Barrymore finished saying, almost panicking. He was always one to not remain calm, especially when needed. 
 
    “Barrymore! Take a deep breath for goodness sake!” the Duke of Oxfordshire almost yelled at him, knowing he would only listen to his instruction if he had a sense of firmness in his voice. 
 
    Lord Barrymore did as he said, glaring at him he inhaled, trying to take in as much air as he could, and letting it back out slowly. It did calm him. 
 
    “Now listen to me, I understand that this is not a very ideal situation but if you think of it this way, it is better than the both of us getting married and it never working out, that would be torturous! This way we both are being saved from each other, also, you need to be the one to tell her. She is going to be more hurt if I tell her…‘the man who no longer wants to marry her’, how do you think that will sound coming from me?” the Duke said raising his eyebrow and looking at his dear friend calming down and breathing regularly now. 
 
    “Much worse,” Lord Barrymore agreed, glaring at the Duke, despising how he was always right. 
 
    There was brief moment of silence. 
 
    “I guess we were really drunk that night… so drunk we nearly got you married!” Lord Barrymore said breaking the silence and laughing at the absurdity of the entire situation. 
 
    The Duke looked at him questioningly and then smirked, laughing along with him. After they laughed for a good while, Lord Barrymore stood up straight and brushed his shoulders, ready to leave. 
 
    “I should go; she must be waiting for me. Pray that I tell her gently and that she does not cry in front of me. I would only think it my fault if that were to happen,” he said to the Duke, more serious now. 
 
    “She will be fine, she will find someone amazing for herself soon enough. I have a strong feeling she will,” the Duke patted his friend on the shoulder, smiling. Lord Barrymore smiled back and left soon after. 
 
    The Duke returned to his desk sorting out his paperwork, the guilt still had not left him and he was beginning to think it never would. It may shrink in size but it could never be erased. I will just have to live with it. I will have to keep telling myself that doing this was needed and much better than avoiding the pain we both would have to endure in the future. He consoled himself dipping his quill in the inkpot lying next to him and signing another important paper.  
 
    I will live with it…and so will she. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight
  
 
    A month had passed since the near engagement of the Duke of Oxfordshire and Nora Mead and the both of them were now on their separate paths entirely.  
 
    When Lord Barrymore had reached home that night from his way back from the Duke’s place, he came home to an empty house. He had looked for her everywhere and had not found her. After going outside and looking for her in the grounds, he had noticed that one carriage was missing. He then questioned the footman who had told him that she had requested to go home and did not look well. Lord Barrymore knew in the instant that she had found out. He rushed upstairs to his study room where all his letters were kept and found a single open envelope lying on his desk. He pulled out the letter and read it. Being so late in the night, he did not choose to follow after her; instead, he wrote a letter to her, sincerely apologizing. 
 
    Dear Nora, 
 
    I am so very sorry that you found out the way that you did. You must believe me when I say that I did not know myself. I only found out when I spoke to the Duke of Oxfordshire directly. I cannot explain to you how awful I feel for all of this, please accept my sincerest apologies. I will be visiting you soon. 
 
    Yours Sincerely, 
 
    Lord Barrymore. 
 
    Reading his letter again, he knew this was not going to be enough, but he sent it anyway, hoping for the best. 
 
    A week later, he received a letter from Nora.  
 
    Dear Lord Barrymore, 
 
    Your apologies are kind but nevertheless they do not rid the humiliation I felt after knowing about the sudden turn of events. I have not much to say. I wish you the best in your life and the Duke of Oxfordshire’s. You need not visit me, the last thing I need is sympathy over this. 
 
    Kind Regards, 
 
    Nora Mead. 
 
    With that letter, all three of them had put the matter to rest and set on a new journey of moving on and leaving the sour tasting situation that had affected them all, in the past where it belonged. 
 
    --- 
 
    A month later now, the Duke of Oxfordshire had stood corrected; Nora Mead had met somebody new. 
 
    Devastated by the rejection by the Duke of Oxfordshire, Nora had sworn she would never be loved or married; that this was her fate, to be alone. Little did she know that in the coming days all of this was to change. One day while attending a dinner event at a close family friend’s, Aunt Catherine, Nora met her future husband. Aunt Catherine was not really her mother’s sister, but the two of them had gone to school together and had grown up together from a very young age. The two of them had a change in gentry after their marriage but that did not stop them from being close friends, almost like sisters. Her mother had married a physician who struggled with his finances, the way they slumped unpredictably and Aunt Catherine had married a Duke. After her husband’s passing he had left all to Aunt Catherine’s name and since they bore no child, Aunt Catherine took Nora as her own. They were often invited to dinner events at her massive estate, especially with hopes of finding a suitor for her. They had never had much luck before and slowly Nora had given up hope. 
 
    “I really do not feel like going, Grandmamma, What is the point really? For me to parade around and hope that someone will accept me and marry me? It really is so demeaning,” Nora said frustrated. 
 
    “My dear, no, that is not the point. Both you and I are going because Aunt Catherine has insisted we come. We are simply going to enjoy ourselves at a nice evening dinner. You need not think about marriage or men for that matter!” her grandmamma said, embracing her tightly. 
 
    Nora smiled and wrapped her arms around her. That was all she needed to hear. 
 
    They both got dressed and were ready just in time to leave and then were on their way. Reaching the estate, Nora was always dumbfounded by how mammoth it was and how majestic it would look, lit in the dark like little fairy lights sparkling. 
 
    They were greeted by Aunt Catherine at the main door, who was thrilled to see the two of them. She embraced Nora tightly; tighter after her parents had passed. She was genuinely pleased to see them, Nora knew. They were both seated and Nora engaged in casual conversation with her grandmamma.  
 
    “Why do you not get up to dance? Just because you are not looking for someone, does not mean nobody is looking for you!” her grandmother cheekily grinned at her. 
 
    Nora blushed, “Grandmamma, please!” 
 
    “I will let it be if you at least try to get out there and be social. Then I promise not to embarrass you anymore! I swear it!” her grandmother said insisting for her to be more courageous. 
 
    Nora looked at her and smiled, “Alright, Grandmamma. Just for you.” 
 
    She got up and walked gracefully towards the center of the room where some couples were dancing. She watched them gliding across the dance floor, enjoying each other’s company and sighed. Why did I agree to this? Why do I listen to other people so quick, without judging for my own? I should go back to my seat. 
 
    Right as she was about to turn around to go back to her seat, a gentleman stood beside her, his stature was straight and his hands clasped together in front of him, showing he had something to say but was choosing how to say it. Nora noticed his odd behavior and curious to know what he was doing, stood there a little longer. 
 
    “Do you usually just watch or do you dance, too?” the gentleman asked her. It was then that she turned around to see his face, he was grinning ear to ear. The gentleman was Earl Jacob Comerford, Earl of Liverpool as Nora later got to know. He was not very dashing or handsome, his looks were mediocre and he was only a little taller than herself. She smiled at him. 
 
    “It depends who asks me of a dance?” she led him on playfully.  
 
    “What if that gentleman were me?” he asked cautiously still smiling. 
 
    “Then I would say yes,” she said smiling back as he offered his hand and she took it.
The two of them danced together, and he made her smile and laugh at least a couple times before their dance was over, like all charming men did. It was then that their love story had begun; they sat together after being introduced to her grandmamma and they discovered that they shared similar interests. He thought her beautiful and was completely mesmerized by her, the courting had begun and Nora had accepted it. He may have not had the looks, but what he lacked in appearance he made up for with his humor and soft nature. She was willing to have that in a man, rather than no man at all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine
  
 
    What was happening with Nora was similar to what was happening with the Duke of Oxfordshire. The story was quite similar. He too had not thought of love or women after the mishap with Nora and had buried himself deeper in his work. After declining several dinner events he chose to attend one, that, too, on mainly business terms. The gentleman hosting the dinner event was a very wealthy entrepreneur who himself was working in the same field as the Duke. He had invited the Duke to show a friendly agreement between them to the other business and factory owners attending the party and for themselves; for this reason the Duke had no other choice but to go or it would be bad for his business. 
 
    Upon arriving there, the Duke was least interested with the many woman eyeing him and hoping he would approach them.  
 
    “Well your grace, I hope you are enjoying your evening,” Lord Banks, the host of the party said to him. 
 
    “Yes, it is a lovely party,” the Duke partially lied. 
 
    “That is good. Did I happen to introduce my daughter to you?” Lord Banks asked, moving to his left and giving way to reveal a beautiful young woman standing beside him. The Duke of Oxfordshire could not look away. 
 
    “Hello, your Grace, my name is Lady Claire,” she introduced herself, curtseying. 
 
    “Good evening, Lady Claire,” he finally said breaking from his trance and bowed. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” she smiled enticingly. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” he said, trying to remain calm at how attractive she was. 
 
    “Well, I will let you two get to know each other, enjoy the rest of your evening, your grace,” Lord Banks said before leaving the two of them by themselves. 
 
    The Duke suddenly felt nervous; he had never seen such a beautiful woman and to know she was interested in him, had completely made him lose his senses. 
 
    “Would you care to dance?” he asked her, trying to sound bold. 
 
    “I would love that,” she said taking his hand. 
 
    They danced and chose to sit together and get to know each other. Before he left to go back home, she had already agreed to be courted by him. The Duke of Oxfordshire had finally found a woman. Though things had happened quickly between them, the Duke thought very little of it, believing that it was fate for them to have met and the chemistry between them was much too strong to ignore; everything was perfect. 
 
    --- 
 
    As time went on, the two of them would meet often and share long walks in the garden. She was always interested in listening to what he had to say and he loved that about her. She listened with an open mind and he felt as though she understood him like no other. Weeks went on by like this, until one morning the Duke woke up to an incentive of a different kind. For reasons unexplained to him, he had a strong desire to ask her to marry him just that day. I must ask her to marry me! Today is the day! I can feel it so strongly! I cannot wait any longer to make her my wife. We are absolutely perfect together, like two puzzle pieces that join together. Why must we wait? Have I not waited long enough to meet the woman of my dreams? I will not delay in this! I will ask her today!  
 
    The Duke was energized and enthusiastic from the moment he woke, and he had made up his mind to propose to Lady Claire. The entire house staff could feel the difference in his demeanor and already many knew that it was the sight of a man in love. He was cheery at breakfast and greeted every house staff with an exceptionally genuine smile. Lady Claire was set to visit in the late afternoon and stay for dinner, and the Duke was having a difficult time waiting until she arrived. 
 
    The moment the doors opened and Lady Claire walked in, the Duke was already waiting before her, nicely dressed, his smile even brighter when he saw her. 
 
    “Good afternoon, my lovely Lady,” he greeted her as he walked towards her and took her hand in his, raising it to his lips and kissing it softly before he lowered it and let go. 
 
    Lady Claire smiled. 
 
    “Good afternoon, your grace. Aren’t you just a gentleman?” she said admiringly. 
 
    “Shall we walk outside?” he asked her, even though it was routine for them too and it did not need particular questioning. 
 
    “We shall,” she said taking his arm and being led outside. 
 
    He walked her over to a remote area near tall evergreen trees, where a single bench sat underneath.  
 
    “I have never seen this bench over here before,” she asked a bit puzzled, thinking that she could not recall correctly and had forgotten. 
 
    “Yes, it was not here before this morning. I had it put out here for the both of us, so we could have some privacy,” the Duke said smiling. 
 
    “Oh, I love it,” she said admiring his gesture. 
 
    She sat down and he sat beside her, close. 
 
    “Lady Claire, I am in love with who you are. You have made my life so much brighter than it was, even when I thought it need not be, you showed me that it could and I loved it. You understand me as no woman or man could and I am in love with you. I ask you this today, with the sincerest heart, will you marry me? I want you to marry me. Make me the happiest man alive,” the Duke confessed his love in detail for her, while holding her hand in his. 
 
    Lady Claire was slightly shocked and a tear formed in her eye from the over rush of emotions that she, too, could not control. She nodded and just as he leaned in to kiss her, he heard the sound of hooves and a carriage approaching, so he did not. 
 
    “I was about to kiss you, every inch of me wanted to,” he said to her smiling and hating not being able to kiss her. 
 
    “I wanted you to as well, but we are out here in the open. Lord knows how many people are already watching us from the windows of your own home! Just imagine the scandal!” she laughed. Her laugh echoed in his heart and in that moment he knew he had made the right decision. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten
  
 
    In the same city, two different stories were playing out in what seemed like two worlds apart. Nora was set to be married to Lord Liverpool and the Duke of Oxfordshire with Lady Claire; everything was going well on both sides, until one unexpected day. 
 
    Lady Claire had come one late afternoon to the Duke’s estate as she did often but today the Duke was not home. He had asked the footman to notify her that he had to make a quick visit to the factory as he was needed there and would be back as soon as he could. Lady Claire was more than happy to wait for him and thanked the footman for informing her. It was then that she decided to explore the estate on her own knowing that no one would be there to follow her or know of her whereabouts.  
 
    She went upstairs carefully, making sure not to make a noise and walk as swiftly as she could so that she would remain unnoticed. She looked left and right in the hallways as though she was looking for something, then one by one she opened each door to see what was inside. The first door she opened she saw nothing that she was looking for and immediately closed it. It was not until the third door she opened that she finally found gold. It was the Duke of Oxfordshire’s study room. She crept inside and without a moment to waste began systematically rummaging through papers as though she was set out on a mission looking for something she desperately needed. She searched for what went on for minutes. She was so consumed with her search that she did not hear the footsteps of the Duke coming upstairs and in her direction.  
 
    The Duke thought that Lady Claire must have gone to the restroom as she was not in the drawing room when he went to look for her. He had asked the footman where she was, and he said that he had not seen her and that maybe she would have gone to the restroom. The Duke nodded assuming the same and went upstairs wanting to change his clothes before he met her. The sun outside had drenched his clothes and he wanted to be presentable. When he reached upstairs, he heard that someone was in his study room, the only person ever allowed to be in his study room was Lord Barrymore and by this instinct he knew that it was not him. He slowly walked towards the study room, careful not to make even the slightest of noise and startle whoever was in the room; he suspected it was a robber even though that was not very likely with the footman guarding the door and so many staff members in the house. He opened the already open door slightly wider and what he saw shocked him. He stood still, watching as the woman he loved rummaged through his most confidential paperwork and had not noticed his presence. 
 
    “Cla..Claire?...Wha….What are…you doing here?” he asked her stuttering, standing frozen. 
 
    Lady Claire jumped at the sound of his voice and turned around, her face pale and consumed by guilt. It was the Duke’s worst nightmare, the unfathomable, he need not ask her any questions further for the truth was visible; plain to see on her face. 
 
    “I..I…I was just…uh…looking for something..when…did you get back?” she had the audacity of asking him. 
 
    “Looking for what?” he asked her now slowly realizing what he had failed to see from the very beginning; his voice was now more firm and the anger in him was rising. 
 
    “Just…maybe…I thought I left something here..so..I came to look for it,” she stuttered lying straight out of her teeth. 
 
    “Claire…tell me the truth. I cannot bear this anymore than what is already happening… I need to know…” he asked her sternly. 
 
    Lady Claire looked at the floor, saddened by what they had both come to. 
 
    “It was never real was it? None of it was real? What we had was a castle I was building in the air? You never loved me! You did this for your father did you not?” he said to her directly with his voice raised. 
 
    Lady Claire did not look up and started tearing up. 
 
    “I knew from the moment I laid eyes on your father, that he was not a man to be trusted but I am a foolish man for once I laid eyes on you, I could not look away. I fell in love with you the moment I saw you and even though my heart tried to tell me something was wrong, I would ignore it, I tried hushing the little voice at the back of my head telling me there was something wrong going on, I did it because I loved you, for you and for me. I cannot believe you would lie to me like this! All that time! I even proposed to you!” the Duke said frantically, his voice trembling with the gush of emotions he was trying his best to control. 
 
    “I am sorry, your grace, I really am! You must believe me…” she said before the Duke cut in “…believe you? You still have the audacity to ask that of me? Have you no shame?! I know what you were looking for! You were looking for factory papers, anything that could help your father take over my business and wipe it clean off the market! You dare not say anything otherwise! Have you not lied to me enough?! What ever did I do to you, except for love you? Is love such a crime?!” the Duke said, hot tears welling up in his eyes, the sense of betrayal so strong it made a grown strong man cry. 
 
    “Yes, it did start off that way! My father asked me to do it! But when I came to know you better, I actually began to love you! I swear it! My father, however, was persistent and said he would give me no share of his wealth if I did not do what he asked! He is ruthless even to his own! You proposed and I made my mind up of telling you…I just did not know how to! You would never trust me if you had known!” Lady Claire said crying. 
 
    “Trust you? I do not trust you now! What good did it do? Maybe had you told me yourself it would have been a different matter! And what do you mean by coming clean of your intentions before when you are here in my study right now?” he demanded to know. 
 
    “I came to look for anything of less value to give my father, it would quieten him long enough till we were married and then I would not need him for anything… that was my plan,” she admitted, realizing now how silly a plan it was. 
 
    “I am sorry, but I no longer trust you and I cannot marry someone I do not trust. Love alone is nothing, I know this now…thanks to you. You were selfish from beginning to end…and this is the end of us. I need you to leave and I never want to see you again,” the Duke said pointing her out the door. 
 
    Lady Claire pleaded to stay but he would not hear any of it. 
 
    “Go! Before I ask someone to get you off my property. What a scandal that would be?” the Duke said looking straight at her, and her at him, both of them recalling she had said that the day he had proposed and tried to kiss her. With that being heard she left, and he drank…for many nights after. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven
  
 
    Nora Mead’s wedding preparations were nearly done; everything had been set out from the dress to the guest’s table décor and dinner. Lord Liverpool and Nora were very much in love and everything was happening as scheduled. They had barely even had an argument or any other form of conflict, the two of them had such a great understanding that they need not ever bicker about anything. 
 
    One day, Nora had walked into the drawing room, finding Lord Liverpool sitting and talking with her grandmamma. As she entered the room, her grandmamma got up to leave, not looking at Nora.  
 
    “Hello, my dear husband to be! I just…” Nora stopped mid-sentence when she saw Lord Liverpool sitting in the settee with his face concerned and not pleased, holding a paper in his hand. 
 
    “What is the matter Jacob? Is everything alright? You are frightening me!” Nora said as she came closer to him to see what it was that had him so disturbed. 
 
    He said nothing; he did not even do so much as to look up from what he was reading. 
 
    “What is that in your hand?” Nora asked him directly, as she grew anxious of why he was not responding to her. 
 
    He remained quiet for a few minutes, until he finally looked up at her directly. 
 
    “You tell me? Did you ever plan on telling me about this? I thought we were honest about everything to each other? But you hid this from me and what I could not understand at first, was why so? Now, I get it. It did not take me long to figure it all out,” Lord Liverpool said to her accusingly. 
 
    “What are you on about? I don’t even know what you are talking about? Honest about what?” Nora asked completely baffled. 
 
    “Please do not tell me you don’t remember! Well here, read it again! It will jog your memory! And then think of how it made me feel!” Lord Liverpool said standing and handing the letter over to her. 
 
    Nora took it and before she read it, she saw the handwriting and knew what the letter was about. He had found Lord Barrymore’s letter about the Duke of Oxfordshire’s proposal and her head began spinning. 
 
    “Where did you find this?” Nora asked, finally understanding why Lord Liverpool was so upset. 
 
    “I have read a letter of you marrying someone else and what you ask me is where I found it? Is that an appropriate answer to ask me at this moment?” Lord Liverpool said, his voice consumed with frustration. 
 
    “I am sorry you read this Jacob, but this was long ago. I have moved on from this!” Nora said, trying to defend herself. 
 
    “Clearly you have not if the letter is still with you and you had never mentioned it! Who is he? Who is Lord Barrymore?” Lord Liverpool demanded to know. 
 
    “Yes I should have rid the letter…I suppose I forgot about it,” Nora lied. 
 
    “Lord Barrymore is my first cousin and we grew up together. It so happened months ago that his friend that I have not met recently, only when I was young, proposed. It was only mere talk as nothing happened, I did not even meet the gentleman in question and as soon as things began, it was called off from his side,” Nora explained to him calmly. 
 
    Lord Liverpool had calmed down hearing the details but was still uneasy. Nora saw this and sat next to him. 
 
    “Jacob, I love you, I am marrying you. Please do not allow something so minute to get between us,” Nora said placing a loving hand on his. Lord Liverpool looked at her, in her eyes and thought hard. 
 
    “You are right…,” he said after a few seconds. Nora sighed in relief, “…but I would feel completely satisfied on one condition,” he finished saying. 
 
    “Anything? Tell me what it is?” Nora asked in a pleading tone. 
 
    “I say, we do not wait for our wedding that is two weeks away. Everything is already prepared, let us get married this weekend. Lord knows, that would make me happy! Otherwise I am afraid I cannot remain like this, with this doubt in my head,” Lord Liverpool said to Nora, the softness of his demeanor slowly returning with the thought of being wed to her. 
 
    Nora smiled widely and leaned in without a second thought, to kiss him on the cheek. Lord Liverpool blushed. 
 
    But something stopped her from saying yes. Why was he trying to rush this? Something uncomfortable stirred in her soul and while she wanted to oblige him, she could not. 
 
    “But my dress is not ready and the preparations are not done. As you are the only man I will ever wed, I want this to be perfect. Two weeks is not a long time to wait,” she said, kissing him softly on the cheek, praying that he would agree and forget the letter he had found from Lord Barrymore. 
 
    Lord Liverpool quickly got up and paced the room, a part of him wanting to leave. But he loved Nora and believed her, believed that she had no interest in the Duke of Oxfordshire, a man he had met once and despised because of his cocky manner and good looks. 
 
    “Two weeks it is,” he said, smiling at her playfully.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve
  
 
    It was the month of August and time for Lord Barrymore’s annual grand dinner event. He would invite all his friends and family to his estate and the place would be lavishly decorated with impeccable food and wine. It was tradition his parents had started many years ago and he had chosen to continue with it after the two had passed in old age. Every year, he would bring some life into his home and dwell on the feeling of everything being close together once again. Only his sincere and close friends and family were invited. There would be music and dancing and everyone came just to enjoy themselves. Invitations were set out months before so that everyone invited would manage to come and have no excuses whatsoever not to. Lord Barrymore was insistent that everyone attend his dinner event. He had not realized but due to the invitations sent out so early, both Nora Mead and the Duke of Oxfordshire were invited. Usually in past years it had coincidentally happened that sometimes either Nora would not come or would fall sick, or it would be the Duke of Oxfordshire who would not be able to make it due to business related reasons, thus none of them had ever attended the party together. This year both of them were coming, Nora was going to stay at Lord Barrymore’s until the wedding as the Church was closer to his place than hers and the Duke had sworn before that he would come this year since he had not last year. 
 
    The day of the dinner event, Lord Barrymore met Nora first, the two of them had handled their disputes and the cold war between them had died down. Lord Barrymore had helped her with most of her wedding arrangements and she had been grateful to him. Guests had arrived and his estate was nicely crowded, there was laughter and smoke in the air as people ate, danced and enjoyed themselves merrily. The Duke of Oxfordshire had had matters to attend to in the afternoon and so arrived late to the dinner event. 
 
    “Finally! Good to see you, Oxfordshire!” Lord Barrymore said with a drink in his hand, greeting him like a brother. 
 
    “Yes, I made it! I promised that I would,” the Duke said greeting him equally. 
 
    In just that moment, a lady walked up to Lord Barrymore to ask him something. 
 
    “Barrymore, have you…” her voice trailed off into silence when she saw the Duke standing in front of her. 
 
    The Duke looked at whom it was who had such an angelic voice, and when his eyes laid on her, he was breath taken. Nora Mead? 
 
    Lord Barrymore mistook their reactions to each other as uneasiness and tried to handle the situation. 
 
    “Yes, Nora what do you need? I will get it right for you!” he said with his voice shaken, not knowing what to expect next. 
 
    “Nothing. I need nothing, thank you. Sorry,” she said as she left them to be alone awkwardly. 
 
    “It slipped my mind that the two of you were coming here and there would be the possibility of seeing each other!” Lord Barrymore exclaimed, turning to look at the Duke and see his reaction and if he was okay. 
 
    The Duke was standing in deep thought and had not heard what Lord Barrymore said. 
 
    “Oxfordshire? Are you listening?” Lord Barrymore asked placing a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, yes. I am sorry…I just…she is beautiful,” the Duke said still thinking about her. 
 
    “What? No! You cannot think about her anymore! She is to be wed in ten days and we have played enough with her heart, please Oxfordshire, do not even think of it,” Lord Barrymore advised him. 
 
    The Duke nodded after realizing he was right and Lord Barrymore patted him on the shoulder for comfort before leaving to tend to other guests. 
 
    I cannot stop thinking about her. I have to speak with her, at least once. She too, looked at me the same I did her. Maybe I should apologize for what happened? I never even wrote her a letter. The Duke came up with an excuse to talk to her. 
 
    He looked around for her casually, making it seem as though he was not really searching for anything or anyone at all. She caught his eye in the corner talking to some other women who were all now laughing together. He walked towards her slowly, hoping she would notice and agree to speak with him. She noticed him walking her way and did not show signs of disapproval, so he continued to walk towards her. Once close, the others around her separated sensing the seriousness that had thickened the air. 
 
    “Hello again,” the Duke said softly as he finally approached her. He waited for a reaction, he was almost sure that she may not want to speak to him at all. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, looking straight at him. 
 
    Surprised by her willing answer, he was unsure of what to say next, not having expected that she would reply. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked nervously. 
 
    “Is that really the question you want to ask me?” she replied wittingly, knowing that he was just looking for an excuse to have a conversation with her. 
 
    “Uh…yes, actually I would like to know,” the Duke replied back quickly. 
 
    “I am well…engaged now if you had not heard. Will be married in ten days,” she said flaunting her announcement to make it known that she had healed from the earlier rejection by him. 
 
    “That is good news,” the Duke tried saying with enthusiasm, which was clearly lacking. 
 
    “Yes, it is. He is a good man,” she said forcefully, trying not to look at the handsome Duke in front of her. 
 
    “I am sure he is. I hope he takes good care of you,” he said genuinely. 
 
    Nora looked up to his face puzzled by why he would say such a thing if he did not care for her, and that is when she saw it in his eyes; something sparked between them. 
 
    “Uh...well…that is very…nice of you...” she said stammering, finding it difficult to think straight. 
 
    “Nora…I need to say something and I know you may not believe me, but the reason I called off the wedding was because I was terrified of loving someone I had not met. I was scared to actually get married. I thought it had to do with you, but the days after I was not so sure I made the right decision and it turns out, the problem was with me. I never meant to hurt you; it was because I did not want to hurt you that I did not believe in forcing us to be together. It all happened so suddenly and that is not how love works. It is not given a date and conditions. I am sorry again. I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me,” the Duke said without a pause, as she watched him say his words full of sincerity and listened to what he had to say. He was looking at the floor like all people do when they are consumed with guilt and shame. 
 
    Nora looked at him skeptically. Why is this man so humble? Why is he pleading for my forgiveness? Why is he so kind and handsome? 
 
    “I forgive you,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen
  
 
    That night both Nora and the Duke of Oxfordshire settled the awkwardness and small dispute between them and went on with their nights as usual, enjoying the dinner event as other guests did, but both of them could not stop thinking about each other. 
 
    A strange feeling had stirred between them and they both knew that it was dangerous to think about it twice, but neither of them could stop doing so. With Nora staying at Lord Barrymore’s estate, the Duke had the perfect chance to see her again; he was convinced that Nora, too, felt the same way about him and he could not rest with that uncertainty so alive in his mind. 
 
    The next day, the Duke decided to visit Lord Barrymore. His frequent visits were not uncommon but now his motives to visit were different. He was hoping to learn more about Nora, and although she was engaged, he thought it little harm if they only talked. 
 
    “Ah, your grace, so nice to see you again,” the footman at Lord Barrymore’s estate said while opening the door for him. 
 
    “Thank you, Frederick. It is always nice to see you, too,” the Duke said more cheery than usual with Nora on his mind. 
 
    He walked inside feeling a warm tingly nervous feeling to be able to see her again. He looked around and just when he thought she was not there, he caught a glimpse of a young woman sitting on the settee holding a book ever gracefully so. For a moment, he stopped to simply admire her beauty. My God! How did I ever say no to that! I should never listen to my mind, it always does confuse the heart…but right now, I am not confused. Not one bit. 
 
    She had not seen him or heard him come in. He knocked politely on the door before he came in so she would not be startled. 
 
    “Good day, Nora Mead,” he said, loving the sound of saying her name. 
 
    Nora looked up from her book and was pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “Good day, your grace,” she said, loving the sound of her name from his lips. 
 
    “Would you mind if I sat down?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    “Not at all,” she said, feeling anxious with them being alone. 
 
    “What book is that you are reading?” the Duke asked, not wanting to start the conversation off with the typical question about her upcoming wedding like everyone else did. Also, he was beginning to despise talking about her wedding completely. 
 
    “An old book my Mother used to read me. It is poetry. I am not sure you will find it to your liking,” she said smiling playfully, knowing she should not encourage his plan to see interest in her. 
 
    “I will have you know that I am very passionate about poetry and literature. You take me as too much a hollow man,” he said. 
 
    “Oh really? Is that so? I take no one as hollow. I know everybody has their likes and dislikes, I suppose I just did not believe poetry would be one of your likes,” she said admittedly. 
 
    “And why is that?” he asked intrigued. 
 
    “Simply because poetry was meant for love and romance. Only romantic people read poetry. I did not take you as one, but maybe you are one,” she said smiling, showing her teeth. 
 
    “I cannot say if I am romantic or not. I think I am. I love unconditionally and with all my heart, is that romance?” he asked, curious to know what she thought. 
 
    Nora smiled. True romantics never know whether they are or not. I suppose there is so much more I do not know about him.  
 
    “Do you want me to read you a passage?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, please. That would be lovely,” he said, smiling. 
 
    Love has me tied, it is merciless. 
 
    Alas, I do not ask for mercy from the things that I choose to kill me. 
 
    She read softly and slowly, looking up to see the Duke looking straight at her. Their eyes met and she could not look away, neither could he. They were falling for each other, helplessly. Then Lord Barrymore walked in. 
 
    “Good day everyone!” he said loudly as he walked into the room. The two of them broke out of their locked eyes and tried to act as if nothing had happened; as though they had not shared an intense moment together. 
 
    “Nice to see you are here!” Lord Barrymore said gullibly, not questioning why he was alone talking to Nora. 
 
    “Yes, Barrymore. You know I visit every now and then. I was thinking we should have another card night,” the Duke said, quickly coming up with a reasonable explanation as to why he was there. 
 
    “That sounds good! Something tells me you will regret it later!” Lord Barrymore joked, laughing. 
 
    “I just might,” the Duke said looking over at Nora. Nora looked at him and understood that what he had just said was directed to her and not him. She was fascinated and amused by his bold and confident ways. Clearly the man knows I am to be wed! Why is there such a strong attraction between us? Were we meant to be? She thought, shaking it off when she pictured Lord Liverpool in her head. 
 
    The Duke and Lord Barrymore then excused themselves and went off to share a smoke and later play cards. They gambled and the Duke of Oxfordshire won. 
 
    Going back home alone, the Duke began thinking about whether or not he should confess his feelings to Nora. Can I tell her? Should I tell her? What if she is offended? But what if she leaves her betrothed to be with me? Can that even happen? Would I be a bad man if I tried to make her my own? Clearly she does not truly love him! Oh how I wish I had never said no in the first place, we would already be able to share our love together…but I need to know if she feels the same way. I have to tell her, what harm could it do? 
 
    The Duke innocently thought, coating it in sweet words not knowing what the consequences could actually be. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen
  
 
    As Nora was staying for only three more days before heading back home, the Duke visited Lord Barrymore’s estate each day. Lord Barrymore grew a little suspicious of his friend’s peculiar behavior but did not question it as he knew it would insult him and did not find it his place to tell how two grown people should act. He knew the Duke of Oxfordshire was a good man and he let it be. However, on every visit Nora and the Duke did speak alone. The two of them were daring enough to take a long walk around the estate, unafraid of what it would look like, knowing that no one would think twice of it after the wedding. Neither did anyone know about their almost wedding.  
 
    Every second they spent together, the two of them connected more and more. It was as though they were alike but had enjoyable differences. The Duke was shocked to learn so much about Nora that he had never known. There was innocent flirting involved while they talked, and the Duke had received the hint that she did indeed fancy him.  
 
    As Nora’s wedding loomed closer, the Duke had made up his mind that he would tell Nora he loved her and could not see her marry another man. He decided to let it be her choice as before it had been his own and she, too, had made peace with it. 
 
    While they walked in the garden outside that day, the Duke could not help but notice that everything was much more beautiful that day. The sun was cool when it touched the skin and the wind played lovingly with Nora’s hair. The leaves bristling and the birds chirping together in chorus filled him with glee but of course, the woman beside him was the most radiant of all. He noticed that she was wearing a lovely pistachio colored dress that hung off her shoulders, exposing her prominent collar bones. Her brown long luscious waves went well with the dress she had chosen. She was more dressed up than usual, and he knew it was for him. This day resembled closely to the day the Duke had decided to propose to Lady Claire. 
 
    “Have I told you before that you are beautiful?” the Duke said close to her ear, whispering. 
 
    Nora giggled delightfully, bashfully looking to the side to avoid hearing more. 
 
    “You have, and so many times, too,” she said smiling at him. 
 
    “Still not enough,” he said smiling. 
 
    “Why don’t we sit down for a bit?” the Duke suggested, leading her to a bench nearby. 
 
    “I could use a little rest,” she said agreeing with him. 
 
    The two of them looked out into the horizon looking at long acres of green plains and felt the serenity around them and with each other. 
 
    “Nora…” the Duke began saying. Nora looked at him as she did when she was listening closely. 
 
    “I have to tell you something and I know I will not be able to take it back…but I don’t want to. I need to tell you because it is what keeps me up at night, tossing and turning in bed, and it is the first thing I think of when I wake. Whatever happens next is up to you, I will not force you or ask of you anything, but to be true to yourself and your heart,” he went on. 
 
    “Nora…I love you. I have fallen in love with you. I loved you the moment I saw you and every day after that Lord knows I have regretted ever letting my mind convince me that we could not have been together because the undeniable truth is…we could have been. You are the woman that I love with my heart. I thought I knew what love was but I did not. I was an amateur not knowing the skill but you…you Nora have taught me how to love. I do not know if you feel the same way but I could not forgive myself if I did not tell you this myself. I would have hated myself if I never confessed my love to you and you went on to get married. The choice is yours, I made my choice before and now it is your turn. Do what your heart tells you to,” the Duke said nervously, his palms sweating as he spoke. 
 
    Perhaps he was crazy for confessing his love to a woman he had only known a short time, but he knew that he had never felt this way before, and doubted that he would ever feel this way again.  
 
    Nora’s heart raced when she heard everything that he said and narrated; her body froze. Someone had seen them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen
  
 
    “Jacob, what are you doing here?” Nora got up from her seat and stood up taking a step away from the Duke. 
 
    Lord Liverpool was still and did not say a word; he looked back and forth at Nora and then at the Duke and then back at Nora. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this, Nora?” Lord Liverpool asked in a raised voice. 
 
    “How could you do this to me? After all we have been through! I knew you shared feelings for each other! But I never believed you could have ever betrayed me! I never!” Lord Liverpool almost yelled. 
 
    “Okay, let us not get ahead of ourselves,” the Duke said, interrupting and trying to calm the situation. 
 
    “No! She cheated and she is a liar!” Lord Liverpool finally yelled. 
 
    “I get that you are angry but you have no right to speak of her that way! I kid you not, Sir, if you are not out of my sight by the time I count to five, my fist will be in your face!” the Duke said angrily, enraged with how he had called Nora something so foul. 
 
    Lord Liverpool, being shorter and of no comparison to the muscular stature of the Duke, stayed quiet. 
 
    “The wedding is off Nora. We are done. I never want to see you again,” Lord Liverpool said in a tensed tone before he turned around and walked away. 
 
    Nora was about to call for him and follow him but the Duke grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Nora this is your chance, this is your choice and this is the time that you get to decide. Me or him?” the Duke said, indirectly grateful that this had happened. 
 
    “I…I…I can’t right now. I don’t know!” Nora said, setting her arm free from the Duke and then running inside with her palms to her face, crying. 
 
    The Duke stood there outside alone, letting Nora have her space. He wanted her to make the right decision and not rash ones. He sat on the bench alone waiting for her to come outside; if she ever would. 
 
    Moments later, Nora came out as he had hoped, her eyes faintly red from crying but her facial expression was strong and serious; she had clearly made up her mind. It made the Duke nervous like he had never been before. 
 
    “I…” the Duke began saying before she cut in. 
 
    “No wait. I will speak. This was my decision now let it be my words,” she said raising a hand signaling for him to not speak another word. The Duke nodded respectfully. 
 
    “I hated you. You broke my heart from a distance, who thought that could even happen? But it did, and for a long time I thought it was your fault and mine. Mine for being so foolish, to not thinking it through and agreeing the moment I was asked and yours for expecting me to agree and then deciding how it plays out. I thought you were a selfish man that only cared about yourself and used other people like most wealthy Dukes do,” she said in a stern voice. 
 
    The Duke raised an eyebrow as to where she was leading with this. 
 
    “But then I saw you myself, you had the face of a kind gentleman. You were nothing like I had thought you were. You apologized and my heart melted way before you even asked. I thought it was me being crazy and foolish again, but by God, this feels right. This feels like I am making the right decision, because I, too, love you, Duke of Oxfordshire,” she went on, looking at him with a stern look that highly amused him. 
 
    “And what is your decision now?” he asked, wanting to hear the words clearly. 
 
    “As crazy as this may sound, now that I am once again a single woman and I was already prepared to be wed this weekend. I agree with your proposal. I will marry you,” Nora said breaking into a smile she could no longer hide as she said this. 
 
    The Duke, filled with joy and happiness, took Nora in his arms and circled her around, they both laughed.  
 
    “Whatever will everyone say?” Nora asked, shocked that she had agreed to marry the Duke in so short of a time. “Are we crazy?” 
 
    “Yes, some may see it that way, Nora, but fate has a way of playing things out as it should be. All I know is that my feelings for you are very real, and I am blessed to have you by my side, crazy as it may be”, the Duke said laughing, his laugh so contagious that Nora soon joined in.  
 
    “Whatever will Barrymore say?” Nora asked, afraid to tell him but excited at the same time.
  
 
    “Let us go and find out,” the Duke said. “I want him standing up as my best man, so after the initial shock, he’ll have time to compose himself before the wedding,” the Duke said, laughter once again reigning over his face.  
 
    “Barrymore!” the Duke called out as they entered his house. “I have something to tell you…”  
 
    Let this love stay forever and let it kill me, he prayed, as Barrymore came bounding into the drawing room, one eyebrow raised as he looked at Nora and Oxfordshire hand in hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue
  
 
    “I cannot believe how fast two years has gone by,” Nora said, smiling up at the Duke as they lay snuggled close together in their bed. 
 
    The Duke smiled. “Two years ago, we were wed, and that day was the happiest day of my life. Until we journeyed into life together, and now every day is the happiest day of my life.” 
 
    The Duke broke into laughter. “Oh, Nora, do you remember the shock on Barrymore’s face when we told him? I will never forget that look! But to his defense, he never spoke ill of our plans. That, is a good friend.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nora added. “I do remember his shocked expression. Then he opened his mouth as if to speak but shut it quickly. I am grateful for that for he has been most supportive of us.” She smiled up at the Duke. 
 
    “And having grandmamma here with us is a blessing. Thank you,” she said, planting a soft kiss on the Duke’s cheek. 
 
    As they snuggled deeper into each other’s arms, the sound of a crying infant roused them from their position, each one ready to tend to the needs of their one-month old daughter.

“You stay here, I’ll tend to her,” the Duke said softly, walking to the next room to care for the apple of his eye, his baby daughter.

As he tended to Emma, the Duke gave thanks to God for bringing a wife and child into his life. It was an event that almost did not occur due to his judgement of her as he had known her years ago. Although shame and guilt still ate at him, he was letting it go as he knew Nora had forgiven him for breaking her heart. And that, that, was what love was all about. 
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1

Lady Molly Richards was celebrating her nineteenth birthday with her closest family and friends in Dorchester. It was the year 1815 and Earl Nathan Richards and his wife Grace, the Earl and Countess of Dorchester, had been in uplifting spirits during the celebrations. Their daughter Molly; smart, talented, and beautiful had been drawing the eye of nearly every man she had come into contact with since she had been presented to society.  
 
    Being a Wednesday evening that their beloved child’s birthday had fallen upon, the Earl and Countess had to contain their more elaborate plans of celebration for the following Saturday. The ball was well underway in planning and the Earl had spared no expense as his sweet daughter was quickly approaching the in-between age; the age where more often than not a man would select a wife a few years younger than she and those who were older than her would not get a passing glance.  
 
    “Mama!” Molly cried from the dining room where she sat prettily with her bosom friend Anne.  
 
    “Yes my love,” the Countess replied.  
 
    “Could you please fetch Charlotte and have her make a tonic for dear Anne’s little sister?” she asked, “it appears she has had a little too much to drink this evening.”  
 
    “Of course, my dear,” she answered, smiling at her daughter.  
 
    Molly turned back to her friend, her long blonde curls swinging from side to side as she did so. Her blue eyes sparkled in the light of the candles overhead and the Countess could not help but sit and stare at her daughter in admiration for a moment.  
 
    A few moments later, Molly found herself utterly beside herself in laughter as Anne’s little sister had toppled sideways out of her chair. She assisted her to the best of her abilities to the sofa at the end of the room.  
 
    “Dear Mary,” she began, “you really must be more considerate of your health poor thing,” she commented through her stifled giggles.  
 
    Anne could hardly hold herself up from laughing and handed her sister an extra handkerchief to wipe her eyes and nose.  
 
    “Really Mary, I am surprised Mama lets you out of the house at all these days!” she shouted.  
 
    Lord Dorchester entered the room in a state of surprise at seeing the event unfold as it had. 
 
    “Mary,” he said, “please allow me to fetch my coach to take you home, shall I?” 
 
    Mary nodded sheepishly. The drink had clearly gotten to her on a deeper level than was expected. Lord Dorchester assisted her to her feet and stabilized her on his arm as he led her from the hall, handing her the tonic Charlotte had prepared for her as they went.  
 
    By this point, nearly everyone had gone and the hour was growing late.  
 
    “Perhaps we should get ourselves ready for bed Molly dear,” Anne suggested with a slight yawn.  
 
    “I think perhaps you are right Anne, I could not drink or eat another bite if I wanted to,” she laughed as the two ladies went upstairs to change. 
 
    “Good night Mama!” she called from the stairs, still arm in arm with Anne. 
 
    “Good night sweetheart, and happy birthday,” her mother replied, waving them on.  
 
    Dressed and ready for bed, Molly pulled back the covers on the bed and fluffed up the pillows while Anne finished dressing and washing.  
 
    “It was a lovely time was it not?” Anne asked her from behind the partition.  
 
    “It was indeed Anne, and I am so fortunate that I should not have had to endure my family all on my own. I am glad you could be there,” she said, climbing into bed.  
 
    Anne came out from behind the partition, brushing her hair gingerly and joined her on the other side of the bed.  
 
    “I would never abandon you to your own devices silly girl. We both know how unwell you handle such things,” she said laughing.  
 
    Anne settled herself under the sheets with Molly and turned to face her.  
 
    “How many invitations have gone out for your ball, dear?” she asked excitedly.  
 
    “Too many,” Molly groaned, they’ve invited most of the world I think!” she exclaimed.  
 
    This made Anne laugh. 
 
    “You know I think I saw a letter from the Duke on the table when I arrived this evening. Do you think it was his sending word that he should be able to attend?” she rambled.  
 
    “Oh pish!” Molly exclaimed, covering her face in embarrassment. 
 
    “Do you remember when you first laid eyes on him, Molly?” Anne asked eagerly. “I do for one; it was the most adorable thing I had ever witnessed. You could hardly speak!” she cried and threw her head back in hysteria.  
 
    “Oh hush,” Molly waved at her.  
 
    “It was nothing but a girlhood crush, you know that,” she went on.  
 
    “I most certainly do not know that,” Anne snapped. “You have been in love with the man ever since I can remember from that day on.”  
 
    Molly was silenced, recalling memories of the night she had first met the Duke. He was charming and handsome, dark brown curls that never fell out of place and green eyes that shone in even the dullest light.  
 
    “You’re thinking about him again,” Anne pointed out.  
 
    “Only because you made me,” Molly retorted hotly back at her.  
 
    “Whatever you say dearest, I only want for you to be happy in life and if you were married to the Duke!” she began, getting all worked up again. 
 
    “Hush,” Molly ordered as she rolled over and blew out the candle.  
 
    She closed her eyes and tried to steady her heart rate, but Anne was right. She was thinking heavily about the Duke now, and she had noticed the letter sitting on the table earlier that day which her parents had stashed with the others. And now, here she was thinking about him in a long-tailed coat, gliding up and down the dance hall with her in her favorite dress, his eyes sparkling emeralds in the candle light.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2

Caroline Stafford of Oxfordshire descended the steps of Arnold Hall early in the year of 1812. Duke James Arnold, the Duke of Shropshire, barely twenty-three years old, had grown accustomed to the life of luxury that his parents had left for him, and he indulged in it ravenously.  
 
    Throwing a lavish ball truly delighted his mother, and this was the third ball the Duchess of Shropshire had thrown in the past twelvemonth and James could not have been more ecstatic.  
 
    Caroline glided down the steps in an elegant gown of red satin and pearls abounding on her neck, wrist and hair.  
 
    James stood at the foot of the stairs and edged himself closer, ensuring that no other gentleman should reach for her hand before he had.  
 
    “My lady,” he cooed as her heels clicked the bottom step where she planted herself firmly, scouting out the room for the many eligible partners that she might have had that evening.  
 
    “Your grace!” she said in an astonished voice, quite taken aback by his compliment in seeking her out so early.  
 
    “I wish to ask if I might secure myself for the first three dances, Miss Stafford,” he said boldly, nodding to the gentleman at his heel as if to ward him off from his prey.  
 
    She blushed scarlet, looking from the Duke to the gentleman at his heel and further still to the lineup of suitors behind him, and back up to the Duke, who was by far the more attractive and wealthy of the bunch.  
 
    “Why yes, your grace,” she said softly, “yes you may,” and she took his hand eagerly where he led her out onto the dancefloor.  
 
    The music, although loud and boisterous, proved an excellent conversation piece for the two of them to indulge in as they went up and down the dance hall, one, two, three times and more. As it was, Caroline had completely dismissed the other offers for partners each time they were approached and could not be more pleased with her decision as the Duke grew more and more interested in what she had to say, paying extra fine attention to her physique.  
 
    After four and five dances had passed, James’s mother insisted he take a rest for he should surely outdo himself with fatigue if he kept things up at the rate he was going. 
 
    “Yes mother, I am sorry to have caused you any such concern. Perhaps I will take a stroll on the terrace,” he suggested, leading Caroline through the room and out the door.  
 
    Caroline had been completely swept off her feet by the Duke and was eager to follow him into a more private sphere of the estate where she could inform him of her increasing fear that she should be falling in love with him.  
 
    “Caroline,” he began kindly, “you are too sweet and I cannot say that I am worthy of such praise,” he added. “But if you are sure, you must allow me to confess that from the moment you came down those steps I could not help but feel the same way about you.” 
 
    He tilted his head, the way he had learned to do from an old friend, so that the light of the moon might catch his eye and sparkle back in her direction. 
 
    “Come with me,” he whispered in her ear, grazing it as he did so. It was hot, which meant she was ready, he thought silently to himself but allowed a slight smile to crack his face when she faced him.  
 
    She blushed once again but followed as he led the way back through the house and up the stairs.  
 
    *** 
 
    They reached the top of the stairs, and he paused just long enough for her to wipe the sweat from her brow and from her chest with her handkerchief before he took her hand and guided her towards a large oak door.  
 
    “Please,” he said haughtily as he allowed her to open it for herself.  
 
    She stepped cautiously into the room, not knowing entirely what to expect, although a faint sign of recognition crossed her lips before she turned to push the door forward.  
 
    “Is this?” she asked, “yours?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said reassuringly, lighting the candles on the table as he did so. 
 
    Although not actually his own bedroom, this was a room used primarily for women who he hoped to bed, he had never had a woman in the room that he slept in. He closed the door softly behind them and motioned for her to make herself comfortable.  
 
    She sat down on the chair near the fire and said, “This is a lovely space, but will your guests not miss you terribly?” she implored, becoming more aware of her situation yet, not afraid. 
 
    “I’m sure they shall, but I can simply assure them that I have merely been absent long enough to show you about the estate,” he said calmly.  
 
    “And how long do those tours last, your grace?” she asked, playing along in his game.  
 
    She was so ready, James thought happily to himself as he slipped out of his outer jacket.  
 
    “Oh a couple of hours,” he said smirking, “and I always go into detail,” he added with a wink.  
 
    He took her by the hand and placed her on the bed before him where he knelt in front of her, and she leaned back to enjoy what he had to offer.  
 
    *** 
 
    James escorted the lady, once she had righted herself, back down the steps and implemented his plan of fooling his guests. At the end of the evening, he kissed Caroline on the cheek, vowing in hopes of seeing her again before turning his back on her and never calling on her thereafter.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Saturday arrived in a frivolous nature, with all members of the family bursting with excitement. Molly was allowed to sleep in for a couple of hours to ensure she had the utmost beauty rest that she could afford as her mother decreed.  
 
    She strode out of her room at about nine o’clock in the morning and already the servants had cleared the dance hall of any dirt or speck of fluff from the cat, her mother had been in a panic over the floral arrangements and the musicians were asking questions about set up times and cues.  
 
    “Good morning, Mama,” Molly greeted as cheerfully as she could when she entered the kitchen.  
 
    “Look Nathan!” she exclaimed, “doesn’t our girl look absolutely stunning?” she asked, pinching her daughter’s cheeks.  
 
    “Mama, I’m not even dressed yet and haven’t eaten a bite,” Molly continued, “I am sure I can hardly look appealing at this time in the morning on such a momentous day as this,” she said, egging her mother’s excitement on.  
 
    “Yes my dear, it is quite the momentous day!” she said, gliding away to tend to some of the flowers sitting idly on the table.  
 
    “Those flowers have not been touched by a single hand in over fifteen minutes,” her father said to her, smiling lightly.  
 
    “What a crisis!” Molly said, mildly mocking her mother who was pouring over the baby’s breath sticking out of the arrangement in a way that had clearly set her teeth on edge.  
 
    She stepped forward and gingerly kissed her mother on the cheek, “Let’s go, Mama, we have to get my gown from Lady Martha’s shop” she added, heading out the door.  
 
    Following an uneventful journey in to town and a hassle free experience with Martha and her dress, the Countess and Molly arrived home a few hours later to see their home completely changed from what they had left behind.  
 
    Flowers stuck out of every crevice and food was cooking wildly, wafting aromas about the house.  
 
    The Countess caught her daughter on the arm as she passed. 
 
    “Molly dear, do be sure to take that right up to your room won’t you, Charlotte will be with you in a few moments to tend to your hair and face,” she said, “Oh! You shall be the loveliest of ladies this evening!” she exclaimed.  
 
    Molly was hardly dressed and ready when the door was opened revealing their first guests. Mr. and Mrs. Chambers down the road and their lovely daughters Theresa and Marguerite. The musicians struck up a beat and took off with delight, having been at the house most of the day awaiting the ball.  
 
    Soon the house was flooded with guests, ladies and gentlemen alike, and each dressed in their best coats and gowns.  
 
    Molly stole the attention of every guest who entered the room with her blonde curls tied up high on her head and falling gracefully in spirals all around. Her dress was made of white taffeta, lined with pearls and gems along the edges.  
 
    “Welcome ladies and gentlemen!” her father exclaimed over the crowd, silencing them. “Thank you all for being here to celebrate with us our daughter’s birthday,” he continued, Molly glancing about in embarrassed gratitude.  
 
    A twinkling from the candles lit up a bright gleam of green which caught her off guard as she turned her attention towards it. The Duke had indeed come to celebrate with her. Shock seized her as she averted her gaze before he noticed her staring but she could not contain her excitement at such a compliment as his coming for her.  
 
    At the end of the speech, the musicians played up a lively tune to which the Duke could be seen striding along with in a hurry.  
 
    “Lady Molly,” he announced, puffing his chest a little before she turned around.  
 
    “Your grace!” she responded, turning to face him a little loudly. 
 
    She dropped to a graceful curtsey which revealed to him more cleavage than he had anticipated, making the hairs on the back of his neck rise to attention.  
 
    “No, no,” he said, “Today we bow to you,” he added with a charming smile, bending at the hip.   
 
    She smiled at his gesture and could not think of what to say in response, so to her rescue he came with a probing question. 
 
    “Might you indulge me in the greatest of honors by having me for the first two dances?” he asked, widening his eyes in hopes of drawing her attention further.  
 
    “Thank you, your grace,” she said, her breath quite clearly caught in her throat. “It should be my pleasure,” she added quickly.  
 
    He talked for a while about her estate and her kind parents, and flattered her in every way that he could think to do until the next dance began.  
 
    Taking her hand lightly in his own, he led her confidently out onto the dance floor. The entire room was struck by the movement and for a brief moment he considered he had gone mad trying to get with her when any man she paid the slightest interest in that evening would be seen by the entire room.  
 
    He did not care, and led her through the first two dances, her hair tumbling around her as she spun on the spot and skipped about the room. The scent of her lavender soap tingled his nose when he passed her down the line of gentlemen, and the touch of her skin was enough to make him mad with lust.  
 
    The dance came to an end and he asked if he might have a private word with her.  
 
    “You may,” she said, indicating the dining room or the balcony where they might have a little more privacy, but not private enough that they should be questioned for their disappearance.  
 
    James complimented her immensely, though not to an offensive degree. Molly was blushing madly against her white gown and smiling uncontrollably. It had been many years since she had seen the Duke and was now fully under his spell once again.  
 
    After one such doting compliment on her eyes, she cast them down, in hopes of not appearing too eager when he placed a strong hand on her delicate cheek and kissed her. Shocked and prepared to resist, Molly stepped back, but could not pull her lips from the Duke even if she tried. She simply found she did not want to.  
 
    He pulled back and stepped away from her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said impulsively, acting as though he had not intended his behavior.  
 
    “Don’t be…” she began, but he cut her off. 
 
    “Are you?” he started, stopping himself, feigning embarrassment, “a…virgin?” he ended awkwardly.  
 
    “Of course I am!” Molly shouted, a little offended. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” the Duke repeated once more, touching her shoulder calmly.  
 
    “I will see you again soon,” he promised, turning to leave, and I will have my way, he thought wickedly to himself before taking another glance at her glorious figure before leaving the hall.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4

The following day, James woke up with a splitting headache, from drinking too much whiskey after the ball, in his library. He sat surrounded by his books and letters trying to come up with the most intriguing letter of recommendation to Molly’s father in hopes he would allow her to spend the day in town with him.  
 
    “Good morning, your grace,” his butler, Ellis, said cheerfully as he brought in his morning coffee and scone. 
 
    “Thank you, Ellis, it has been an awfully long night”, he said sheepishly, rubbing his eyes.  
 
    “Have you not slept yet, your grace?” Ellis asked in a concerned voice. 
 
    “If I have, it has been right on this stack of letters,” James admitted, straightening the pile he had indeed drooled upon a few hours before.  
 
    “Do not look so concerned Ellis, old boy, I assure you I am perfectly of a sound mind,” he said.  
 
    “If you are sure,” Ellis responded, his eyes still fixed on the Duke.  
 
    “Would you do me a favor this morning, Ellis?” he asked with business in his tone.  
 
    “Anything sir, what is it?” he asked eagerly, ready to get to work for the day.  
 
    James rose and carried a letter forward to his servant.  
 
    “Please have this delivered to Lord Dorchester, I have a mind to visit with his daughter,” he added. 
 
    “Sir!” Ellis exclaimed, knowing full well the Dukes’ naughty secrets.  
 
    “Relax old boy, I cannot even be sure the lady will have me at all so don’t go about it fretting the destruction of this half of England man,” he warned, thrusting the letter towards him.  
 
    “As you wish it, your grace,” Ellis said solemnly, turning his back on the Duke and heading out of the library.  
 
    *** 
 
    Molly woke that morning in much the same state as James as the music only grew in volume and the number of guests demanding her attention only increased after his departure.  
 
    “Good morning, Mama,” she said happily, still thinking about the Duke as she made her way in to the kitchen for breakfast.  
 
    “Good morning, my beauty,” she said, kissing her daughter on the face. 
 
    “Did you have a pleasant time?” she asked, her hands folded into one another in anxiety, hoping the party had been the best her only child could have asked for.  
 
    “Of course, Mama, what more could I have possibly asked for?” she said, remembering the musky scent of the Duke’s cologne on her hands.  
 
    “I noticed his grace was quite fond of you, my dear, he hardly stayed a moment after the two of you had filled up your time of dancing,” she said excitedly, beaming from ear to ear.  
 
    “Mama,” Molly said, brushing the compliment off. She had not been the only one to notice his kind attentions to her and that was saying something, she thought with some excitement.  
 
    The ladies’ discussion and tea was cut short by a loud knock on the door which Charlotte hurriedly answered for them.  
 
    “Who is it Charlotte dear?” the Countess asked, keen on knowing all the gossip of the town.  
 
    “It is only a letter ma’am,” she said quickly, not to keep her lady waiting on an answer. 
 
    “Well, give it here dear,” the Countess added hotly. 
 
    “It is for your husband ma’am,” Charlotte interrupted shyly.  
 
    “That is of no great importance my dear, whatever needs to be said to my husband may be said directly to me,” she added a little distraught.  
 
    The Earl’s voice came before anyone knew he was there.  
 
    “It most certainly is of great importance my dear,” he said gingerly lifting the letter from Charlotte’s tiny fingers, “you may go my dear,” he nodded her onward and turned to his wife.  
 
    “What is so important that I cannot be held responsible for knowing?” she demanded of him, her hands on her hips.  
 
    “It is simply the principle of not making the girl untrustworthy my dear, if you like I shall read the letter out loud,” he concluded, flipping it in his hands.  
 
    Lord Dorchester smiled at the seal he instantly recognized on the back of the letter but decided he had best leave the news to be a surprise to his wife at the end.  
 
    He cleared his throat and began. 
 
    To Lord Dorchester, 
 
    It is my honor to congratulate you on such a fine daughter as you have. Your ball was a true delight which I can only hope to experience again before my life is through.  
 
    You both have out done yourselves as I have not been to a ball of such magnitude in a very long while. Thank you so much for the kind invitation and I should like to inform you to be on the lookout for my own invitation sometime soon.  
 
    Thus we have reached the main objective of my letter; I meant only to ask you humbly if it should be in your power to indulge me in allowing your charming daughter to accompany me through town this Wednesday afternoon.  
 
    I had a delightful time going up the dancehall with her, and I cannot help but think “I should like to see her more”. 

Yours in kind,  
 
    Shropshire 
 
    Lord Dorchester finished the letter with a nod to his wife who had been in anticipated suspense the entire time and had squealed out loud on more than one occasion.  
 
    Molly on the other hand, was silent but could not contain her joy at such a compliment as she smiled nearly as wide as her mother and held her hands tightly to her chest.  
 
    “Papa?” she squeaked, “May I?” she asked in a high voice.  
 
    “Well my dear, he does seem to be quite influenced by you, I can’t see why you should not…” but he was cut off by excited screams from both his wife and daughter who embraced him tenderly.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 

Wednesday came in a hurry but not one that was fast enough for Molly who was anticipating the Duke’s arrival with every knock at the door since Sunday evening when the neighbors had come by to speak with her mother about the news of the town.  
 
    Her mother, of course, could not contain her ecstasy on the subject and had blurted it out within moments of the ladies’ arrival.  
 
    “Mama, we do not know that he means anything by it, it is simply a compliment which I am sure he pays to many ladies,” Molly protested, squelching her own hopes which had been soaring for days.  
 
    “Oh hush Molly, what else could he have in mind besides matrimony?” her mother snapped, ensuring that the guests understood the importance of this sudden interest of the Duke in her daughter.  
 
    --- 
 
    The doorbell rang around one in the afternoon on Wednesday but Molly had been ready to go for hours just in case.  
 
    James entered the house, following Lord Dorchester into the library where Molly sat patiently reading. She rose immediately and dropped into a low curtsey, in a gown that covered much more of her skin than what had been done before.  
 
    James felt suddenly crestfallen but was revitalized by her sweet smile that greeted him when she raised her head to look at him. She could hardly breathe but inhaled sharply to keep herself from passing out.  
 
    “Your grace,” she said softly, “it is good to see you again.” 
 
    “And you, Lady Molly,” he added, bowing his head in response to her.  
 
    “I will have her home by nightfall, good sir,” he assured Lord Dorchester, shaking his hand firmly before leading Molly to his carriage which awaited them outside.  
 
    Molly stepped up into the carriage and sat by the window, her eyes darting about the tiny space which she was startled to see emblazoned with lavish curtains and gems on the seat cushions.  
 
    “This is a lovely carriage,” she complimented awkwardly, not knowing where to start. She had so many things she wanted to talk to him about as she had waited for years to have an opportunity of such magnitude.  
 
    “Why thank you,” he said graciously, “it has been handed down in my family for years but the servants have always kept it in such good condition that people always ask if it is new.” 
 
    He looked about the carriage himself, thinking just how wonderful her long blonde hair would look scattered along the red cushions of the seat upon which they sat.  
 
    He risked a dangerous little smirk before the carriage took off down the lane and made its way hastily into town.  
 
    He could not have chosen a better day if he had tried.  
 
    Fall had always been Molly’s favorite time of year and the leaves in the distance had recently begun changing colors and looked as though they were on fire.  
 
    “The weather is perfect is it not your grace?” she asked him politely, eager to know more about him.  
 
    “It is indeed and you need not call me ‘your grace’ anymore my dear, I believe we are quite beyond that point wouldn’t you agree?” he implored with a gentle and welcoming smile.  
 
    A woman passed them with a bushel of apples in her arms and offered them one. Inhaling the sweet smell of them, Molly paused while James paid for four apples, handing one to Molly.  
 
    “That hungry are you?” she asked, impressed with his appetite.  
 
    “They are for the horses, Lady Molly, when we get back to them,” he said, towing the apples in his coat pocket.  
 
    He knew the impact a love for animals had on women and, as he had expected, Molly was not immune to the disease. She almost visibly swooned over his kind thought towards his horses and she could feel herself falling deeply for his charm and kind demeanor, even if he did seem to be a little brash in kissing her and asking so soon afterward for her father’s permission to take her out like that.  
 
    Still, she could not resist it when he looked upon her with those green eyes that never dulled, even in the fading light of the sun.  
 
    James returned Molly to her parents a little bit earlier than he had promised to keep them in his favor and kissed her hand when he left, ensuring not to make eye contact as he did so in case her father should find it inappropriate.  
 
    -- 
 
    The following couple of weeks passed in a very similar manner until one day the Duke did not arrive but rather sent a letter informing them of his regret that he had been so busy that day but insisting that Molly be allowed to visit his estate for a ball in the upcoming weekend.  
 
    Excitement and anticipation poured over the household and it was perhaps the longest week of waiting that Molly had ever experienced in all her life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6

The day of the ball finally arrived and Lady Dorchester was practically beside herself with excitement and agitation.  
 
    “My love!” she exclaimed as her husband moved in for a kiss at breakfast. “We have no time for such foolery, you silly man,” she shouted, shooing him away with her handkerchief. “Today we must be focused on Molly and his grace, you see.” 
 
    She prattled on as she danced about the kitchen preparing food for her daughter, who had gone to fetch the dogs from the yard, her loving companions. 
 
    “Mama,” she called happily, letting the pups run in from outside.  
 
    “Yes dear!” her mother answered with alacrity. 
 
    “Would you help me dress, Mama?” she asked softly, blushing under a curtain of blonde hair.  
 
    Lady Dorchester looked as if she had been struck by a golden staff and hurried after her daughter up the stairs.  
 
    Soon enough, Molly descended the stairs followed by her mother who ushered her quickly into the carriage and ordered her off to the Duke’s ball, smiling widely.  
 
    -- 
 
    “Good evening,” one of the servants greeted as Molly’s coach pulled up and dropped her off at the door.  
 
    “Good evening,” she replied sweetly, curtseying in kindness.  
 
    “There is no need for that ma’am,” he assured her, leading her through the grand entrance doors which were held open by two gentlemen standing stiff and straight, nodding as she passed.  
 
    Her hair had been curled and fell just a little below her shoulders which forced them to bounce about as she moved, releasing a faint smell of lavender from her soap. She smiled sweetly at those she passed, they all eyeing her gown of emerald green glinting in the light.  
 
    Glancing about the room, Molly’s heart fluttered to life as she made eye contact with the Duke of Shropshire a few doorways down. She flashed a brilliant smile which whisked him away instantly from his confidant; a servant man who looked as though he could keep a secret.  
 
    In high hopes, Molly imagined the Duke telling his friend how he had admired her, but composed herself before he reached her.  
 
    James stood before her, looking her up and down in sincere appreciation, only Molly did not know then to what extent he was willing to go to have her. Batting her lashes she curtseyed, tipping her head to cover her blush.  
 
    Bowing in response, James said, “You are the loveliest creature that has ever walked these halls,” continuing his perusal of her figure.  
 
    “Shall we have a dance?” he asked, taking her hand lightly and leading her on down the hallway to the ballroom.  
 
    “It’s beautifully decorated sir,” Molly replied, turning to face him with a bold smile, letting him know she was appreciating his gesture.  
 
    Molly’s head spun the entire dance as all eyes in the room were soon upon her and her partner. They could not help themselves from watching the Duke, but her own beauty soon showcased for itself and she soon realized more eyes were facing her than her partner.  
 
    “Would you like me to show you around?” he offered kindly, noticing her sudden shift in posture as the attention on her continued to grow. “I know the pressure can sometimes be a little overwhelming,” he went on with a polite and welcoming smile, those emerald eyes of his dancing in the light of the candles.  
 
    He led her through the ball room to the drink parlor which was elegantly decorated with punch bowls and a pianoforte.  
 
    “Do you care much for a drink before we continue?” he asked, bending toward the punch bowl nearest him, not minding those who watched him pass. 
 
    “I would be delighted,” Molly replied modestly, “but only a small cup.” 
 
    She smiled innocently at the Duke as he poured her a glass, perhaps a little fuller than she had anticipated.  
 
    Sipping on her drink, they passed through the gallery on one side of the house, a kitchen on another, where he stole a sneaky kiss on the cheek which caused Molly to blush like mad. They went on through the library and found themselves climbing the stairs to the bedrooms before Molly even realized what was happening.  
 
    “Are you sure this is alright?” she asked him tepidly, stepping onto the landing at the top. 
 
    “Of course it is,” he assured her, “it is my house, is it not?” 
 
    He flashed a wicked grin in her direction which eased her worries as she looked about curiously.  
 
    “This,” he said with a slight bow forward, “is my room,” he concluded the tour, guiding her gently through the door, not wanting to push what was undesired.  
 
    “It’s lovely,” she complimented on the majesty of the room.  
 
    “It pales incredibly when a woman of your beauty stands within it,” he said, touching her soft cheek with the back of his hand, feeling the heat from her skin rise to his touch.  
 
    James stepped back a bit, for he felt the growing warmth rise within his own body faster than he had ever known it to do so before. He admired her, which seemed to set her at ease. Moving towards him, she laid a hand on his shoulder and said, “Won’t you be missed by your guests?” 
 
    Replacing his hand upon her pink cheek, he replied calmly and smoothly, “no, there is much more to occupy their minds than focusing on my whereabouts I assure you,” he said huskily, leaning his face into hers.  
 
    Her head fell back in anticipation of what he should do next. Molly was fully aware she should not be behaving in such a way but found she could not prevent herself from bending to the Duke’s will. She desired him and clearly, as it seemed to her, he desired her as well. And if their courtship should continue, she felt no harm in the act so long as no one else should discover it before they were married.  
 
    Before she could give it another moment’s thought, his lips were on hers pressing hard and soft in alternating tempos. His hand at her waist, twisting in the ties of her corset which she eagerly turned about to allow him easier access.  
 
    She let out a sigh of relief as the corset hit the floor around her and she was left in a silk chemise which the Duke encouraged her to leave on if she chose. He laid her gently on the bed, gripping her hips between his hands and rubbing her legs adoringly.  
 
    Molly’s eyes met his in an instant of approval being granted. Her thoughts were in raptures as she believed herself to truly be discovering what it meant to be in love, in love with a man she had admired and adored from afar all these years.  
 
    -- 
 
    An hour later, Molly found that she could not hold her composure together and sat on the edge of the bed, pulling her stockings over her knees before looking deep into the Duke’s eyes. 
 
    “I love you,” she said sweetly, desperately, and hopefully.  
 
    She waited for a response and found none. Rather, James pulled his coat over his shoulders and, for a moment, looked on her with pity. She was a kind girl and perhaps he had made a terrible mistake by treating her so, but the fact was, it had already been done and he politely asked her to leave. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” she exclaimed, clearly upset.  
 
    “Please, just leave, I cannot see you anymore,” James said very hotly.  
 
    With a slight whimper and a stomping on his foot, Molly left the house humiliated and ashamed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 

Molly’s early arrival home was greeted with concern and a little confusion on the part of her mother who, as it turned out, had decided she would not be sleeping until her beloved daughter returned home.  
 
    Not wishing to discuss it, Molly stormed off to her room and eventually told her mother that the Duke had simply not been interested in courting her in the way they had thought.  
 
    Time passed, which found the Countess moving on from the events with the Duke. She found new hopes in a gentleman down the road with whom she had demanded Molly introduce herself. She did so and for a number of weeks, the gentleman would arrive at the house to sit with Molly, but she found the man deadly dull and refused her mother’s demands which continued almost daily.  
 
    Molly woke one morning, startled that she had skipped her cycle for the third time in a row and, becoming aware that her gowns were not clasping nearly as easily as they once had, fear struck her as she became aware of her delicate condition.  
 
    Running to the door, Molly called for the driver to bring her the carriage around before her parents could notice her disappearance.  
 
    “The Duke’s estate,” she demanded, prepared to have this issue dealt with, and hopefully win the Duke’s attention back.  
 
    When she had arrived, Molly banged on the door with both fists as loudly as she could, unable to contain her anger any longer. 
 
    “Good day madam,” greeted a kind older gentleman in a long coat.  
 
    “I need to see his grace,” she demanded, her arms folded across her waist.  
 
    “His grace is in a conference Madam, he will have to take down your name until tomorrow,” he explained quietly. 
 
    Molly stood and stared at him as she thought of her next steps.  
 
    “I am spry sir, but I cannot wait,” she pushed passed the little man and walked boldly to the office door which he had showed her at the ball and knocked loudly with both fists once more.  
 
    The door swung open revealing the Duke and a gentleman whom she had never seen before.  
 
    “Can I help you ma’am?” he asked coldly, reminding her of his warning.  
 
    “We need a moment,” Molly said curtly to the gentleman in the chair who rose and stepped towards the door. 
 
    “Excuse me, your grace, this lady is obviously upset, please allow her to take my spot,” he bowed and walked out the door.  
 
    Molly stormed passed the Duke and announced, “I am with child!” 
 
    James crossed the room to her and touched her cheek with a feigned tenderness.  
 
    “You expect me to believe that?” he asked with a wicked smile, “do you not know how many ladies have come to me claiming the same symptoms you are about to spout to me?” he asked insultingly.  
 
    “Well I am!” she protested angrily, turning to the side to show off the bump she had recently been keeping an eye on.  
 
    “Perhaps lay off the sweets dear,” he offered aggressively.  
 
    “You sincerely believe me to be feigning this, your grace?” Molly snapped, stepping towards him with rage burning inside her.  
 
    “I have seen it done before ma’am, now I ask you to leave me,” he replied, turning to face away from her.  
 
    “Well I am not one of those ladies!” Molly lashed out. 
 
    “Well, if I am proven right and you ARE indeed one of those ladies, then this is not a problem that I need to concern myself with,” he began flaming at her, “but if indeed you are not having your fun with me and you are indeed with child, how am I to know that it is mine? It is not my problem sweetheart, please leave,” he concluded, standing his ground.  
 
    “You would really leave your own child to perish the realities of only having one condemned parent?” she asked hotly.  
 
    “It would not be the first time a child has suffered from my negligence,” he said calmly, holding his hand out to show her the door.  
 
    Molly bent her head low and exhaled deeply, passing him gruffly with a brushing on his shoulder and exiting the way she came.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8  
 
    “Mama,” Molly said quietly to her mother one evening. 
 
    “Yes my dear,” Lady Dorchester replied, placing her tea on the table. 
 
    “Is Papa out?” Molly asked, just to be sure.  
 
    “Why yes dear, he cannot be home for another half an hour at the earliest,” she assured her daughter, “is something the matter?” 
 
    Molly placed a shaking hand on her stomach and began to cry. 
 
    “What is it child?” her mother pressed, but Molly could not get out more than a sob or a whine.  
 
    Finally, composed a little and breathing a bit simpler, she looked her mother in the face, who was stricken with concern and grief for her child.  
 
    “Mama,” she began nervously, “I am so sorry, first you must know that,” she went on, “but I think perhaps I am with child,” she said very softly before covering her face in her handkerchief once again and crying into it.  
 
    “With child!?” her mother cried, rising from her chair and pacing anxiously about the room. “What do you mean ‘with child’?” she demanded.  
 
    “I mean Mama,” she inhaled deeply, “that I have not had my cycles in a number of months and when I woke this morning I vomited quite ferociously.” 
 
    The Countess took some time to digest the information while her daughter continued in a nervous state, clutching her stomach in fear, and nervousness before her mother made any sort of reply. 
 
    “How could this happen?” she exclaimed mournfully, “you will be ruined!” 
 
    “I know Mama, and I am so sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking at all,” Molly protested, fearing that she really had brought the worst shame she possibly could have upon her family. She rose anxiously and poured herself another cup of tea.  
 
    “You should not drink so much tea if you are with child Molly, it is not good for them,” Lady Dorchester snapped, grabbing hold of the tea cup in Molly’s hand. “On second thought,” she said and trailed off, setting the tea cup down beside the pot.  
 
    Molly stared at it as if the pot itself was an unborn child.  
 
    “Mama!” she cried, as her mother began to cry, pacing to and fro so rapidly that it took Molly’s breath away to keep up with her.  
 
    Several minutes passed in this way before voices were heard in the hallway as Lord Dorchester stepped into the front of his home. His smile soon faded as sobs could be heard from the threshold. Lord Dorchester threw a questioning glance to the butler, who smiled weakly and cast his eyes downward.   
 
    “What is it?” Lord Dorchester demanded of him.  
 
    “I know not, my lord,” he replied, even though he had overheard Molly.  
 
    “Very well, Elkins,” Lord Dorchester replied, walking into the room to greet his wife and daughter. 
 
    “My dear!” he cried upon seeing his wife stricken with grief and tears streaming down her face.  
 
    “My love!” she hollered, “Thank goodness you are home! We are all in an uproar here!” she spat out wiping her eyes until they were red and puffy.  
 
    Lord Dorchester turned to his daughter who was sitting still on the edge of the couch.  
 
    “Molly, do you mind telling me what has gotten your mother in such a panic?” he asked.  
 
    “I have Papa,” his daughter admitted guiltily.  
 
    “You?” he asked again, sitting beside her with a hand on her arm. 
 
    “You will hate me, Father, I am sure of it,” she sobbed, wiping a small tear from her eye. “I am with child,” she said, even softer than the first time.  
 
    Lord Dorchester, a cool and steady man, took the news more gently than his wife and consoled his daughter while she cried herself hoarse.  
 
    “By whom?” he asked. 
 
    “Nathan!” his wife shouted. 
 
    “The Duke of Shropshire,” Molly said with a bowed head.   
 
    Lord Dorchester rose and beckoned Elkins to fetch his hat.  
 
    “Get up dear girls,” he announced to his wife and Molly, leading them both to the door, “we shall go and have a word with the Duke; surely something can be done about this.” 
 
    Quicker than lightning, the Earl, Countess and Molly found themselves on the doorstep of the Duke’s estate, Lord Dorchester in front, banging hard on the door.  
 
    “I demand to see the Duke!” he bellowed to the butler who opened the door. 
 
    “I am very sorry, sir…” 
 
    “NOW!” he shouted in a way that his wife and child had never seen him speak before. 
 
    They were led down the hall to the study where the butler knocked lightly, followed by a thunderous slam of the fist from Lord Dorchester.  
 
    “Come in,” came the soft, seductive voice of the Duke who had seduced his daughter. Lord Dorchester forced his way through the door and slammed his hand down on the desk.  
 
    “You bloody bastard!” he howled at James, who rose upon spying Molly. A brief look of concern crossed his face but he steeled it quickly and puffed out his chest towards the man with his hands all over his paper work. 
 
    “What can I do for you, sir?” he asked.  
 
    “Don’t you play that with me sir, you know perfectly well that you got my daughter pregnant!” he shouted in a smaller voice, feeling confident he had intimidated the man enough as a start.  
 
    “I did not,” James lied, hoping to seem humbler in their eyes. 
 
    “He did so! I came here already, and he told me to go away!” Molly shouted in a high voice.  
 
    “You listen to me,” Lord Dorchester said gruffly, his face mere inches from the end of James’s nose, “You will marry her tomorrow,” he began, holding up a hand to silence James who had obviously had other ideas in mind, “or this news shall be all over the country by morning. Wouldn’t that be nice? A Duke who cares not for his unborn child? A Duke who dumps pregnant women to fend for themselves and the baby?” he shouted angrily but simply.  
 
    James pulled back and held in a sneer which he could not help but flash in Molly’s direction. So, he thought to himself, a woman has found some clever way to keep me trapped. Suddenly the power she held over him made him grow more desirous of her flesh by the moment.  
 
    “Alright,” he accepted humbly, “I shall see you all in the morning.” He sat back down at his desk and shooed them from the room, looking up just in time to catch a glimpse of Molly’s behind as she left.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    The morning came, and the Earl and Countess of Dorchester prepared their daughter in her finest gown and hurried her off to the Duke’s estate before any slip of the news could get out. Lady Dorchester had been shaken with nerves from head to toe from the moment they had left for the Duke’s house the night before.  
 
    “Now I know this is not your ideal wedding sweetheart,” she cooed to her daughter, “but think on the bright side of things, you’ll be rich! You will have a beautiful baby, and you’ll be married to a Duke!” she exclaimed, getting a little bit more excited about the future than she had thought she would be.  
 
    -- 
 
    James greeted them kindly and welcomed them to his home which he would thenceforth be sharing with Molly and their child.  
 
    Molly walked in slowly behind them, not wanting to look the Duke in the eye for fear that he should somehow charm his way back into her favor. This gave James liberty to admire her from his place at the end of the hall where the bishop stood waiting.  
 
    The ceremony concluded, Molly took the offered hand of James which was warm and soft, although she had other thoughts on his character and his heart, and went with him to the kitchen where tea was made ready for her.  
 
    Lord Dorchester assisted the footmen to bring in the rest of Molly’s belongings which were ordered to be left in the hall until her parents should be gone, so they should not miss out on hot tea and biscuits.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Dorchester, I am sorry we got off to such a bad start,” James said as he watched his new bride kiss her father and mother good bye before their coach sped off in the opposite direction.  
 
    “You look stunning,” he said earnestly to Molly, checking her fine figure once more.  
 
    “I would appreciate if you didn’t touch me,” she snapped, pulling away from his attempted embrace.  
 
    James ordered his servants and footmen to carry Molly’s things through the kitchen.  
 
    “Where are you having them put me?” she demanded in a raised voice.  
 
    “In a small room behind the kitchen,” he said smiling. “Don’t worry,” he encouraged her, “I assure you it keeps quite warm and you shall smell of the most divine foods in the world,” he added laughing to himself.  
 
    “You’re hiding me away?” she asked insulted.  
 
    “Now how would I be able to seduce women into coming to bed with me if they knew I had a wife and child living in my house, hmm?” he asked, poking her on the nose with his finger.  
 
    “Now go on,” he said, “if you should need anything, the maids will bring it to you. You shall never go without, that much I can promise you. You or the child, please don’t be afraid to ask,” he said, acting as if he had been overly generous.  
 
    “You’re a monster!” she shouted and stormed off to her room where she remained for the rest of the day until she was called by a maid to supper.  
 
    Molly sat in utter silence throughout supper with James on the other side of the table watching her closely. He recalled only ever having dealt with one pregnant woman in his life before and was afraid he had little to no knowledge on the subject. 
 
    “Has it been painful?” he asked stupidly, finding himself in desperate need of conversing with her.  
 
    “Not yet, your grace,” she answered pertly and effectively cut off the topic.  
 
    “Is your room alright?” he asked in an even more desperate attempt.  
 
    “It is fine for me but I fear it should be quite cramped once there are two of us in there,” she said hotly, sipping the soup from her spoon.  
 
    “Ah,” James said, excusing himself from the table, clearly his ideas had run dry and he was growing aggravated by her disinterestedness.  
 
    “I’ve a euchre tournament with some gentlemen down the way, I shouldn’t be gone too long,” he said, pulling his coat on over his shoulders. 
 
    “Do not rush back on account of me,” she said, turning her back on him and handing her bowl to the maid at the fire and heading off to her room.  
 
    --

James spent his night out with his thoughts completely distracted by Molly and her severity towards him that night. I suppose I really do deserve it, he thought wildly to himself. Molly was a sweet and kind girl, one he had never intended to seriously injure, but also one he had not expected to fall so quickly in love with him.  
 
    Feeling the pang of regret enter his system, he indulged in a few more drinks with his fellows before the games came to an end. At that point, Mr. Thompson offered to host them for a while longer and invited them to take their cigars into the other room.  
 
    To James’s astonishment, upon entering the other room, he found himself more incoherent than he thought as a lovely young woman, scantily clad in a red piece of satin that hardly covered her at all, approached him with eagerness in her eyes.  
 
    She sat on his lap as his thoughts all blurred together, drink mixing with memories of Molly mixing with the smell of cigars and the taste of brandy on his lips. Without a care, James did not return until the next morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10

The first several months of Molly’s life with James continued in nearly the same manner as that first night. James would leave after supper and often not return until the next morning or well into the night at the earliest. Other nights, she would hear him come home, but he was not alone.  
 
    Those nights were the worst, not because he was laying with other women, but because of how little he cared for them.  
 
    If he cares so little for them, when some of them are such fine ladies, how little does he care for me? she thought to herself one night after he had ordered a young lady from his chambers and demanded she never contact him again.  
 
    A small glimmer of hope rose in her as she thought, maybe, because he married me, it makes me different, more important than them somehow. But the next day was always the same cold stalemate that greeted them at the supper table. Until one night James declared he would not be going out for a while.  
 
    “What is the matter?” Molly asked, pretending to be interested.  
 
    “I am growing tired of some old friends,” he said simply, “I am sure you have grown out of some of your old friends too, my dear,” Molly’s head snapped up at the words falling out of his mouth.  
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “Friends, you know, you sometimes grow apart,” he said. 
 
    “No, what did you call me?” she pressed, her hopes rising a little, but not wanting it to show.  
 
    “My dear,” James shrugged, taking a rather large bite out of his steak. “You are my wife aren’t you?” he stammered before bringing the port wine to his lips to prevent himself from speaking any further.  
 
    “Oh, of course,” Molly replied in a similar manner which caused her to shove a spoonful of potatoes into her mouth and glance helplessly about the room.  
 
    “Do you not like it?” James asked apologetically. He had not been intentionally trying to upset her in many weeks by that point and had simply fallen into the habit, now realizing this, he felt it his obligation to fix it. 
 
    “Oh no; it’s fine, your grace,” Molly protested, quite liking the way the words sounded together when not spoken by her mother or father. “Whatever you would like to call me you may,” she added, handing off the plate to the maid and dismissing them for the night. 
 
    Molly fell asleep, for the first time in months, not feeling as though she were being held prisoner in what was now her own home.  
 
    --- 
 
    Stepping out of her room one morning, she greeted James kindly and apologized for being out of her area without his permission or without being called on by the maids.  
 
    “It’s alright,” he allowed, nodding to her to sit with him for breakfast.  
 
    “I just wondered sir,” she began before he cut her off.  
 
    “Please, my dear,” he said, his eyes softening under her gaze, “you do not need to call me sir or your grace. As you have allowed me the free will to call you whatever I like, I suppose it is only fair that you should be allowed to call me whatever you like,” he offered, his eyes sparkling in the rays of the sun.  
 
    “Thank you, uh, James,” she tested, the word feeling soft and new on her lips and not being really sure what else to call him besides Shropshire. But James sounded much better to her. 
 
    Molly smiled at him as his eyes widened at the sound of his own name being said across the table. Her voice made it sound kind and sweet instead of harsh and unmoving as he had always thought it, so he smiled at her in turn, but that smile quickly turned to a frown of concern as he noticed a slight shift in Molly’s posture.  
 
    She had bent down and screwed up her face as if in pain or serious concentration.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked her nervously, “what do you need?” He rose and went to her side, a reflex he could not prevent himself from doing.  
 
    Molly inhaled sharply as she looked down at the ground. A puddle had formed neatly under her as her dress dripped over it.  
 
    “Call for the doctor!” James demanded of the nearest maid he could see. “Fetch all the towels and blankets we have and lay them here, she needs help!” He shouted at the maids and servants about him.  
 
    They lowered her onto the pile of blankets that continued to grow around her until Molly was flat on her back crying out in pain.  
 
    “Take my hand,” James ordered, thrusting it in front of her.  
 
    She looked at it and pulled back a moment, unsure of how she was feeling but felt another wave a pain grip her tightly so she latched onto his hand and squeezed tightly until the doctor arrived, just in time.  
 
    Molly was screaming in pain as the maids helped the doctor pull the skirts away from her body.  
 
    James felt a moment of pure confusion as he watched the scene unravel. His excitement about Molly’s dress being pulled apart sent one sensation running through him, but the view of her stretched out with her bloody skin and legs gave him quite another. 
 
    He held her hand the whole way through until she collapsed on the blankets beside him in a heap of relief. The pain was over, and the silence was instantly shattered by the high pitched cry of a little baby boy being wiped and cleaned by the maids.  
 
    Molly began to cry uncontrollably until James assured her that she could see their son. He went to the maids, waiting until the baby was wiped clean, and then took him eagerly from them, his tiny toes and fingers wiggling in the air before him.  
 
    “Here he is,” he said in a low and quiet voice, handing him over to Molly, arms outstretched and waving about until they stilled from the weight of baby Laurence collapsing into them.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11

James was so overwhelmed by the arrival of his son; healthy, beautiful, and happy. He spent the morning and late into the afternoon at Molly’s side until Laurence had been shown to his grandparents who made the trip immediately to see him. But after a while, James felt he could sit no longer with Molly and the child as images of his past came rushing through his mind.  
 
    “I need to go for a walk, get some fresh air, be sure to call for me if you need anything,” he reassured Molly as he rose. 
 
    “It is your house, you may do as you please,” she answered in a small voice, face still focused on their child.  
 
    James went out the back door off the kitchen and pulled a jacket over his shoulders as the cool autumn air hit his face. He inhaled the crisp smell of leaves and flowers mingled into one as he passed the rose bushes and the few blossoms that remained on them. 
 
    Sitting down on the cool stone bench set in beside the bushes, he took a moment to be thankful that the child and Molly were alright, the guilt of his actions towards her really coming into focus as he sat, remembering his first experience with babies.  
 
    Several years earlier, in that very garden, he could remember chasing after Ellen as she ran from the estate in tears. She had gotten pregnant and decided that he would not be fit to be a father to her unborn child. One morning, he found her packing her belongings, the few she had there, and was making for the door. She never wanted to see him again.  
 
    James closed his eyes and let the memory fill him.  
 
    Ellen had been the one he had hoped to marry. He thought he could see a future with the woman, something he had not experienced with any other ladies he had brought to the house. And in a moment, it was all taken away as he watched her walk out the door.  
 
    But James had been adamant; sending Ellen letters from himself making apologies and pleas of seeing her again, all of which she politely declined. On occasion, he would send her a baby’s bonnet or a pair of socks which he hoped might entice her to see that he was prepared to do what it took to be a good father. Those gifts were sent back to him, as if she had barely touched them. 
 
    Ellen’s mother had reached out to him once and made sure he would be told when the child was born, so he would be able to put his mind at ease and hopefully move past it.  
 
    A footman arrived early one foggy morning to announce that Ellen was in the process of birthing the child. James could bear it no longer, and the reality of it hit him so hard in that moment that he could not think of anything else but being with her and seeing the child. He saddled up his horse and made for Ellen’s estate, close, but far enough that he knew he would miss the birth.  
 
    Out of breath and racing up the front steps, James had no idea what kind of reception he was to expect from whoever it was that would open the door.  
 
    It was Ellen’s mother, tears streaking her face.  
 
    “What is it ma’am? Please,” James said in a broken voice. 
 
    Tears continued to pour from Ellen’s mother as she passed him along to Ellen’s father to tell him the news.  
 
    “Is the child well?” he demanded of the gentleman. 
 
    “I am afraid so,” the father said solemnly. 
 
    “But that’s good, is it not?” James asked, “where is Ellen and the baby?” he pressed. 
 
    “She has gone,” was all he could hope to hear.  
 
    “What?” James stood startled, too afraid to move lest he should fall over. “Where has she gone?” 
 
    “If you can answer us that question sir, we should love to know,” he said quietly, head bowed to his wife still crying into her kerchief.  
 
    James’s head spun in terror. The morning was dark and cold and so full of fog that he could hardly see the gardens which stood before him on Ellen’s estate. He thought hard and quickly, wondering where on earth she could have gone or what she could be thinking.  
 
    “I know where she is!” he announced, jumping on his horse and racing along the path leading to the brook that rambled behind his estate. It twisted and swiveled for miles and came up just shy of the woods on the far side of his estate, a small pond formed where his mother had had a bench and shrubs put in because she thought it a beautiful place to read.  
 
    Cold mist hit James hard as he raced along the edge of the brook praying he would not be too late. He inhaled sharply the smell of lavender which crept out from the wooded area surrounding his home and he could sense that Ellen had been up to no good. She had never wanted a child, and he knew that, but surely she couldn’t be so heartless he thought as he drew nearer, dismounting his horse and tying him to a tree.  
 
    He climbed briskly over the bank and stood atop of it, frozen in place, unable to call out to her, but there she was, beautiful Ellen, her heart streaming out behind her in the breeze. It was like seeing a ghost through all the fog.  
 
    Ellen, he called out, but his lips made no sound. He stood rooted to the spot as he watched her kneel to the ground, lowering a small bundle to the water. Tears stung his eyes as he saw her kiss the tiny forehead of their child, heard its tiny wail as the cold water licked his skin. It was over in a moment, the child bobbed lifelessly in the rocking water and life rebounded into James’s legs as he stepped forward. 
 
    A branch crunched beneath his feet, alerting Ellen of his presence. She turned, child wrapped in her arms, and smiled at him.  
 
    “James,” she said calmly, “it is all over now, please do not contact me anymore. I have nothing for you.” 
 
    She moved closer to him as if to pass him without further discussion.  
 
    “I did not think you capable,” he hissed at her, keeping his eyes from falling on the poor innocent child that lay so limp in her arms.  
 
    “I am,” she smiled again, first at the babe, and then at James, “I am stronger than I thought.” 
 
    “Let me bury him,” James said, his eyes bursting with tears, voice cracking through it. 
 
    “Don’t come near us!” Ellen hissed, “or I’ll tell the magistrate you did this thing!” she screamed. “You did do this, after all,” she spoke softly as if trying to seduce him. 
 
    She was right, he had been selfish, and it had been on account of his own actions that she had become pregnant. He remained in place as she moved past him, with which he took the liberty to examine his son.  
 
    Small, pale, soft as cotton, and cold blue lips that he knew he would never kiss.  
 
    Pain enveloped him, and he remained in that place until he was cleansed of it by the cold, before returning alone to his estate.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12

James sat still in the rose garden, looking out over his property in the direction of the brook. The desire to go there was overwhelming, and he could not help but go to that place, where his chances for a family were so roughly stripped away from him.  
 
    It was cool, but clear, unlike that morning so many years ago, and James moved towards the place slowly, not knowing what he expected to find, or feel, as he had never been back there since the day Ellen had drowned the child.  
 
    Frost crunched under his feet as he stepped, but there was no one there to hear it. The grass had grown very long and the shrubs were now dead, waiting for winter. But it looked much the same. 
 
    “How curious,” he muttered to himself as he stepped towards the edge of the brook which babbled on as if his presence had made no difference in its existence.  
 
    He knelt and ran a finger through the cool water until he could stand it no longer, and then he rose and turned to leave when a small flash of green caught his eye. He moved to the bench his mother used to sit on when he was a child and, stuck beneath its frame, held in place by some stray branches of the shrubs, was a tiny knitted cap. Reaching into the bramble, he pulled out the tiny hat and fiddled it in his hands, it barely covered his fist.  
 
    A tear stung his face as he sat hopelessly on the bench, clutching the tiny cap in his hands. He had been such a fool for so long, treating these women with such little care or respect that a pregnant woman felt her only way out was to commit murder of the cruelest kind.  
 
    Ellen had been wrong; he would have been a good father, he wanted to be. Tucking the tiny hat into his coat pocket, he turned around and moved back toward the house. Perhaps they could do something with that spot by the brook. Plant a garden, or put in a fountain, anything but leaving it the way it was, never changing, never moving on.  
 
    James hung his coat on the hanger as he entered the estate, people all over the place babbling about baby clothes and little shoes, godparents, and schooling. But all James could think about was seeing Laurence again, as if to pinch himself awake from the terrible reality that he might just as easily have disappeared from beneath his grasp.  
 
    Molly’s voice came out of the living room quite strong for a woman her size having just given birth.  
 
    “Would you like to see him?” she asked romantically, seeing James at the door, holding Laurence in his direction.  
 
    “Me?” he asked, surprised she was so eager for him to see the baby. 
 
    “Of course, James,” Molly answered, “you are his father after all, he is your heir,” she reminded him.  
 
    James moved closer to her, past her parents and in front of her friends, and he bent before her as she placed a squirming little thing into his arms. He looked down into the calm, sweet face so unlike the one he had remembered before. Where that one was still, Laurence was restless, unable to remain still for even a moment. Where the first was pale, Laurence had his mother’s pink color in his cheeks, and where the first could not see him, Laurence looked into the face of his father and smiled a toothless grin, giggling and wiggling as he did so.  
 
    James could feel a warm pit in his stomach that was ignited by this tiny being who had no idea of anything yet except that he was happy and warm, alive and loved. He felt the tears come before he thought about them as he sat on the edge of the couch with Molly, looking into the tiny face of their son, his heir.  
 
    He could not believe his own eyes as he kissed the tiny forehead, warm and smooth.  
 
    “Isn’t he beautiful?” Molly asked, her arms reaching out to hold him once more.  
 
    James could understand her impatience as he felt it in himself that he did not want to let him go for even a moment, but he turned and handed the little baby to his wife, who he was determined to make comfortable, happy and above all, his.  
 
    He had spent too much time messing things up and felt that the child and its mother deserved to see a change in him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13

The night waned on and as darkness approached, the guests began to disappear. Molly’s parents were the only ones who remained, continually cooing over their new grandchild.  
 
    “I am so proud of you, Molly,” her mother remarked as she kissed her daughter and handed her her son. “We will be back in a couple of days, the ladies have promised to knit you a few things for me to bring back with me on our next visit, dear,” she assured her daughter before she made for the door with her husband.  
 
    James sat down on the couch with Molly once the house had cleared of visitors. He felt her eyes on him as he did so but he was focused on the baby asleep in her arms. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked earnestly, feeling his energy shift uneasily beneath him. 
 
    “I am,” he replied with a small smile, “would you like me to take him so you can get some sleep?” he asked.  
 
    Molly looked up at him with tepidity, unsure of what his goals were. Hadn’t he made it perfectly clear that he wanted nothing to do with her or her child? What was this change in him that made him wish to sit with her and Laurence on that evening?  
 
    “His bassinette is in my room,” she said in a small voice, sinking deeper into the couch on which she lay.  
 
    “Yes, I know,” James answered her, smiling in exchange. He had made sure to keep a close eye on all of the baby items that were brought to the house in the last couple of days just in case she should be asleep and he did not know where the blankets were kept.  
 
    He paced the room with baby in arms as he watched Molly, who was following his steps, until she fell asleep. Covering her with the extra blanket on the back of the couch, he walked back towards the fire, keeping the child tight to his breast where it was warm.  
 
    “You have changed me, little one,” he said softly, careful not to wake Molly, asleep mere feet from him.  
 
    Sitting down in the rocker beside the fire, he looked down as his own green eyes sparkled back at him weakly, hovering between the states of wakefulness and sleep. With a small caw the little bundle shuddered through a yawn before dropping his head heavily in his father’s arms and drifting off into his first slumber.  
 
    Without noticing it, James began to hum a tune he had remembered his mother singing to him as a kid. He had no idea of the words, but could recall easily the sweet tune of her voice as she sang it. He rocked the sleeping baby soundly as the warmth of the fire reached him and caressed his senses, pulling him deeper and deeper into a sound sleep the same way it had his wife and son.  
 
    A few hours later, he awoke to a stirring in his lap that was not the usual stirring he was accustomed to. Laurence was awake and swiveling around in his arms making tiny noises to alert his father of his hunger.  
 
    “Oh yes, you are hungry, aren’t you?’ he asked the little boy now reaching towards his mother where he had learned food came from.  
 
    James bent over Molly on the couch and roused her gently, with a tap on the shoulder.  
 
    “James,” she said softly, “is Laurence alright?” 
 
    “He’s hungry,” James replied, handing his son over to Molly who pulled her gown apart so that Laurence could nurse happily before starting their day. 
 
    “Shall I take him to our room?” she asked ashamedly as she noticed James’s eyes on her chest.  
 
    “Not for my benefit,” he said with a slight smirk, “only if you do not feel comfortable, my dear,’ he assured her, a more familiar stirring in his lap.  
 
    “I will be back in a moment, would you like some tea?” he asked politely, hoping he did not seem too eager to please her; he did not want to offend her again.  
 
    “Please,” she said with an affectionate glance in his direction. She sat up more to give Laurence better leverage and felt herself stirring in desire for James, a feeling she had not felt in a long while. Except now she felt his attitude change towards her, perhaps it was the baby, or perhaps it was her, but in her mind she felt as though she could not give a care as to the reason, the important thing was that he had been growing to love her. She saw it in his countenance, his stature, and his words.  
 
    Returning to the room with a pot of tea and a cup, James waited silently as Laurence completed his nursing with a rather loud burp for such a tiny thing.  
 
    “I’ll take him,” he said eagerly, lifting the child from her breast.  
 
    “Thank you,” Molly replied, sipping her tea avidly.  
 
    “I wanted to speak with you Molly, about our situation,” he began, not knowing where to start.  
 
    “Of course, sir,” she said accidently, “James,” she corrected herself, “what is it?” 
 
    “I was thinking of you and Laurence; and I would sincerely like to better myself in both of your eyes,” he went on, looking at her imploringly.  
 
    “That is not necessary, James, if you do not want…” but he cut her off.  
 
    “That’s just it, Molly,” he said, looking in her sweet, charming eyes, well rested from her long day. “I do want to.” 
 
    “What?” Molly pleaded, anxiously looking into his face to understand where he was coming from.  
 
    “I want this life, Molly,” he said, sounding sure of himself, because he was.  
 
    “You do?” she asked, hopes high, and spirits alert.  
 
    “I do,” he answered, rocking the baby closer to her, creating a single unit out of three people.  
 
    “I want to give up this life I have led up until now. I want only to make a good life for you and for Laurence. I have been a complete fool about everything and have abused you in such a terrible manner. I cannot tell you how sorry I am.” 
 
    He looked down shamefully as he let Molly absorb his apology and decision.  
 
    “I love you,” he heard her say in a tiny voice before leaning in and kissing him lightly on the cheek. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14

James informed Molly in the afternoon that he would be moving her and Laurence out of their tiny room behind the kitchen, which he decided he had no right to assign them, and into the larger bedroom on the second floor. The room had a view overlooking the gardens as well as a slight peek at the brook beyond.  
 
    “I think you will find this a much more pleasant place than down on the main floor, wouldn’t you agree?” he asked Molly happily as he led her through the room and showed her all of its assets.  
 
    Molly smiled in contentment and walked about the room taking it all in.  
 
    “This room is perhaps larger than any in my parents’ estate!” she exclaimed.  
 
    She wandered by the window and leaned against it as she took in the view.  
 
    “Do you think it will suit the boy?” James asked interestedly.  
 
    “Of course he can hardly know the difference between one room and another at this point in his being, but I think once he is able to recognize good from better he should find this one much more acceptable,” she said with a smirk.  
 
    “I cannot start to thank you for your kindness,” she added in earnest thanks.  
 
    “You do not need to do any such thing, my dear,” he said, moving towards her to place a hand on her waist.  
 
    She stiffened a little at his touch but then relaxed in a matter of moments as she relaxed into his embrace. 
 
    “I must say sir, your behavior towards me sure has changed in the past few days, I must confess myself a little surprised,” she said, turning to face him better.  
 
    “I am afraid I must confess something to you, my dear, in hopes of your understanding me better,” he said softly, leading her from the window to the bed where he felt she should be more comfortable.  
 
    “I have had a difficult past as I am sure you have guessed at, but I have been reluctant to tell anyone, even my closest friends and family of an event that has shaped my entire life.” 
 
    Molly shifted in her place and made herself comfortable, feeling the wave of emotion stemming from him, knowing in her gut that this was going to be a long story.  
 
    James inhaled deeply and explained the situation of Ellen and the child to her in grave detail, in hopes of allowing her full access to the inside of his mind. He finished his tale with a lump in his throat and gave Molly a moment to process the entirety of it. 
 
    “How horrible!” she exclaimed, covering her mouth as she said so. “I cannot believe such a thing of any woman, to think so lowly of her own child, a person who grew inside her for so long. That child was a part of her, how she could have done such an injustice strikes terror within me, James. No wonder you have found yourself in such a troubled way of life!” 
 
    She watched him as he listened to her reaction; her eyes wide and caring as he sat in silence, reliving the moment again.  
 
    “I have been given a wonderful gift,” he said finally, breaking the silence, “you and Laurence have blessed me with the opportunity to do this over, to do it the proper way.” He looked over at the tiny bassinette which continued to rock slowly in the corner where Laurence cooed away his problems.  
 
    “I am so sorry, James,” Molly uttered, unsure of what she could say to make him feel any better about his past.  
 
    “It is nothing to be sorry for,” he allowed, taking her hand tenderly in his own, “it is a sad event that has happened to me, and I have grown from it in hopes of making you see me in a better way than Ellen did.” 
 
    “You were never going to keep her locked away were you?” Molly asked nervously.  
 
    “No, I was not. I was never the man I have been lately until she did what she did to me,” he explained. “It may be hard for you to believe, but I was once a man made up of a loving and caring demeanor. I am sorry you had to come into my life when I was so far from such a creature,” he said shamefully.  
 
    Molly took his hand gently and squeezed it tight. She rose and led him by the hand to the bassinette where Laurence lay still now, snoring softly.  
 
    “He is healthy,” she said, guiding his gaze towards their newborn son.  
 
    “He is safe,” she said, scooping him up into her arms and allowing James to look close into the face of his young heir.  
 
    “I will never take him away from you, James,” she said quietly, not to wake the babe.  
 
    James looked on at her with the baby in her arms, sun shining through the window behind her, bathing her in a light glow of golden haze like an angel being sent down to him from the Lord. All the feelings that had troubled him so much for the past year or so all tumbled together and created a warm, tingling sensation in the bottom of his stomach, rising in his throat before he opened his mouth to say the words that he wanted to say. 
 
    “I love you,” he said, nervous for her response, but confident in his presentation of the words he could think of not alteration for.  
 
    Molly responded silently, tears of joy and exuberance falling from her eyes and landing on Laurence’s tiny forehead which roused the sleeping child, blinking up at his parents with love and confusion.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15

Molly and James spent the next couple of weeks really getting to know one another as they had not done so up until that point in their short marriage. Breakfasts were held early as Laurence refused to sleep in any later than seven o’clock in the morning. Molly often offered the maids to rest if they were woken earlier than expected by the wails of Laurence and made the toast herself while James rocked and soothed the baby.  
 
    “I am glad to see you have found a use for your new apron, my dear,” James commented one morning while Molly was busy spreading jam on toast for herself and pouring tea for James. 
 
    “I rather enjoy the way it feels,” Molly admitted, looking down at herself, “it makes me feel more useful as a wife,” she said smiling.  
 
    “It makes you look lovely, dear,” he added, kissing her on the head as he passed to set Laurence down in the blanket in the back room in hopes of him getting another couple of hours of sleep.  
 
    James emerged from the room which used to be Molly’s and reached for her eagerly. Molly extended her arms to him and embraced him tenderly before placing her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Eager to have the baby asleep are we?” she asked him, knowing full well what he had in mind when he wrapped her in his arms.  
 
    “I might be,” James hinted, kissing her on the forehead and wrapping his hands tightly about her waist.  
 
    “Let me get the maids to keep an eye on Laurence before you get carried away with yourself,” she said with a quick wink in her husband’s direction.  
 
    “Claire, dear,” she said politely, “would you be so kind as to stay about the kitchen and keep an eye and ear out for Laurence?”  
 
    “Of course,” she replied with a curtsey.  
 
    Molly watched as the maid disappeared behind the door to the back of the kitchen as she went to check in on Laurence before she put more tea on the fire.  
 
    Reaching behind her to undo the bow of her apron, Molly moved back towards James who grabbed her by the arms, stopping her from loosening her apron successfully.  
 
    “Keep it on,” he whispered. “It suits you,” he said, eyeing the way the ribbon cinched her waist, now nearly back to its original size before giving birth to Laurence.   
 
    Molly followed her husband back up the stairs, not to her own room, but to the room with which she had shared with him nearly ten months before; the room in which she had lost her virginity, and lost her control over her own sexuality; the room in which she learned her own strength and her true feelings for a man that she had always thought out of her reach.  
 
    James kissed her passionately as he slammed the door behind them, pulling her in close to him and caressing her gently.  
 
    It was so unlike the first time she laid with him that she almost convinced herself that her husband was not the same person who had given her the child who now slept silently a few rooms away. He was not forceful or in any kind of hurry as he had once been when he had only hopes of meeting his own primal needs. Instead, he held her close and took his time. He took more pleasure in making her happy instead of himself.  
 
    ---  
 
    Most of the afternoon had passed before either of them spoke a single, recognizable word.  
 
    “My love,” Molly finally uttered as she caught her breath wrapped up in the blankets on the bed.  
 
    “Yes dear?” he asked, rolling over on his side, lifting himself up on his elbow.  
 
    “I have never felt so free,” she said.  
 
    “Free?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes free, my love,” she answered him. “I have lived under such rules and such constraints my entire life and if I had obliged them all and behaved as I should have before we were blessed with the gift of our child, I would never have been given the chance to fall in love with you,” she said sweetly, taking in the smell of him as he listened.  
 
    “I promise to always let you be free,” he whispered, kissing her softly on the lips before rising, pulling his shirt over his head.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, watching him pace about the room as he redressed himself.  
 
    “Give me a moment, my dear,” he said, leaning over the bed to kiss her on the cheek once more. 
 
    Molly lay there in pure bliss, enjoying the feel of the silk sheets on her skin and the emotions rolling through her mind.  
 
    James knocked on the door before re-entering with little Laurence held tight to his chest. He laid the baby down on the bed in front of his mother where he cooed and blew spit bubbles.  
 
    Molly looked on as the tiny heir squirmed about, laughed, and played with his tiny feet, smiling widely as he discovered his own body and the new place in which he found himself.  
 
    James sat on the bed in front of the two people he loved the most and watched as they both watched each other, taking in every detail of his new, tiny family that he could not help but feel excited to spend the rest of his life with.  
 
    He touched his lips to the top of the baby’s head and inhaled the smell of him, mingled with the lavender soap from his mother, the scent that first drew his attention, and he vowed in that moment to be the best husband and father he could be. His past was in the past, and he thanked God for this momentous change in his life and for the fact that the future looked brighter than he could ever have imagined. 
 
    The End
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    Chapter One 
 
    8 May 1812
Merchant Estate
London, England 
 
    The Duke of Bedfordshire, Arthur Merchant, gazed out of the window of his office and sighed as he watched the Egerton family climb out of their family coach. The Earl was a middle-aged man with a constant stern expression on his face who seemed to possess less charm than that of a wooden plank. The Countess, on the other hand, was a cheerful woman with a warm and friendly demeanor. Arthur frowned at the oddity of the Earl and the Countess, who seemed to have nothing in common. He could not imagine being in such a relationship with someone with whom you had nothing in common with or whom you were not fond of to begin with. Arranged marriages were not something that Arthur approved of, despite it being the trend among the nobles those days. 
 
    Arthur’s gaze rested on the Earl and the Countess’s daughter, Lady Augusta Egerton. She was an attractive young woman, and of marriageable age, as his mother constantly reminded him. Her long golden hair reminded him of rays of sunshine, which was a pity, as her personality was less than sunny. Her demeanor was defensive and her smiles were forced, but he understood precisely why and did not blame her in the least. 
 
    Arthur was in his late twenties, and his mother feared that he would spend the rest of his life a bachelor, but it did not seem to bother Arthur in the least. His business ventures occupied most of his time, but his mother insisted that he find himself a wife, or she would do it for him. The Dowager Duchess was a persistent woman and it did not matter what his opinion on the matter was. Unfortunately, his deadline for finding a suitable wife had long expired and the Duchess took it upon herself to arrange meetings with the parents who had a daughter who was of marriageable age, especially for Arthur. There were a few appalling young women, conceited, high-maintenance, and plain rude. Arthur thought those women would ensure to be on their best behavior as it could ensure a life-long coalition with their family. 
 
    Despite all the meddling his mother did, Arthur treated the young women, as well as their families, with warmth and  respect. As the Duke of Bedfordshire, a title he had inherited from his late father, who was a noble and well-respected man, he did not wish to dishonor his father’s legacy. 
 
    He agreed to meet with the young women and their families in an attempt to please his mother, but not once was he considering the silly notion of marrying a woman who he was not in love with. 
 
    Arthur had never been in love before, however, he did have a brief infatuation with the family physician's daughter when he was fourteen, which only lasted a few months, until his mother found out about it and forced him to stop. Arthur smiled slightly at the memory of her. He had not seen her in over a year, and wondered where she could be, and what she was doing that very moment. He remembered her cheerful laugh as they ran through the gardens of the estate, young and carefree. 
 
    A knock on the door brought Arthur back to the present moment and he turned to the door. “Enter.” 
 
    The door opened slowly and his mother appeared in the doorway. “Our guests have arrived, Arthur.” 
 
    “Do you not mean your guests, Mother?”  he asked. 
 
    “Do not be so sullen. They are your guests as much as they are mine,” she answered. 
 
    “Should you not be downstairs, greeting them?” 
 
    “I need a word with you before I do that,” she said. 
 
    “What do you wish to discuss with me, Mother?” 
 
    “I have been corresponding with the Earl and the Countess for the last two weeks, and we have come to an agreement.” 
 
    “What type of agreement?” Arthur asked as he narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “An agreement of marriage, of course.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” he exclaimed. 
 
    “You do sound surprised.” 
 
    “Mother, when you came to me with the seemingly brilliant plan of yours to meet with these young women and their families, I went along with the idea purely on your behalf. I treated them with the necessary kindness one would expect of someone like me, I entertained them in the family home, and I even went on excursions with them,” Arthur said slowly, articulating every single word. “But not once did I ever approve of, or given you any reason to think, that I might consider marrying one of these young women, especially not Lady Augusta.” 
 
    The Duchess crossed her arms and stared at Arthur. “What is wrong with Lady Augusta?” 
 
    “Mother, this is not regarding Augusta. I cannot agree to something like this. I do not love her; in fact, I do not even know her.” 
 
    “But you will.” 
 
    “I doubt that I could ever love her.” 
 
    “Arthur, you are not still infatuated with that girl are you?” the Duchess asked with thick disapproval. 
 
    “Of course not, Mother. That was many years ago,” Arthur shrugged.  
 
    “Good, because this arrangement will happen whether you approve of it or not.” 
 
    “You are truly forcing me into marrying her,” he frowned. 
 
    The Duchess sighed and slowly approached him. “The union of our families will ensure the survival of this estate, as well as the integrity of this family, Arthur.” 
 
    “Our family does not require another family to keep its integrity intact. Father ensured that many years ago.” 
 
    The Duchess reached her hand out to him and took his hand in hers. “Your father is gone, Arthur.” 
 
    “But he was still a man of his word.” 
 
    “He was, but in death his word does not mean much. He made decisions without considering the repercussions.” 
 
    “That may be true, but he certainly would not agree to this.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, but this is the only way to…” 
 
    “Ensure the financial stability of the estate,” Arthur interrupted her with a bored tone, and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “I do not appreciate your tone, Arthur.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Arthur sighed. “I did not mean to offend you, Mother, but I am simply expressing my feelings towards this arrangement, and I am certain that if Father was alive today he would feel the same.” 
 
    Arthur and the late Duke of Bedfordshire had very few things in common, but they did share the same views with regards to pre-arranged marriages. Arthur, just as his father, believed that marriage was meant for two people who loved one another, not to gain financial supremacy, or stability for that matter. The late Duke married for love, despite the unanimous disapproval of his entire family. It did not bother him, as the late Duke stood by his morals, even in a time where such things were frowned upon. 
 
    Arthur believed in those same morals that his father had taught him when he was a young boy, and he did not intend on bowing to anyone, even his mother. 
 
    “I am aware of how your father would feel regarding this matter, but I have no choice, Arthur. Our family name is at stake, and I do not wish to see the Merchant name go down in flames because I could not make a decision that would allow us to stay afloat.” 
 
    “Are you certain that Lord Dartmouth’s family has such means to ensure our survival?” 
 
    “I am certain. Lord and Lady Dartmouth assured me of that. It is considered a great honor for them to be here. They are only too thrilled that you, the Duke of Bedfordshire, have chosen Lady Augusta to be your wife.” 
 
    “Only I did not choose her to be my wife.” 
 
    “Arthur, now is not the time for technicalities,” the Duchess frowned, and suddenly coughed. 
 
    “Mother?” Arthur cringed, as it sounded rather painful. 
 
    “It is simply a cough, I am fine.” 
 
    “Should I call upon Doctor Hayward?” he asked. 
 
    “There is no need,” she answered nonchalantly. 
 
    “Your chest does not sound well,” Arthur said with concern. 
 
    “I am perfectly fine, Arthur,” she argued. “If it does not resolve in a few days, then you can call upon him.” 
 
    Arthur eyed his mother suspiciously and crossed his arms. “It is not a shame to admit that you are not feeling well. You do not have to pretend that you are well, if you are not.” 
 
    “Arthur, stop meddling,” she answered curtly. “Our guests are downstairs, awaiting our arrival. It is best we do not keep them waiting.” 
 
    Arthur pursed his lips as he studied his stubborn mother and shook his head. It was no use arguing about her health, as it was a fight he would most certainly lose, and had lost many times in the past. Ever since his father’s death five years ago, the Duchess became ill quite often, suffering from a tight chest and strained breathing. Arthur had always been the one to call upon their physician, as he was concerned about his mother’s health. 
 
    The Duchess only started feeling ill right after his father passed, which made Arthur believe that his mother was in fact suffering from a broken heart which caused her breathing difficulties. The Duchess off course, dismissed that as outlandish and ridiculous, but that did not convince Arthur at all. He was fully aware of his mother’s pride and tried not to make her feel like a fragile old woman, despite being just that. Arthur decided to allow her a bit of space and said, “Yes, let us not keep them waiting. Lead the way, Mother.” 
 
    The Duchess’s mouth curved into a satisfied smile and she left the office, Arthur following closely behind her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    23 May 1812
The Hayward carriage
London, England 
 
    Edith Hayward stared out the window of her father’s carriage as her stomach filled up with hundreds of butterflies. It had been nearly a year since the last time she had travelled along this road leading to Merchant Estate. 
 
    She glanced at her father who was sitting opposite her, and she smiled slightly.  Her father was the local physician, and had been summoned by the Duke of Bedfordshire to tend to his mother, the Dowager Duchess.  
 
    Five years ago, the late Duke of Bedfordshire passed away due to heart failure, which left the Dowager Duchess fragile, and ever since his death, she became ill quite often. Doctor Hayward was often called upon by the Duke of Bedfordshire to see to his mother, but Edith had stopped going with her father a year ago when the Dowager Duchess made it very clear that Edith was not welcome there. 
 
    Edith knew nothing of being a physician, nor had any interest in the area; the only reason she accompanied her father now was because ever since she was 16 years of age, Edith had been secretly in love with the Duke of Bedfordshire, Arthur Merchant. 
 
    Arthur Merchant had captured her heart ever since she met him when she was ten years old, but it was only later that she realized her love for him. The Duke, of course, was not aware of her feelings. In fact no-one was aware, and Edith wished to keep it as such, especially now that the duke was engaged to Lady Augusta Egerton. The marriage had been arranged by their parents, and when Edith heard the news of their engagement, she was rather devastated. Of course Edith had never expected Arthur to reciprocate the feelings that she hid away so purposely, as she knew that Arthur was beyond her reach. He was a Duke and she was a simple Miss, no title, no lineage, and no family fortune. 
 
    When her father told her of the Duke and Lady Augusta’s engagement, she was quite shocked, but still adamant to accompany her father. It was not her intention to break the engagement, or cause a feud between the two families. She had not seen Arthur in over a year and simply wanted to see Arthur again; perhaps it would be the last opportunity she had to see him before his wedding in six weeks.  
 
    Edith glanced at the estate in the distance and smiled slightly. Her heart was pounding in her chest, and she felt slightly faint. The mere thought of Arthur made her pulse race and as they approached the estate, she took a few deep breaths. The carriage drove up the path leading to the manor and came to an abrupt stop. Edith and her father climbed out and were escorted to the foyer. 
 
    “His Grace will be with you shortly, Doctor Hayward, Miss Hayward,” the butler, Andrews, said to them. 
 
    “Thank you,” Edith’s father said politely and turned to Edith. “It has been a while since you accompanied me, Edith.” 
 
    “Indeed it has, Father.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “Why did you insist on accompanying me today?” he asked. 
 
    “As you mentioned before, it has been nearly a year.” 
 
    “It did not seem to bother you, until I mentioned the Duke’s engagement to Lady Augusta.” 
 
    Edith cringed inwardly at the mention of her name but smiled at her father. “That is not true. I wanted to visit, but…” 
 
    “You are still infatuated with him, are you not?” 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous, Father,” she muttered. 
 
    “There is no shame in that, my dear Edie.” 
 
    “May we speak of something else?” she asked. 
 
    Doctor Hayward grinned slightly and nodded. 
 
    “Doctor Hayward, welcome!” the Duke said suddenly and Edith and Doctor Hayward turned to him as the Duke approached them. Arthur came to a slight standstill and glanced at Edith for a moment. “Miss Hayward. What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” Edith greeted him politely and smiled. 
 
    Arthur Merchant had become even more handsome than she could have ever imagined. His dark brown eyes were warm and his mop of black curls was slightly shorter than she remembered, but regardless, he took her breath away. All her old feelings came rushing back, and she realized that she still loved him more than ever. She smiled slightly as her father cleared his throat and she said, “It is wonderful to see you.” 
 
    “Indeed, Miss Hayward,” he said with a smile.  
 
    “Pardon me, Your Grace, but is the drawing room still in order with Her Grace?” Doctor Hayward asked, and Arthur snapped out of his entranced state. 
 
    “Why yes, of course, Doctor Hayward. Right this way,” the Duke said and led them through the great hall to the drawing room where Doctor Hayward always met with the Duchess. Doctor Hayward opened the door and stepped inside, where the Duchess was waiting for him. 
 
    Edith glanced awkwardly at him as he closed the door of the drawing room and looked at her. 
 
    Arthur was taken aback by her beauty. He had always found her to be a beautiful young lady, but today she had certainly pulled the rug out from under him. Her dark brown hair cascaded down her shoulders and was pinned out of her face. Her green eyes were bright and sparkled in the light. Her skin was slightly more tanned than the last time he had seen her, but she looked breathtaking. The light blue dress she wore fit her perfectly and the corners of her mouth curved up ever so slightly. 
 
    “Did your mother not teach you that staring is rude, Your Grace?” Edith asked boldly. 
 
    “Indeed she did, but I cannot help it. You are truly beautiful, Miss Hayward,” he countered, ever so boldly. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace. Your tactless manners are commendable,” she chuckled. 
 
    He shrugged nonchalantly and glanced at her, ensuring that he memorized everything about her. 
 
    “Congratulations on your engagement, Your Grace,” she said with a slight smile. 
 
    “You heard about that?” he asked and slowly walked towards her. 
 
    “Indeed I have. Your mother must be thrilled,” she answered. 
 
    “She is,” he answered and motioned to her to follow him to the terrace. “Shall we wait for your father to finish outside?” 
 
    “That would be lovely. It is such a beautiful day,” she said with a nod as she followed him. She did not need direction, as she knew the estate very well. 
 
    “May days are certainly the best,” he said. 
 
    Edith smiled as she recalled the days in May she had spent at their estate. “They certainly are, Your Grace.” 
 
    Once outside on the terrace, the Duke pulled out a chair and Edith sat down. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace.” 
 
    He smiled at her, giving her a slight nod, and sat opposite her. “It has been quite a while since you were last here, Miss Hayward.” 
 
    “Indeed. So many things have happened, especially here it seems. Your engagement was sudden. I was not even aware that you were courting anyone.” 
 
    “My personal affairs have nothing to do with the public,” he answered, and saw her expression change slightly. “Not that I consider you part of those people.” 
 
    “I admire your diplomacy, but it is certainly not necessary, Your Grace.” 
 
    “You address me so formally, Miss Hayward. I would say that is unnecessary.” 
 
    “It is merely out of respect that I address you in such a way. I do realize that we have known one another for a long time, even before you became the Duke of Bedfordshire, but I am a simple Miss, and it would be inappropriate if I addressed you in any other way,” she explained. “And your mother may have me escorted from the estate if she heard.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “She is not very fond of me.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “She informed me, quite bluntly to stay away from you.” 
 
    “Is that why you stayed away for so long?” 
 
    “Partly. I did not wish to interfere. There were many things happening in both of our lives and I did not want to be a burden to either you, or myself.” 
 
    “You would never be a burden on me, Miss Hayward,” he said sincerely. “But I do understand what you are telling me.” 
 
    Edith smiled slightly and glanced down at her hands on her lap. “Is there a date set for this joyous occasion?” she asked. 
 
    “If I am not mistaken, it is set for six weeks from today,” he said. 
 
    “You do not seem very sure of yourself, Your Grace.” 
 
    “My mother and Lady Augusta are in charge of the coordinating. I am merely to attend. It is in everyone’s best interest that I do not participate in the planning in any way, especially mine. My mother, Lady Augusta and Lady Dartmouth are rather particular in their choices.” 
 
    “They do realize it is your wedding as well.” 
 
    “I doubt that, but I leave them be. It is better that way.” 
 
    Edith smiled and placed her hands on her lap. “I am very happy for you, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Hayward. Lady Augusta is a wonderful woman and a fine match for our family.” 
 
    Edith glanced at her hands on her lap and sighed. 
 
    “What is the matter?” he asked her. 
 
    “May I ask an inappropriate question?” she asked with a cringe. 
 
    “I know exactly what you wish to ask me, Miss Hayward.” 
 
    “What do I wish to ask you?” she asked him, clearly intrigued. 
 
    “You wish to know if I love her.” 
 
    “Do you love her?” she asked. 
 
    He took a deep breath and looked out at the estate gardens. “If there is one thing I have learnt when I became Duke, is that marriages rarely start with both parties being stupidly in love.” 
 
    “Is that not the necessary credentials for any marriage?” Edith asked. 
 
    “One would think, but marriages are for different reasons,” he answered. “Especially in the time we live in.” 
 
    “Name one?” 
 
    “For financial stability.” 
 
    “That is not a good reason to get married.” 
 
    The Duke chuckled and looked at her. “I fully agree, Miss Hayward, but those are the rules.” 
 
    “So you do not love her?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You do,” she repeated. 
 
    “Yes. Like a sister.” 
 
    Edith cringed and glanced at the Duke. “That makes me very uncomfortable. You should not marry your sister, not even if it is for financial stability.” 
 
    The Duke chuckled again, amused by Edith. “Indeed.” 
 
    “Does that not seem a bit unfair to you, Your Grace?” she asked. “Marrying someone whom you do not love?” 
 
    “As opposed to what, marrying someone I do love? What if they do not feel the same way? What then?” he asked. 
 
    She opened her mouth to retort, but she did not. She snapped her mouth shut and lowered her gaze. 
 
    “Cat got your tongue, Miss Hayward?” he asked in amusement. 
 
    “No, I must apologize. You must think I am very intrusive with my frank questions,” she said, remorseful. 
 
    “Not at all. Your contention is very refreshing.” 
 
    “Truly?” she asked with reservation. 
 
    “Truly, Miss Hayward.” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip and smiled at him shyly. 
 
    “This seems very cozy.”  
 
    Edith and Arthur glanced over their shoulders and saw her father, along with the Dowager Duchess, and who Edith assumed could only be Lady Augusta, approach them. 
 
    “Mother, is everything well with you?” Arthur asked. 
 
    “Indeed. It seems that I am not ill as you thought,” the Duchess answered, staring at Edith for a few moments with narrows eyes and pursed lips. 
 
    “I never said you were ill, Mother. I merely suggested that…” 
 
    “That is quite enough. My health is not up for public discussion,” the Duchess pouted and glanced at Edith. “Miss Edith, it is so nice to see you again.” 
 
    “Same here, Your Grace. It has been a long time,” Edith answered. 
 
    “Indeed it has,” the Duchess said flatly and raised an eyebrow. “May I introduce to you Lady Augusta Egerton. She is to wed my son in six weeks.” 
 
    “So I have heard, Your Grace,” Edith said to the Duchess. She stood up and said with a smile, “I am very pleased to meet you, Lady Augusta.”  
 
    “And you are?” Lady Augusta asked her. 
 
    “Miss Edith Hayward,” she introduced herself. 
 
    “You’re the daughter of Doctor Hayward?” Lady Augusta asked, her chin raised slightly. 
 
    “Indeed yes,” she answered. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you. I have heard wonderful things about you from His Grace.” 
 
    “I see you have been speaking of me,” Lady Augusta said to the Duke and lovingly touched his arm. 
 
    “Indeed I have,” he smiled and looked uncomfortably at Edith, who did not seem too fazed with Lady Augusta’s displays of affection. 
 
    Despite her cool exterior, Edith felt as if she could scream, and it took all the strength to keep herself composed, or she would certainly slap both the Duchess and Lady Augusta on the face. 
 
    “Edith, it is time for us to go,” her father said suddenly, and she looked at him. 
 
    “Of course, Father,” she said. 
 
    As Doctor Hayward and his daughter, Edith, disappeared from view, the Duchess turned to her son with a frown.  
 
    “Explain yourself at once, Arthur Merchant,” she ordered sternly. 
 
    “What do you mean, Mother?” he asked and glanced at Lady Augusta. 
 
    “I do not believe that it is appropriate to be alone with a young woman when you are engaged to another,” the Duchess said. 
 
    “Mother, do not pull this entirely out of proportion. Edith is simply a friend of mine. A friend who I have not seen for nearly a year,” Arthur said and laced both his hands on his hips 
 
    “That does not matter. I am certain that Lady Augusta does not appreciate the blatant disregard for your wedding vows,” the Duchess said. 
 
    “Mother, we have not even made our vows,” Arthur sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “That does not matter. If you have no regard for those vows before you are married, how will you regard those vows after you are married.” 
 
    “Mother, you are being dramatic,” he sighed once again. “Not to mention utterly ridiculous.” 
 
    “Am I?” she asked and turned to Lady Augusta. “What do you have to say about this, Lady Augusta? Do you condone this kind of behavior from your future husband and the future father of your children?” 
 
    “Slow down, Mother. You are being ridiculous again,” Arthur exclaimed. 
 
    “It is quite alright, Your Grace,” Lady Augusta frowned slightly and looked at the Duke. “I didn't see much wrong with what they were doing. They were sitting on the terrace and not behind closed doors, hiding away.” 
 
    “Precisely, Mother. I have nothing to hide,” he said and looked at Lady Augusta. “I have always been honest with you, have I not?” 
 
    “Indeed you have, Your Grace,” Lady Augusta answered. 
 
    “I swear on the hand of my late father, I will never lie to you, or deceive you,” he said to his future bride. “I am not a liar, and not a deceiver. You can trust that I will be completely truthful to you at all times.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” Lady Augusta answered with a smile and nodded. “If you would excuse me.” 
 
    The Duke and his mother watched as Lady Augusta went inside the manor and the Duchess looked at him. 
 
    “Arthur,” she said, disapproval thick in her tone. 
 
    “What is it now, Mother?” he asked with a sigh. 
 
    Even though he loved his mother a great deal, she had the remarkable ability to change Arthur’s mood from exceptionally cheerful, to exceptionally irate. Even when Arthur was young, in fact, for as long as he could remember, his mother had been the one who would rain on his parade. She would either cut his playtime short, or would not allow him to go outside when the wind blew too hard according to his mother. She was very protective of him and wanted him to grow up into a well-educated, well-read, intelligent man. He spent most of his younger days in the library. He had always secretly thanked his mother for that because that was where Arthur met Edith. She was ten years old and he was thirteen. He still recalled the exact place in the library where they stood. She was a pretty little girl, with bright green eyes and a long brown braid hanging over her left shoulder. She had an inquisitive nature and Arthur was instantly attracted to that. Despite her only being ten years old, he knew that this girl was special. He spent his boarding school days thinking about her, and he wrote her a letter every week. He waited in anticipation for a letter in return and relished in her words. They were not as refined as his, but he relished in them all the same. 
 
    “Arthur? Are you listening to me?” the Duchess said impatiently and he looked at her. 
 
    “Of course I am, Mother,” he answered.  
 
    “As you may be aware, I do not like Miss Hayward,” the Duchess pointed out. 
 
    “Indeed, you have made that perfectly clear,” he answered and turned to her. “What I do not understand is why you feel this way.” 
 
    She raised her chin slightly and frowned in disapproval, as if the mere thought of Edith Hayward made her feel nauseated. “She is the daughter of our physician.” 
 
    “That is no reason to dislike her.” He crossed his arms and glanced at her intently. 
 
    “She possesses no title, she is a simple miss,” the Duchess said with discontent. 
 
    “That still is not a good enough reason, Mother,” he sighed. 
 
    “I do not wish for you to have any association with her, Arthur. Is that too much to ask?” she said with slight irritation.  
 
    “Of course it is, Mother. You are being unreasonable,” he said to her. 
 
    “You are being disrespectful towards your future wife.” 
 
    Arthur pursed his lips in pursuit not to offend or disrespect his mother any further and nodded. “I apologize.” 
 
    “I am not the person you should be apologizing to, Arthur,” she snubbed. “Need I remind you that the marriage between you and Lady Augusta is crucial, as it will financially benefit both our families, and create financial stability for our estate.”  
 
    “I am aware of all these things, Mother,” Arthur said, feeling rather irritated with his mother. 
 
    “Then please do act like it, Arthur. This is not a game. This is our lives.” 
 
    “We were merely talking,” he said again. 
 
    “Those were the exact words that your father said to his mother the day that we met.” 
 
    Arthur pursed his lips as he crossed his arms and stared wordlessly at his mother. 
 
    “All that I am saying is that you should think before you act, my son. The family is counting on you,” the Duchess said. 
 
    “Very well, Mother. I understand.” 
 
    She nodded in satisfaction and excused herself. He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair and looked out at the gardens of the estate. 
 
    When he was a young boy, his father took him into the gardens every weekend and he would brief him about life and the important role he would play. His father prepared him as best he could for one day when he would become the next Duke of Bedfordshire. He spoke to him about loyalty and family values, honor and tradition. His father even spoke to him about love. His father had a different philosophy when it came to love; he believed that true love existed, as the Duchess was the love of his life. He fell in love with her the moment he saw her, and they had been married for nearly thirty years when he passed. He had always encouraged Arthur to believe in love, despite society’s norms of marrying either for financial stability or pre-arranged marriages.  
 
    Arthur frowned to himself and shook his head. Why on Earth was he thinking of that at that moment? Had Edith reignited a spark that he thought did not exist any longer? Did he doubt his upcoming marriage to Lady Augusta after seeing Edith after such a long time? He pursed his lips, straightened his shoulders and fobbed off those feelings of uncertainty. 
 
    --- 
 
    Doctor Hayward glanced at his daughter sitting opposite him in the carriage and pouted slightly. She was staring out of the window, and had a pensive expression in her delicate young face. 
 
    “Did you enjoy the outing?” he asked. 
 
    “There was nothing enjoyable about it,” she muttered. 
 
    “Not even seeing the Duke after all this time?” 
 
    “I am such a fool, Father,” she sighed and looked at him. “What on earth did I expect? That he was going to call off the wedding after he saw me again? That’s ludicrous. I am truly pathetic and naive for thinking that could possibly happen.” 
 
    “You are many things, my dear Edie, but you are not pathetic or naive.” 
 
    “No, I am both those things, Father. How could I ever expect a man such as Arthur, in his titled and wealthy noble world, to ever feel even a shred of the feelings for me that I have for him?” 
 
    “After all this time, Edie?” 
 
    “Yes, Father, but I am done. I refuse to allow him to have such power over me. He makes me feel...” she paused momentarily and shook her head. “I am not even certain what he makes me feel.” 
 
    “My dearest girl, I apologize for telling you about his engagement, and for allowing you to accompany me. It has only brought you pain and confusion,” Doctor Hayward said to his daughter, and she gave him a reassuring smile. 
 
    “It is not your fault, Father. It is mine,” Edith sighed miserably and placed her hands on her lap. 
 
    “It is not a crime to feel, Edie.” 
 
    “Then why does it feel that way? Why do I feel as if I am being punished?” she asked, but before her father could answer, she turned away. “Love is not supposed to feel like this, right Father?” 
 
    “Indeed, Edie,” he said 
 
    Edith sighed miserably and continued to look out the window, and Doctor Hayward noticed the dark rainclouds in the distance. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    23 May 1812
Hyde Park, London 
 
    Arthur stepped out into the fresh May air and smiled to himself. The rain from last night had lifted rather speedily, to his own surprise, and the sun was shining brightly in the sky. He had been cooped up at the estate for too long, and a stroll in Hyde Park was exactly what he needed. His mind was a muddle of wedding arrangements, which he wished to stay out of despite his mother’s extreme disapproval. He simply wished to attend the event; he was only the groom after all. After a hefty argument with his mother, Lady Augusta had come to his rescue and told him to go, as she would keep his mother busy. 
 
    The coach ride to London had been enjoyable, as it usually was, and Arthur had been looking forward to spending some much needed time alone. 
 
    “Do you wish me to accompany you, Your Grace?” his coach driver, Roland, asked suddenly. 
 
    “That will not be necessary, Roland. You may stay here,” Arthur said as he climbed out of the coach. 
 
    “How long will you be, Your Grace?” 
 
    “I am not quite certain. If you wish to have the horses’ shoes refitted, then you may do that.” 
 
    “Certainly, Your Grace.” 
 
    The Duke tipped his hat and walked through the gates of Hyde Park. It was a beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky, and Arthur felt his mood lighten almost instantly. He strolled for a while, until he took a rest on the park bench by the fountain. 
 
    He sat there for a while, simply staring out into the distance, listening to the soothing sound of the water running from the fountain. 
 
    “Arthur?” 
 
    He looked up suddenly and saw Edith standing beside him with a frown on her face. His face lit up instantly, and he smiled.  
 
    He stood up as she slowly approached him. “Lady Hayward! How wonderful it is to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” she answered. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Of course I am well. Why would you ask such a thing?” he asked. 
 
    “You are sitting on a park bench, alone, in the middle of the day, staring out into space.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he answered with a chuckle. “My horses are being fitted with new shoes, and I am merely waiting until they are ready.” 
 
    “Is that so?” she asked and crossed her arms suspiciously eyeing him. 
 
    “Would I tell a story that is untrue?” he asked, raising his eyebrow at her. 
 
    “Of course not. You would never lie to me,” she confirmed with a nod. 
 
    “If I may ask, what are you doing here?” he asked her. 
 
    “My father asked me to run an errand for him, and I saw you sitting here all by yourself. It seemed as though you were in a trance,” she explained. “Are you certain that everything is well?” 
 
    “I can assure you that everything is well, Miss Hayward. I was simply enjoying the silence,” he chuckled again. “Would you like to sit with me?” 
 
    “I would love that, but would I not be interfering with the silence?” she asked. 
 
    “For you I can make an exception,” he answered. 
 
    “Very well,” she said with hesitation and glanced around her. 
 
    “My mother is not here, nor is Lady Augusta,” he said with a slightly amused tone. 
 
    “Neither your mother, nor your fiancé, pose a threat of any kind to me, Your Grace,” she said with confidence. 
 
    Arthur smirked slightly and nodded. “That I am aware of.” 
 
    Edith smiled and sat down beside him. 
 
    “Tell me, Miss Hayward,” he said and turned to her. “How does it feel?” 
 
    “How does what feel, Your Grace?” she asked ad glanced over at him. His dark curls were blowing lightly in the air from the fresh breeze and she inhaled slowly, composing herself to the best of her ability. 
 
    “To be fearless.” 
 
    “I am not fearless,” she chuckled.  
 
    “Indeed you are,” he insisted. 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “My mother made it clear how she felt about you and me being alone together,” he said with an amusing tone in his voice, his eyes sparkling in the sun. 
 
    “Your mother clearly has the wrong impression of me,” she shrugged. “We are merely friends, and have been for a very long time. I am not attempting to lure you away from your soon to be wife. I am certainly not that type of woman.” 
 
    “I told her the exact same thing, but she thinks that I am being selfish, speaking to you. She claims I am already breaking my vows.” 
 
    “But you have not even made your vows yet,” Edith exclaimed in disbelief. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Your mother, with all due respect, is very insistent on this marriage.” 
 
    “She worries that I will not find someone. She believes that I will continue to grow old on my own,” Arthur explained and Edith stared at him in disbelief. “Do not look at me in such a way.” 
 
    “I cannot seem to grasp the concept that you are old, or will spend the rest of your life alone. You are a wonderful man and any woman would be lucky to have you as their husband,” she said and smiled at him. “And, you are barely old.” 
 
    “My mother reminds me that when she and my father were my age, they were married a long time, and they had both my sister and myself by that time,” Arthur answered. 
 
    “That does make sense, but you are your own person, and sometimes being selfish is not a bad thing, Arthur,” she whispered. “I mean, Your Grace.” 
 
    Arthur noticed her cheek color and he smiled slightly. “You have not called me by my first name in a very long time,” he said and looked at her. 
 
    “You are my friend, and despite our very different social statuses, you will always be the boy who I spent summers with in the estate gardens,” she said and cringed inwardly at her frank remark. She needed to stop talking now, or she would simply embarrass herself into a situation where she could not possibly escape from. 
 
    “Those were wonderful times,” he said, his tone dropped slightly, and Edith detected a hint of nostalgia in his voice. 
 
    She sighed and glanced out at the gardens. “They were, until obligation came swooping in and ruined everything.” 
 
    “Miss Hayward, I am sorry that I have not been a very good friend to you since I became the Duke of Bedfordshire,” he said sincerely. 
 
    “There is nothing to apologize for. You did as was expected of you. I do not hold any grudges.” 
 
    “That is comforting to hear.” 
 
    She smiled at him, studying his face, and tried with her entire being to not profess her undying love to him. He was an engaged man, soon to be married to the beautiful Lady Augusta Egerton, the daughter of Lord and Lady Dartmouth. Her feelings for Arthur were a dangerous thing, and Edith needed to keep those feelings under wraps, or the Duchess would surely have her locked away. Edith knew the longer she sat there beside him, the harder it would be to leave, and she decided right then and there, she could not allow him to have such an effect on her. 
 
    “Your Grace, I must be going,” she said apologetically and stood up slowly. 
 
    “What is the rush?” he asked her, confusion in his eyes. 
 
    “My father is expecting me home and I do not wish him to think that I may have been abducted, or lost my way,” she explained, her voice trembling ever so slightly, or perhaps Arthur was imagining it. 
 
    “I will take you,” he offered. 
 
    “No, that is not necessary, Your Grace,” she said to him. “It was lovely to see you.” 
 
    “And you.” 
 
    Edith turned and walked to the entrance of Hyde Park as fast as she could. She had to get as far away from Arthur Merchant as possible, as he would certainly be the death of her. If not the Duke, then certainly his mother. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    24 May 1812
Hayward Plantation
London, England 
 
    Edith sat on the terrace in their family home, overlooking the gardens and sighed to herself, staring into her cup of tea. Her mind was elsewhere of course. Seeing Arthur again stirred up so many old feelings that Edith was too afraid to think about it too much. She was a habitual over-thinker, and it always meant that she would create scenarios inside her head that were ludicrous and would never actually happen. She was one of those people who would analyze something to death, exhausting herself and people around her. She also tended to read too much into something, frustrating her even more. 
 
    She raised her cup to her lips and took a slow sip of tea, enjoying the sweet taste of the tea. She heard footsteps approach her, but she did not turn to look. It could only be her father, and she did not wish to speak to him at that very moment. Confessing her love for Arthur had been a tad embarrassing, and she could not bear to look her father in the eyes at that moment. 
 
    Edith’s father had been raising Edith ever since her mother passed away when she was four years old. She was an only child, and she was the only thing her father had left of her mother. Doctor Hayward adored his daughter, of course, but his job was demanding at the best of times. She would often accompany him on his visits to the patients’ homes. Her father knew her better than anyone, and he would certainly recognize the pensive expression on his daughter’s face, as he had done on their way home from Bedfordshire Estate. 
 
    She heard him clear his throat behind her and she sighed. “Not now, Father.” 
 
    Her mind was muddled with thoughts of Arthur, and Lady Augusta, and she shook her head at herself. 
 
    “I do not believe anyone has called me that before.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed and she abruptly looked over her shoulder. Her jaw dropped slightly as she stared blankly at Arthur standing a few feet from her. He wore dark blue, which brought out the brown of his eyes. 
 
    “Arthur, I mean, Your Grace,” she stammered and stood up quickly. “What on earth are you doing here?” 
 
    “Good afternoon to you as well, Miss Hayward,” he greeted her with a smile. 
 
    “Pardon my lack of tact, but you certainly took me by surprise,” she said. 
 
    “That was my intention,” he smirked. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked again and looked around her in slight panic. Hopefully his mother and his soon to be wife had not joined him on his so-called visit. 
 
    “I came for a visit.” 
 
    “My father should be…” 
 
    “I am not here to visit with your father. I am here to visit with you.” 
 
    “With me?” 
 
    “Why do you seem so surprised by that?” 
 
    “I was under the impression that you were under strict instructions not to be in my company, unsupervised.” 
 
    “I am a grown man,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “I am not here to harm you, Miss Hayward. That I can assure you.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant,” she frowned. 
 
    “May I have a seat?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    She watched as Arthur sat done opposite her and stared out at the gardens. “What a magnificent view.” 
 
    “Indeed. My father is very proud of his garden. It seems, some days, that if he were not a physician, he would have enjoyed being a gardener.” 
 
    “Your father is a man of many talents. Perhaps he should consider pursuing his dream of being a gardener.” 
 
    “It certainly does not pay as well, but as long as he is happy, then I have no objections.” 
 
    “It is admirable that you support your father in such a way.” 
 
    “I must. It is my duty as his daughter. I am the only family he has left.” 
 
    Arthur smiled at her and chuckled. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “I recall a memory from our youth.” 
 
    “An amusing one, I assume.” 
 
    “Indeed.” He sat back in the chair and looked at her.  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “It was an afternoon in June. You had just had your tenth birthday, if I recall correctly. My father was trying to get rid of the large tree in the garden.” 
 
    “How could I ever forget that day? You fell out of the tree and hit your head, and I broke my arm.” 
 
    “I still have a scar.” 
 
    “I know,” she answered, her voice dropping. “It’s just above your left eyebrow.” 
 
    “You remember.” 
 
    “As I mentioned before, it was a day that I will always remember.” 
 
    Arthur studied her and smiled slightly. To him, she was a beautiful young woman, and he would probably sit there on the terrace with her his entire life. He wondered what it would be like to be married to Edith. He would wake up beside her every morning, He could watch her sleep, hold her hand, kiss her. A slight smile ran across his lips, and he tilted his head to the side. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked suddenly. 
 
    “I was simply thinking about all the wonderful times we’ve had.” 
 
    “They were wonderful indeed.” 
 
    “May I be frank?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Nothing has to change after I marry Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Your Grace?” she asked. 
 
    “We would still visit one another, can we not?” 
 
    “Somehow I do not think that your mother would approve of that, or your wife for that matter,” she sighed. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You are welcome to bring Lady Augusta along for a visit.” 
 
    “Of course.” he pursed his lips, and Edith thought she saw him cringe for a brief moment. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    6 June 1812
Hayward Plantation
London, England 
 
    Edith sat at her dressing table and frowned to herself as she slowly brushed her long brown hair. The past week had been wonderful as she spent the days with Arthur. He was still the same kind-hearted, charming and funny man who she had come to know all those years ago. She dropped her gaze as her expression saddened as she thought of Arthur’s upcoming wedding to Lady Augusta. Every moment that she spent with Arthur caused her feelings of affection to grow at a rigorous rate. She knew that it was wrong to feel those things, but she could not help it, she was desperately in love with the Duke, despite his engagement to Lady Augusta. 
 
    She desperately wanted to make her feelings for him known to him, but she could not. She would create problems for him and his family, as they depended on this marriage for the financial stability of the estate, not to mention the upheaval of their family name. If she had to profess her love to Arthur, she was certain to make a spectacle of herself. She did not even know if Arthur shared the same affections towards her as she shared towards him. It would be utterly embarrassing for her, as well as for him, if he did not reciprocate those feelings. Their friendship would not survive such an ordeal, and Edith could not imagine that happening to them. Not to mention, the Duchess would not be too pleased about this. In fact, the Duchess would faint if she knew Arthur was spending as much time with her as he had been this last week. Arthur had told her that his mother did not know and she was under the impression that he was spending it on his own, mentally preparing himself for the wedding day, as well as tending to a few matters regarding the estate. Arthur had never gone as far as to correct his mother, despite Edith telling him that he was deceiving his mother. 
 
    “You are lying to her, Your Grace,” Edith had said to him. 
 
    He shrugged nonchalantly and looked at her. “I am not lying. I am simply not correcting her.” 
 
    “Omitting information is still deception.” 
 
    “You are not in any position to preach morality to me, Miss Edith.” 
 
    “I did nothing wrong.” 
 
    “You are the reason why I am deceiving my mother.” 
 
    “I do not wish to be your accomplice.” 
 
    “You already are.” 
 
    “Your mother will have me shot if she is to find out.” 
 
    “She will not find out,” he had promised her. “And if she does, she will have to have me shot as well.” 
 
    His words were comforting, but her mind was overanalyzing once again, which did not do Edith any good.  
 
    Was he simply being a good friend, or was he trying to tell her that he would rather get shot than see her get shot? Was he willing to die for her, or was her mind simply running away with her? 
 
    Why would a man such as Arthur be the least bit interested in her? She bore no title, her family was not of noble descent, and despite her father’s popularity with his patients, he was not a wealthy man. What on earth could Edith offer the Duke? 
 
    Apparently, nothing more than friendship. 
 
    She sighed again as she carried on with brushing her hair. She was being utterly ridiculous, thinking that the Duke would at all reciprocate the feelings that she had for him. He was engaged to a beautiful woman who was the daughter of an Earl who was ridiculously wealthy. Love did not matter these days; it was all about status, lineage, who possessed the largest estate, and who could provide the most financial stability. Marriage had nothing to do with love, or being in love, which was rather unjust. If that were the case, which it certainly was, Edith was doomed to marry a middle-aged unattractive baker, who smelt of bread and flour. 
 
    There was a knock on her door, and she placed the brush on her dressing table. “Enter.” 
 
    Her father appeared and entered the room. 
 
    “Father?” 
 
    “I wish to speak to you.” 
 
    “But of course,” she said and turned to him. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “I wish to hear an explanation.” 
 
    “Regarding what?” 
 
    “He’s an engaged man, Edie.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and shook her head slightly. 
 
    “I am aware that you two are friends, and have been for a while, but there has to be boundaries.” 
 
    “We are not doing anything wrong. He simply visits me here, under supervision.” 
 
    “Indeed, but does the Duchess know? IS she aware of her son’s visits?” 
 
    “I do not know what he tells her.” 
 
    “I am certain she does not know. Nor does his bride-to-be.” 
 
    “Father, please…” 
 
    “I am not going to forbid you to see him, or ban him from my property,” her father said. “I am merely expressing my concern. I have known the Duchess for a long time. I know the way she was raised, and I know what she is capable of, Edie. I do not want you to get hurt.” 
 
    “I will not get hurt. There are no feelings involved.” 
 
    “I do not believe that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Edie, I have known you your entire life. I know you have feelings for him. I can see it from a distance, and I can see it now.” 
 
    “I do not know what you are referring to, Father, but you are wrong. I do not have feelings for Arthur.” 
 
    “You may lie to yourself, but you cannot lie to me. I am your father.” 
 
    Edith pursed her lips and slowly stood up. “And what good would it do if I told you that you were right? What good would it do if I told you that I love the Duke? I cannot do anything about it, Father. He is engaged to be married soon. His mother despises me, because I hold no title and do not come from a noble and wealthy family. What use would it be if I stopped lying to you, or to myself? Nothing.” 
 
    “Edie…” 
 
    “No, Father. It is of no use for me to admit that I am in love with the Duke, because what could possibly come of it? Nothing,” she said to him, a sad expression on her face. “The sooner I forget about him and move on with my life, the better.” 
 
    “The better for whom?” 
 
    “For everyone.” 
 
    “Except you.” 
 
    “In the grander scheme of things, I am no-one.” 
 
    “That is not true. You are the most important person to me, and I love you very much, Edie.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father. I love you as well.” 
 
    “I could always have her abducted.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Lady Augusta, or the Duchess,” he answered. ‘Perhaps both.” 
 
    Edith chuckled sadly and shook her head. “There is no need for that, Father. I only wish for Arthur to be happy. He deserves all the happiness in the world.” 
 
    “Edie,” her father said with a twinkle in his eyes. “You remind me so much of your mother.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “She wished happiness on everyone around her, but she forgot about herself.” 
 
    “Is that why she did what she did?” 
 
    “This world was not the right place for a woman such as her.” 
 
    “Where does that leave me?” 
 
    “Luckily, you are an over-thinker, much like me, and there is no possible way that you will end your life as she did.” 
 
    “I would most probably sit on the bridge for hours contemplating which way I should jump in order to produce a speedy death,” Edith laughed grimly. 
 
    “Indeed,” her father laughed and put his arms around her shoulders. “Fear not, my dear daughter. You are destined to find happiness in this world.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” she whispered. “I certainly hope that you are right.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    7 June 1812
Merchant Estate
London, England  
 
    Arthur ran his fingers through his messy hair as he paced the length of his office. It had been two days since he had seen Edith, and he was already beginning to feel it take a strain on him. For the last week, spending time with Edith had been the thing he had been looking forward to on a daily basis. Although he had deceived his mother and Lady Augusta into thinking that he went to town to clear his head, or make his final arrangements regarding the marriage when he was in actual fact visiting Hayward Manor to visit Edith, Arthur did not feel in the least bit guilty for doing so. Spending time with Edith made him see what a relationship was supposed to be like. They were comfortable in one another’s company. They laughed and joked, told each other amusing stories, and for a brief moment, Arthur wished that he was marrying Edith instead. 
 
    He stopped abruptly and his jaw clenched. He was in love with Edith, despite being engaged to Lady Augusta. Edith was everything he had ever wanted in a wife. She was beautiful, intelligent, and most importantly, she was humble. She did not care that his horses were all imported thoroughbreds. She did not care that Merchant Estate was nearly ten times larger than any estate in the vicinity. All she cared about was his happiness. 
 
    Arthur could not stop thinking about Edith, even when he had lunch with Lady Augusta that afternoon, he kept picturing what Edith would do if she had been there. Edith made him laugh with her animated manner, and the way she overthought every little detail was fascinating to him. She walked barefoot across the lawn, she laughed like she meant it, and the way she looked at him when she was certain they were alone was etched into his mind. He could close his eyes and recall every single detail about her face, her shoulders, her hands. He knew she still had a scar on her arm, right below her elbow from when they fell out of the apple tree when they were young. He knew since that day she was too afraid to ever climb in a tree again, despite her unwavering courage. He knew that she could not remember her own mother, so he would make up stories about her mother and told them to her often. 
 
    He knew all these things about her, and those things made him love her even more. 
 
    Lady Augusta was also a beautiful woman, but deep down he knew that she would not be able to make him happy. He wanted Edith, nothing more, nothing less. 
 
    The door suddenly opened and he glanced at his mother, who slowly entered the office. 
 
    “Pierre said you wished to see me,” the Duchess said as she approached him. “Indeed,” he answered with a nod. “Please, have a seat.” 
 
    She looked at him suspiciously but sat down anyway. “This cannot be good news. The last time you told me to take a seat, was when…” 
 
    “Mother, I have something important to tell you. I know that you are going to be very upset with me, and disapprove of my decision, but my mind is made up.” 
 
    “Arthur...” his mother warned, but he shook his head. 
 
    “Allow me to finish, please.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said tightly. 
 
    “I cannot marry Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” she exclaimed. “Do my ears deceive me?” 
 
    “They do not, Mother.” 
 
    “What on Earth prompted this radical change of heart?” the Duchess asked, but when Arthur tilted his head at her, her shoulders slumped significantly. “I see.” 
 
    “Mother, I cannot marry someone while my heart lies with another.” 
 
    “The physician’s daughter.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You are doing this family a great injustice, Arthur. You are being utterly selfish.” 
 
    “Father taught me that no matter what, I must always stay true to myself, Mother.” 
 
    “Your father was a fool who followed his heart instead of his head.” 
 
    “But you loved him regardless of that.” 
 
    “Indeed I did, but because of his choices, we were left with debts. Debts that could have been avoided,” she answered and approached him. “Your father was a great man, with compassion and a kind heart; that was why he always followed it.” 
 
    “He would not have allowed me to marry Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “This marriage is crucial to the survival of our family.” 
 
    “This family has survived for nearly a hundred years, Mother.” 
 
    “Then it is up to you to ensure it withstands another hundred years.” 
 
    “My sincerest apologies, but I cannot do that. I must follow my heart, and it does not lead me to Lady Augusta.” 
 
    Arthur’s eye caught movement behind the Duchess, and he saw Lady Augusta standing in the doorway. Her face was paler than usual. The Duchess turned and also saw her in the doorway. 
 
    “Lady Augusta,” the Duke frowned. 
 
    “Did my ears deceive me?” 
 
    “That depends entirely on how much you heard.” 
 
    She slowly approached him, her eyes laced with a hint of sadness. “You do not wish to marry me.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “May I ask why not?” Lady Augusta asked. 
 
    “Lady Augusta. You are a beautiful woman, but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “But you are not the woman I wish to marry.” 
 
    Tears filled Lady Augusta’s eyes and she shook her head. She whirled around and stormed out of the office. 
 
    “I hope you are happy now,” the Duchess retorted. “You have broken the girl’s heart.” 
 
    “She will be fine,” he answered. 
 
    The Duchess looked at him expectantly, and he sighed. “I will go check on her.” 
 
    He left the office and briskly walked down the hallway, looking for Lady Augusta. He found her a few moments later standing at the end of the hallway, her hands resting on the bannister of the staircase. 
 
    “Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “Leave me be, Your Grace,” she said without turning around. 
 
    “I wish to sincerely apologize for...” 
 
    “For not wanting to marry me?” she asked. 
 
    “Lady Augusta, I wish I could explain this to you, but I cannot seem to find the words.” 
 
    “Am I not good enough for you, or your family?” 
 
    “That is not the reason. Any man would be lucky to have you as their wife.” 
 
    Lady Augusta turned around slowly and Arthur saw the tears on her cheeks. “But not you, Your Grace.” 
 
    “My decision was not influenced by you at all, that I can assure you.” 
 
    “It is her, the physician’s daughter. You love her.” 
 
    “I do not know what you speak of, Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “I might not be as smart as her, but I am not blind. I see the way you look at her.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “Please, spare me your feeble attempts to apologize. I might as well throw myself from the highest tower of the estate. I am not any use to anyone.” 
 
    “You are being dramatic, Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “You hurt my feelings, Your Grace.” 
 
    “I understand why you would feel such things, but they are not true.” 
 
    “The humiliation,” she whispered dramatically. 
 
    “Lady Augusta, please listen to me.” 
 
    “No, Your Grace. You have said quite enough. I do not care much for anything, but I do care for you. I have come to love and respect you. My parents adore you, and so does society. It would ruin my family’s name if society were to hear of this. Not to mention the stories that would circulate.” 
 
    “What are you implying, Lady Augusta?” 
 
    “Marry me, and those stories will not exist.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me, Lady Augusta?” 
 
    “If you do not marry me, I will end my life swiftly, and the after-effects of my death will be your burden to bear.” 
 
    “I do not respond well to threats, Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “That is none of my concern,” she said bitterly, spinning around and making her way down the staircase. 
 
    The Duke watched her as she descended the staircase, and he growled to himself. 
 
    “Arthur,” the Duchess said suddenly, behind him. 
 
    He rested his hands on the bannister and sighed. “Not now, Mother.” 
 
    “I will see this as a temporary lapse in judgement, Arthur. You are to marry Augusta as planned, or you will not receive your inheritance.” 
 
    “You cannot keep that from me. It is rightfully mine. Father…” 
 
    “Your father would be ashamed of you at this very moment. You are putting this family’s name in jeopardy. The wedding shall go forth.” 
 
    “Mother, I am a grown man capable of making my own decisions.” 
 
    “That may be, but your decisions impact the rest of your family as well. Your sister…” 
 
    “Amelia has her own family to deal with, Mother. Frankly put, she is lucky not to deal with the likes of you.” 
 
    “You are being very disrespectful, Arthur.” 
 
    “And you, Mother.” 
 
    “I do not see how I am the one who is being disrespectful.” 
 
    “You are forcing me to marry someone I do not want to marry.” 
 
    “It is for the survival…” 
 
    “You are beginning to sound very repetitive, Mother.” 
 
    “Hopefully that will make you come to your senses.” The Duchess straightened her shoulder and looked him squarely in the eyes. “Nevertheless, I forbid any contact with Edith Hayward.” 
 
    “Mother,” he contended. 
 
    “I am serious, Arthur.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as she walked away from him and he was left frustrated, not knowing exactly what to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    9 June 1812
Bond Estate
Derbyshire, England 
 
    Lady Augusta walked briskly along the hallway leading to the office and opened the door. The Duke of Derbyshire, Cecil Bond, turned around slowly and smiled at Lady Augusta. 
 
    “Lady Augusta. What a pleasant surprise,” he said warmly. 
 
    “Seeing you is always a pleasantry, Your Grace,” she said with a wink. 
 
    The Duke stood up from his leather chair and walked over to her. He extended his hand to her, and without a moment’s hesitation, Lady Augusta took his hand and they embraced lovingly. 
 
    “How long has it been since I had you this close to me?” he whispered. 
 
    “Less than a day,” 
 
    “It feels like an eternity,” he whispered and caressed her cheek. 
 
    She smiled at him, and he kissed her tenderly on the lips. 
 
    “I have some news," she whispered against his lips and slowly backed away from him. 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    “Well, Your Grace, we have encountered a slight hurdle in the plan.” 
 
    “A slight hurdle?” he asked and she nodded. “I certainly do not like the sound of that.” 
 
    “It is rather disconcerting.” 
 
    “Tell me, my love.” 
 
    “Arthur has fallen in love.” 
 
    “I do not blame him in the least. You are a captivating woman.” 
 
    “Your flattery is commendable, but I am not the one he has fallen in love with.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    “The physician’s daughter, Miss Edith Hayward. Arthur refuses to marry me, because he loves her, and wishes to marry her.” 
 
    “What does the Duchess think about this?” 
 
    “She is furious, of course, but Arthur is steadfast. There is very little I can do to make him change his mind.” 
 
    “This cannot be happening,” Cecil grumbled. “Our plan is ruined, Augusta.”  
 
    “Not necessarily, Cecil,” Augusta said. 
 
    “Of course it is! How will I gain access to the estate if he does not marry you?” 
 
    “There is another way,” she said and crossed her arms. 
 
    “He has to pay for what he did, Augusta!” 
 
    “You do not need to tell me, Cecil. I know how close you and Thomas were. He was your brother, and his death was a brutal attack on your family, on you. He will not get away with this.” 
 
    “I assume you have another plan.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “That is why I love you, Augusta.” 
 
    Augusta shrugged her shoulder and smirked at him. “I am aware.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10 June 1812
Merchant Estate
London, England 
 
    The Duchess barged into the drawing room where Arthur was sitting, deep in thought. 
 
    “Mother,” he said and turned to her. 
 
    “I need to speak with you.” 
 
    “I am not in the mood,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Your mood is none of my concern, Arthur.” 
 
    “Clearly not,” he muttered and sat up straight. 
 
    “You are making a colossal mistake.” 
 
    “Colossal you say, Mother?” he asked, his words dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    “Do not mock me, or my choice of words.” 
 
    Arthur shook his head slightly and glanced up at her. “What mistake am I making?” 
 
    “Your decision not to marry Lady Augusta is a mistake.” 
 
    “Mother, we have already had this discussion, and my mind has been made up. I am in love with Edith Hayward, and I refuse to marry Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “What if the physician’s daughter does not love you in return?” 
 
    “I know she does.” 
 
    “You are wrong. She will only love you for your title and your wealth.” 
 
    “We have no wealth, Mother and you are wrong about Edith. You know nothing of her.” 
 
    “I know what is necessary, and I know she is not the right fit for you.” 
 
    “That is where you are wrong, Mother.” Arthur frowned. “She is not the right fit for you, but luckily you are not the one who wishes to marry her.” 
 
    Lady Augusta still is the better choice.” 
 
    “According to you.” 
 
    “Please, Arthur. The Merchant name’s fate rests in your hands.” 
 
    “But I do not love Lady Augusta, Mother,” he exclaimed angrily. 
 
    “You will eventually.” 
 
    “How can I marry someone while my heart belongs to another?” he asked. 
 
    “Love is for fools,” the Duchess muttered. 
 
    “You consider yourself a fool, Mother, because if I remember correctly, you married father for love, and not for his title, or his wealth.” 
 
    “That is different,” the Duchess contended. 
 
    “Did you not love Father?” he asked her, with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “More than anything in the world. Your father was the love of my life.” 
 
    “Then you should understand why I cannot marry Augusta,” he said and walked to the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” the Duchess asked in disapproval. 
 
    “I am going to the Hayward Manor. I have to tell Edith how I feel.” 
 
    “Arthur, wait!” the Duchess called after him, but he ignored her and headed through the great hall of the manor. 
 
    Arthur ran down the front steps of the estate and ran to his coach standing nearby. 
 
    “Roland!” he called out to his driver, but Roland was nowhere to be found. Arthur groaned to himself, climbed onto the smaller carriage standing nearby and steered it off the estate grounds. He needed to get to Hayward House as soon as he could. As the carriage made its way down the road leading into London, Arthur frowned as something did not feel quite right with the carriage. He briefly glanced down at the wheels but when he looked at the road again, a large branch lay across the road. Arthur attempted to stop the carriage, but the horse seemed spooked by something and it sped up. Arthur attempted to gain control of the horse and carriage, but his attempts were feeble. The spooked horse suddenly swerved out of the way and the carriage tipped over onto the side of the road. Arthur hit his head a few times as the carriage overturned a few times. His body fell to the ground, and he let out a painful groan. He brought his hand up to his face as his head pounded. He felt blood trickle down his cheek and the last thing he saw before it went dark around him, was that one of the hubs of the front wheel had been removed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    10 June 1812
Hayward Plantation
London, England 
 
    Edith stirred in her bed and opened her eyes slowly. She stared out into the darkness and sighed miserably. It had been three days since she last saw the Duke, and she wondered whether he thought of her at all. He was constantly on her mind and deep down inside, she wished that there was some way that he would decide not to marry Lady Augusta. Edith did not care if she sounded selfish, but she could not bear the thought of Arthur marrying anyone else. She rolled over onto her side and frowned as she heard a ruckus downstairs. She heard her father barking orders and realized that something must have happened. One of the staff had probably had an accident and now her father instructed everyone else to bring him the necessary tools. She slid out of bed and slipped her dressing gown over her shoulders. She left her room and saw her father running up the stairs with blood on his hands. 
 
    “Father, what happened?” she asked in a panic. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No, I am fine. It is not my blood.” 
 
    “Good,” she said and breathed a sigh of relief. “Whose is it?” 
 
    Doctor Hayward looked at her and hesitated for a moment. 
 
    “Father?” she asked expectantly. 
 
    “It is the Duke of Bedfordshire.” 
 
    “Arthur? My Arthur?” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Edith, calm yourself.” 
 
    “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “David found him on the side of the road when he was bringing the horses back. His carriage was overturned on the side of the road. His horse was nowhere to be found. It seems as though he might have lost control of the carriage.” 
 
    “Is he...” she asked, her voice trailing as she looked at all the blood on her father’s shirt. 
 
    “He hit his head hard, and I had to suture his wound. He has bruises all over his body, but nothing seems to be fractured.” 
 
    “Is he awake?” she asked, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I gave him something for the pain, and it made him very drowsy.” 
 
    “Can I go to him?” 
 
    “Of course. He is in the guest room.” 
 
    Edith pursed her lips as she walked past her father. She walked down the stairs and caught her breath as she noticed the large puddle of blood on the floor. A shiver ran up her spine as she proceeded to the downstairs guest room.  
 
    She quietly opened the door and entered the room. She nearly did not recognize the Duke, but when she noticed the black curls protruding from the bandages that were wrapped around his head, she knew it was him. His body was covered in bruises and scratches and one side of his head was wrapped in bandages. She walked closer and swallowed down the lump in her throat. She sat down on the chair beside the bed and reached over, taking his hand in hers. 
 
    “Arthur...” she whispered. “I am here.” 
 
    Edith spent the rest of the night at his bedside, but eventually fell asleep as the stress and worry had gotten the better of her, and took its toll on both her body and mind.  
 
    --- 
 
    The morning rays danced through the drapes and Edith moaned softly as she slowly opened her eyes. She raised her head slowly and glanced at Arthur. His head was turned away from her and she rubbed her sleepy eyes. She studied his features for a few moments and frowned to herself as she felt a twitch in her neck. Sleeping in a sitting position had not been the best idea, and Edith slowly rolled her shoulders. Arthur’s fingers twitched suddenly, and she looked at him. 
 
    “Arthur? Can you hear me?” 
 
    His head turned towards her, but his eyes remained closed. 
 
    “Arthur, it is me, Edith.” 
 
    “I see you have decided against the formalities of addressing me as ‘Your Grace’, my dear Edith,” he said softly, his voice cracking slightly. His eyes opened and Edith was mesmerized by the deep brown in his eyes. 
 
    “My sincerest apologies, Your Grace.” 
 
    “No need to apologize, Miss Edith.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “It feels as if I was thrown from a locomotive.” 
 
    “Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    “I was on my way here, when I lost control of my horse, and my carriage ran off the road.” 
 
    “You were on your way here?” she stuttered. 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “Why?” she blurted out. 
 
    “I needed to speak to you. It was quite urgent.” 
 
    “It would seem to be,” she said as she looked at his bruised body. 
 
    Arthur chuckled painfully and looked at her. He reached for her hand and took it. “Edith, there is something that I must tell you.” 
 
    “I am listening,” she whispered. 
 
    “I am not marrying Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I simply cannot marry a woman who I feel nothing for. She is a fine young woman, but I cannot. My father would not approve of such a union.” 
 
    “What does your mother think of this? She must be furious.” 
 
    “She is, but she cannot force me to do something that I do not wish to do.” 
 
    “You are still as stubborn as always.” 
 
    Arthur smiled slightly and squeezed her hand. “And you are beautiful, Edith.” 
 
    Edith glanced at him with a puzzled expression and dropped her gaze. 
 
    “My father taught me to follow my heart whenever I could, and that was exactly what I was doing. I followed my heart, and it led me to you.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked. 
 
    “Edith, I have loved you for a very long time, I simply did not realize it.” 
 
    Edith sat back in her chair, and her jaw dropped slightly. 
 
    “Why on earth do you look so shocked?” he asked. 
 
    “Surprised is a more accurate word.” 
 
    “Why are you surprised by this?” 
 
    “You are the Duke of Bedfordshire. You are an important man, with incredible charm and a noble lineage. What on earth would you want with a woman like me?” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “I do not possess a title; my father is not a wealthy man. We will certainly not bring any financial stability to your estate.” 
 
    “Edith, that is not what love is about.” 
 
    “But your mother…” 
 
    “There is not a thing that my mother can do or say that will make me feel differently.” 
 
    “And if she forces you to give up your title?” 
 
    “Then I will gladly do that.” 
 
    “Arthur, I cannot allow you to do that.” 
 
    “Do you not love me, Edith?” 
 
    Edith hesitated and pursed her lips. He looked at her expectantly, and she leaned closer to him. 
 
    “Arthur, I have loved you ever since I met you.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up slightly and he smiled. “That is a very long time.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “And you did not feel the need to share these feelings with me?” he asked. 
 
    “Your mother was quite clear when she told me that she dislikes me.” 
 
    “She told you that?” 
 
    “Many times actually.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous.” 
 
    “You are her only son.” 
 
    “That does not give her the right to choose my friends, or my wife, or anyone who I wish to have in my life.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door and both Arthur and Edith glanced at the door. 
 
    “Enter,” Edith said, and her father entered the room. 
 
    “Doctor Hayward.” 
 
    “I am pleased to see that you are awake.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor Hayward.” 
 
    “Do not thank me yet. There seems to be a visitor for you.” 
 
    “For me?” 
 
    “No, not for you, Edie.” 
 
    Edith glanced over at Arthur and frowned. “Who on earth would be here for you?” 
 
    Edith’s words were barely spoken, when Lady Augusta entered the room. Edith’s eyes narrowed, and she stood up from the chair.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Lady Augusta?” Edith asked. 
 
    “I am not here to fight, or argue, or anything of the sort.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” Edith asked and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I have a confession to make to the Duke.” 
 
    “Tell me, Lady Augusta.” 
 
    “Your accident, it was my doing,” she confessed. 
 
    “What?” Edith and Arthur exclaimed at the same time. 
 
    “Your accident was not an accident after all.” 
 
    Edith and Arthur glanced at one another, too speechless to utter a word. 
 
    “I have been in coalition with the Duke of Derbyshire,” Lady Augusta said slowly. 
 
    “Cecil Bond,” Arthur muttered. 
 
    “Indeed. You remember him,” Lady Augusta said. 
 
    “He is not someone who I can forget easily.” 
 
    “How do you know him, Arthur?” 
 
    “We were in the same boarding school when we were younger. Our fathers were partners in a large business venture.” 
 
    “What happened?” Edith asked. 
 
    “The late Duke believed that my father had embezzled money, and decreasing his profits.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “Of course he did not.” 
 
    “Then who stole the money?” 
 
    “Cecil did,” Lady Augusta answered and Edith looked at her with a frown. 
 
    “Why?” Edith asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Cecil had a gambling problem, from a young age, wagering on everything,” Arthur answered. “It became out of hand and his father took him out of boarding school. Afterwards, the company was forced to liquidate, and the partnership disbanded.” 
 
    “And the late Duke blamed your father,” Edith said. 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “How are you in coalition with him, Lady Augusta?” Edith asked. 
 
    Lady Augusta took a breath, and she slowly approached them. “Cecil, the Duke, and I have been in a relationship for a few years now.” 
 
    “What?” Arthur frowned. 
 
    “He orchestrated a plan that ensured us access to the Merchant Estate.” 
 
    “To do what exactly?” Edith asked and crossed her arms. 
 
    Lady Augusta shifted around uncomfortably. “To murder you, Your Grace.” 
 
    “What?” Edith exclaimed. 
 
    “The Duke believes that you are to blame for the death of his brother.” 
 
    “That is preposterous,” Arthur exclaimed. “I attempted to save him after he was shot.” 
 
    “The Duke thinks differently, Your Grace.” 
 
    Edith glanced at Arthur for a moment, her jaw dropping in disbelief. 
 
    “Thomas’s death was an accident. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I tried to save him, but he had lost too much blood already.” 
 
    “The Duke believes you are to blame, Your Grace.” 
 
    “And why does he think that?” Edith asked. 
 
    “Because I knew that he was the one who stole the money.” 
 
    “But why would you kill his brother?” Edith asked 
 
    “I told Cecil that I knew it was him and that if he did not confess, I would go to the authorities. He refused of course, telling me that I did not possess the necessary evidence to support my accusation.   The day he was killed, Thomas and Cecil, along with myself, went into town to run a few errands for our fathers. Cecil met up with an acquaintance, and we went on without him. As we passed the National Bank, shots fired and Thomas was caught in the crossfire. When I ran to him, there was a gun beside him and Cecil saw me kneeling beside him. I was dumbfounded and when I saw that Cecil approached us with pure hatred, I became afraid and I ran like a coward,” Arthur explained. 
 
    “You did not kill him?” Lady Augusta asked with a frown. 
 
    “I would never do such a thing. Thomas was my friend as well,” he answered. 
 
    Lady Augusta pursed her lips and clasped her hands together. 
 
    Edith narrowed her eyes in suspicion and slowly walked towards her. “Tell me one thing, Lady Augusta. Why are you confessing?” 
 
    “When I heard what Cecil was planning, sabotaging the carriage, I realized he had gone too far.” 
 
    “He sabotaged the carriage by removing one of the hubs.” 
 
    Lady Augusta nodded. “When he told me of the accident, I was so racked with guilt that I could not sleep.” 
 
    “You only felt guilty when it suited you,” Edith muttered. 
 
    “What Cecil did was wrong, Miss Hayward,” she answered. 
 
    “But it did not seem to bother you before,” Edith retorted, her tone cold and razor sharp. “Why are you racked with guilt now?” 
 
    “Miss Hayward, you misunderstand. Despite my devotion to Cecil, I am truly not a conniving person, no matter what anyone thinks. I am a good person, with a conscience, which is why I am confessing.” 
 
    Edith stared at Lady Augusta, unconvinced of her words. 
 
    “Cecil also assured me that no-one else would be harmed,” she answered, her voice sad. “But when I see the two of you together, and the way you look at one another, I knew that Miss Hayward would also be hurt by our actions.” Lady Augusta took a deep breath and glanced at Arthur. “Please accept my sincerest apologies, Your Grace, and you, Edith. My deception is inexcusable, but if you could find it in your heart to forgive me…” 
 
    “Lady Augusta,” Edith said and stepped forward. “You do not deserve forgiveness.” 
 
    A tear ran down Lady Augusta’s cheek and she pursed her lips. 
 
    “You deceived Arthur, his family, your family, all for the love of a vengeful man.” 
 
    “Would you not resort to such extremes for the man you love, Edith? Would you not do anything to seek his love and approval?” 
 
    “No man who is a deceitful, vengeful murderer is worth anyone’s approval, Lady Augusta,” Edith answered and shook her head. “Any man worth his weight in gold would never expect such things of any woman, especially not when he claims that he loves her.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry.” 
 
    “Indeed you should be,” Doctor Hayward said and appeared in the doorway suddenly. 
 
    Lady Augusta turned, and her shoulders slumped as the magistrate stepped into the room. 
 
    “Lady Augusta Egerton, you are under arrest for conspiracy and as an accomplice to an attempted murder,” the magistrate said firmly. 
 
    “You alerted the authorities?” she shrieked. 
 
    “You left me no choice, Lady Augusta,” Doctor Hayward said firmly. “You do not simply come into my house demanding to see my daughter and His Grace because your conscience wills you to. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    “Indeed I am,” she answered shamefully. “Will you ever forgive me, Your Grace?” 
 
    “Arthur?” Edith asked and turned to him.  
 
    Arthur shrugged his shoulders and Edith turned back to Lady Augusta, who was being handcuffed. “I think I speak for both of us when I say we will not grant you the forgiveness you desire, but we certainly will pray for your soul, and hope that you find forgiveness within yourself, as that is the most important of all.” 
 
    Lady Augusta pursed her lips and glanced at Arthur. “She is indeed special if she is allowed to speak on your behalf.” 
 
    “She is the one who holds my heart, Lady Augusta,” Arthur said and looked lovingly at Edith. 
 
    As Lady Augusta was led out of the room by the magistrate, she glanced over at Edith and said, “You are a very lucky woman, Edith.” 
 
    Edith looked at Arthur and smiled. “I already know that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    15 July 1812
Merchant Estate
London, England 
 
    Edith glanced down at the newspaper in front of her and sighed. There was an article about Cecil’s and Lady Augusta’s plan to murder the Duke. A week after Lady Augusta was arrested, they located Cecil on a train en route to Paris, but arrested him before he could get away. They were both charged with conspiracy, attempted murder and treason against the Merchant family and were sent to different prisons far away from one another. 
 
    Edith closed the paper and pushed it aside, as she had certainly had enough of the drama revolving around Cecil and Lady Augusta. 
 
    “There you are,” Arthur said suddenly and approached her as she sat on the terrace. “I have been looking for you.” 
 
    “I have been here the entire time.” 
 
    “Are you too afraid to move, my dear?” 
 
    “Perhaps your mother still blames me for your accident. If it were not for you that wished to see me urgently, you would not have had your accident, according to her.” 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous. My mother is not that petty.” 
 
    “Are we speaking of the same woman?” she asked. 
 
    Arthur chuckled and took her hand. “Fear not, my dear Edith. All will be well.” 
 
    “I do hope you are right.” 
 
    “I am never wrong,” he smirked and winked at her. “I have something to show you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Come with me?” he said and his brown eyes sparkled with mischief. 
 
    “I am too afraid to ask.” 
 
    “Do you not trust me, my dear Edith.” 
 
    “I certainly do,” she answered. 
 
    “Then follow me.” 
 
    Arthur led her through the great hall, and up the staircase. He led her down the western hallway and stopped suddenly in front of the wooden doors of the library. She looked at him with a puzzled expression and tilted her head. 
 
    “Now, close your eyes.” 
 
    “What? Why?” she asked. 
 
    “My dear Edith, you ask too many questions.” 
 
    “I do ask too many questions, you are right,” she sighed and closed her eyes. “I trust you implicitly.” 
 
    “That certainly is good to hear.” 
 
    He took her hand, and led her inside the library. She was not sure what exactly his plan was, or where in fact he was taking her. When they came to a stop, he gently squeezed her hand and whispered, “You may open your eyes now, my dear.” 
 
    She inhaled sharply through her nose and opened her eyes. At first glance, she seemed slightly confused, but then she remembered. She and Arthur stood in exactly the same spots when they met for the first time sixteen years ago. She sighed in relief and glanced at Arthur standing beside her. 
 
    “You remembered,” she whispered. 
 
    “Of course I did. It was a moment that I could never forget, even if I tried.” He smiled at her again, and suddenly he knelt down in front of her. 
 
    “Arthur, what are you doing?” she asked, puzzled. 
 
    “My dearest Edith, it has been sixteen years since we met, and not a single day passed when you were not on my mind. You made May days perfect and made me look forward to the summer. I spent summers without you, and I realized that my life was incomplete, as you were the summer in my life. Without you, there is only cold and rain, grey skies and sorrow.” 
 
    “Arthur...” she whispered. 
 
    “Do not deprive me of my sunny days, as I would not be able to live in a world that does not revolve around us. Do me this honor and agree to be my wife.” 
 
    “Your wife?” 
 
    “I love you with all of my heart, Edith and there is no-one on this earth that I would rather spend my life with. You are my sunshine, my blue skies, and the one who holds my heart.” 
 
    “I love you, Arthur, I always have, but...” 
 
    “What is it, my love?” 
 
    “As much as I would love to say yes, your mother would not approve of this, of me. She has made it abundantly clear that I am not worthy of someone like you.” 
 
    “She is right, Arthur,” the Duchess suddenly appeared at the end of the aisle.  
 
    Edith’s shoulders slumped slightly, and she looked at Arthur, who stood up from the floor. 
 
    “I did in fact make it abundantly clear that you are not worthy of someone like him. You do not possess a title of any sort, and although the plantation which you call home is not in fact a true plantation…” 
 
    “Mother,” Arthur grumbled. 
 
    “I cannot, however, ignore my son’s incredibly good mood the last month, and I have been told that you are the reason behind it.” 
 
    “Your Grace, I can explain…” 
 
    “There is no need for that, Miss Hayward,” she fobbed her off. “As you are aware, Arthur is my only son, and one of the very few things I have left of my dear husband, whom I loved with all my heart. Our union was not arranged by our parents, but an arrangement of love between me and Ludlow. Our union displeased quite a few people, as I myself was also a simple Miss, such as yourself. Nevertheless, we were married and we gave one another the best years of our lives. He was truly the love of my life, and we brought out the best in one another.” The Duchess slowly approached Edith and surprised Edith when she took her hand. “He is my only son, and you can understand when I say that I only want what is best for him.” 
 
    “I understand that, Your Grace. Any parent would feel exactly the same way.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, my son deserves to be happy, and it seems that you make him happy.” 
 
    Edith frowned at the Duchess, and her jaw dropped slightly. 
 
    “If you do wish to marry him, you have my blessing,” the Duchess said. 
 
    Edith’s jaw dropped the rest of the way, and she stared blankly at the Duchess. “I...” she stuttered. 
 
    “Now might be the right time to say yes, Edith,” Arthur whispered to her. 
 
    Edith giggled for a moment and looked at the Duchess. “Your Grace, you do not understand how much this means to me.” 
 
    “Oh, I can certainly imagine,” she answered. 
 
    “Edith Hayward, will you marry me now?” Arthur asked, and she glanced at him. 
 
    “I will marry you, Arthur Merchant,” she answered with a smile and looked into Arthur’s deep brown eyes, knowing that from that moment forward, her life would now be complete. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Edith smiled as she glanced at her husband on their one year wedding anniversary. Their wedding had been a fairy-tale come true for her as she married the man she had loved for the longest time surrounded by all the people she loved the most in the world.

They had pledged their love forever as they looked deeply into each other’s eyes, and then had sealed their love with a kiss when the ceremony was complete.

Arthur’s mother had not made the last year easy but Edith had remained hopeful that some ice may melt from her heart.

It was only when Edith discovered she was pregnant that she felt some of the Dowager Duchesses’ cold-heartedness melt away. 

When Arthur and Edith had told her the news, she broke down, apologizing to Edith and Arthur for the way she had treated Edith all those years.

As Edith looked down at her 3-week old daughter, Rose, she knew her life was complete. Rose would grow up with loving parents as well as grandparents, what more could she ever hope for?

“Happy anniversary, my love”, she whispered as she planted a soft kiss on Arthur’s cheek. “At times I wondered if we could ever possibly be this happy, yet at the same time, I never doubted that we could.”

The End 
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    Prologue 
 
    February 1811
The Terrace
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    Brook Jones, the Duke of Monmouthshire, stared out into the distance as he stood on the empty terrace, his heart in pieces. He glanced out at the garden, which was his wife’s favorite place in the world. He would find her wandering along the cobblestone footpaths almost every day, looking at the flowers, and humming a soft tune as she was enraptured by the beauty of the gardens. Now, in the midst of winter, the trees were barren and the garden was empty, much like the Duke’s heart. It had been six months since his beloved wife Catherine passed away while giving birth to their daughter Isabella, and the wounds were still as fresh as that day. What started off as a joyous day filled with hope and happiness ended tragically.  
 
    Isabella was born perfect, but Catherine had lost a lot of blood and didn't even make it through the night. The Duke could not bear the sight of his newborn daughter and summoned a wet nurse at once to care for the child while he mourned the death of his beloved wife. The Duke did not possess the physical or mental strength to care for the infant at that stage. It was just too painful for him to bear. Baby Isabella was the splitting image of her mother, which made it even harder for the Duke. He could not hold her, or even look at her for too long without breaking down, and the bitterness and resentment towards the little girl consumed him on a daily basis. Catherine had been the love of his life; he knew that the very first moment he had laid eyes upon her. She was a beautiful woman. Her bright blue eyes could easily penetrate his soul, exposing himself in a way that he never thought was possible. Her raven black hair was shiny and lustrous adding to her beauty. He was certain that he would never find another woman liked Catherine, and despite the fact that the Duke was considered a most handsome and eligible bachelor, he was simply not interested in any other woman at that stage, nor did he think he would ever be. Catherine was the love of his life and nothing would change that. He made himself and Catherine a vow that he would never marry again, as there was no woman alive who would possibly be able to take Catherine’s place.

“Excuse me, Your Grace,” a voice behind him said ever so gently and the Duke turned around slowly. 
 
    It was the Duke’s butler, Joseph, and the Duke turned to face him. “Yes, Joseph?” 
 
    “Pardon my interruption, Your Grace, but there is another applicant waiting for you in the sitting room,” Joseph said politely. 
 
    The Duke sighed miserably and irately ran his fingers through his perfect combed hair. “Is she the last one?” 
 
    “Indeed she is, Your Grace,” Joseph answered. 
 
    “Is she anything like the others?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “She seems very young, but very polite, which is certainly a refreshing change from all the other spinsters we’ve encountered, if you do not mind me saying so, Your Grace,” Joseph answered dryly. 
 
    The Duke chuckled in amusement at his tactless butler and shook his head. “Wonderful. I was starting to doubt my sanity with all these tight-lipped spinsters myself, Joseph. I think I was on the verge of losing my mind if I had to hear of all their rules.” 
 
    “Indeed. Lady Isabella is only an infant. Certainly rules do not apply to her.” 
 
    “Their rules are not for Isabella, it is for me,” 
 
    “The audacity. Do they know who you are, Your Grace?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Clearly not,” the Duke smirked. 
 
    “I will inform the applicant of your arrival,” Joseph said, but the Duke shook his head. 
 
    “No need, Joseph. I am on my way.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace.” Joseph nodded. “I will close the gates.” 
 
    “Thank you, Joseph.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine, Your Grace,” Joseph said as he turned away, and as he left the terrace, he mumbled, “I have certainly had enough of those old spinsters for one lifetime.” 
 
    The Duke walked briskly back into the manor and made his way to the sitting room. He opened the door and as he entered, he was slightly taken aback by the beautiful young woman sitting on the couch. When Joseph had mentioned that the last applicant was young, he certainly did not expect her to be this young. She stood up politely and curtsied slightly. 
 
    “My apologies for keeping you waiting, Miss...” 
 
    “Miss Dorothy Soulden,” she answered politely with unwithering confidence. Her eyes were bright green and her dark brown hair framed her young face as a smile ran across her lips. 
 
    “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Dorothy Soulden,” he said politely. “As you are aware, I am the Duke of Monmouthshire, Brook Jones.” 
 
    “Indeed, Your Grace. It is such a pleasure to meet you. You have a beautiful home,” she said with utter confidence and the Duke was impressed with how she carried herself. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Soulden.” 
 
    “Please, call me Dorothy.” 
 
    “I would rather not. Let us keep this strictly professional for now,” he answered curtly. She was very different from all the other applicants that he had seen today, or for the last few weeks. She was young and vibrant, and very friendly and polite, just as Joseph mentioned. 
 
    “As you wish, Your Grace,” she answered apologetically. 
 
    “Miss Soulden, please take a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace.” She nodded politely and sat down on the couch again. 
 
    The Duke sat down opposite her and studied her intently for a short while. “Tell me, Miss Soulden. Why do you think that you would be a good fit here at Monmouth Hall?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    August 1815
Isabella’s bedchambers
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    Dorothy Soulden had been the governess to five year old Isabella Jones ever since she was six months old. Dorothy loved Isabella and Isabella felt the same way about Dorothy. Dorothy was the mother she never had, and most importantly, she paid attention to her, unlike her father. Ever since Dorothy started to work at the estate, she noticed the Duke’s detachment when it came to Isabella. She thought that his actions towards his daughter were a bit unfair, but it was not her place to voice her opinion. 
 
    Dorothy glanced over at the beautiful little girl in front of her. Even though it was past Isabella’s bedtime, she was still wide awake and not even close to falling asleep.  
 
    “Dory,” Isabella said with a twinkle in her eyes. “I’m not tired.” 
 
    “I can see that, but you have to go to sleep. We have a big day tomorrow,” Dorothy answered. 
 
    “What are we doing?” 
 
    “The gardens at Hyde Park have beautiful roses this time of the year. I thought we would go see them.” 
 
    “But we have roses here,” Isabella pouted. 
 
    “Those are special roses.” 
 
    “Special roses?” 
 
    “They have magical powers.” 
 
    “No they do not,” Isabella giggled. 
 
    “There is only one way to find out.” 
 
    Isabella nodded and looked at Dorothy with doe eyes.  
 
    “What is the matter, my dear Isabella?” 
 
    “Will Daddy come too?” 
 
    Dorothy sighed inwardly and looked at the little girl. All that Isabella wanted was for her father to spend time with her, accompany them on outings to the gardens, or to town. It did not matter where they went; Isabella simply wanted her father to go along as well. Sadly, he never did.  
 
    Ever since Dorothy had started employment at Monmouth Hall four and a half years ago, she had seen the Duke of Monmouthshire neglect to spend time with his daughter. When she came for the initial interview for the position of governess to Isabella, the Duke had told her that her mother had died during childbirth, and he could not look after the infant any longer. He did employ a wet nurse as well, but the child would only need her until her first birthday, and he wanted to find someone more permanent, of course. Dorothy had heard stories from the other members of staff that the Duke was still mourning the death of his beloved wife, and he could not bear the sight of Isabella, resenting her for the loss of his wife.  
 
    Dorothy was, of course, outraged over these rumors, but unfortunately they turned out to be true. Of course, she did not confront the Duke regarding this, as it was certainly not her place to. 
 
    Dorothy was growing tired of making up excuses why the Duke did not want to spend time with Isabella, but if the little girl knew the truth, it would surely crush her. “Your daddy is a busy man, Isabella,” she answered diplomatically. 
 
    “Too busy for me?” 
 
    “Of course not, but there are a lot of things that he needs to do.” 
 
    “He always has a lot to do.” 
 
    Dorothy’s heart was breaking for this little girl; the little girl who she had come to love with her entire being.   
 
    “Perhaps a story will make you feel less sad,” Dorothy suggested, attempting desperately to change the topic. 
 
    “I would like that, Dory.” 
 
    Dorothy shifted closer to Isabella and smiled. “I will tell you a story that my mother had told me when I was about your age.” 
 
    “Where is your mother, Dory?” the little girl asked suddenly. 
 
    Dorothy hesitated for a moment and then smiled. “She’s up in Heaven, with your mother.” 
 
    “What are they doing up there?” she asked, glancing up at the ceiling. 
 
    As Dorothy told Isabella her favorite bed time story, she could not understand how a father, or any parent for that matter, could possibly distance themselves from such a wonderful and happy child. Isabella was a beautiful five year old, with long, dark tresses, bright blue eyes, and a laugh that could make even the most prudish person smile. She was a happy, talkative little girl and was very inquisitive. As Dorothy noticed Isabella’s liveliness fade away and her eyelids droop, she smiled, continuing with the tale. She had not heard, or told that story in a very long time, and she was feeling rather nostalgic at that moment. She lowered her voice as Isabella drifted off to sleep and she leaned forward, kissing her on the cheek. 
 
    “Good night, sweet Isabella,” Dorothy whispered and stood up from the bed. She blew out the candle in the corner of the room and quietly left. 
 
    --- 
 
    Lady Henrietta Pike, daughter of Earl George and Countess Mary Pike, glanced out the window and scowled slightly. It was raining quite heavily outside and the sky was grey and dreary, much like her mood this afternoon.  
 
    For the last few years, Lady Henrietta had not only noticed the Duke at formal and social events, but she was aware that he still remained unmarried after all this time. She was not unaware of his attractive looks, but it was not the reason why she was pursuing him. The Duke’s estate was worth a fortune and she intended on getting her hands on that fortune. Her father had a slight gambling addiction which accrued a rather large debt on their family name. Henrietta of course, took it upon herself to rid the family of those debts, and the Duke’s fortune was their ticket out.  
 
    When their family coach came to a stop, her driver helped her out of the coach, and she found refuge from the rain, entering Monmouth Hall. 
 
    Monmouth Hall’s butler speedily alerted the Duke that there were guests, and he made his way to the great hall. The moment he saw Lady Henrietta approach him, he frowned to himself. He did not care much for uninvited guests, but luckily people knew that about him. Clearly Lady Henrietta was not aware of this. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” she said politely as she approached him with a smile. 
 
    The Duke had always been a handsome man, and today was certainly no exception. He was dressed in a dark grey suit which accentuated his facial features, despite the frown on his face. 
 
    “Lady Henrietta. What an unexpected surprise. I was not expecting company,” he said politely. 
 
    “My sincerest apologies for this intrusion; I was not aware that I required an appointment with you, Your Grace,” she answered apologetically. 
 
    “No need for apologies, Lady Henrietta. I am certain that I can clear my schedule to accommodate your visit,” he said, a hint of annoyance in his voice. 
 
    “Wonderful. There is an important matter which I wish to discuss with you, Your Grace,” Lady Henrietta said. 
 
    “It certainly must be important for you to travel all this way without prior arrangements,” he answered curtly. 
 
    “Indeed it is, Your Grace. Shall we go somewhere more private?” 
 
    “Certainly.” The Duke motioned to the sitting room and she followed him. 
 
    She gazed around her in wonder and said, “Monmouth Hall is exquisite, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he answered simply. 
 
    “But I must admit, it does lack a certain element.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” he asked. 
 
    “A touch of femininity,” she suggested. 
 
    “My home is perfect the way it is. I do not feel that I need to explain my decorating choice with a stranger,” he said as they entered the sitting room, and he motioned her inside. 
 
    “Your Grace, with all due respect, living alone the way you are is not healthy.” 
 
    “What would you know of health? You are not a physician,” he scowled and sat down on the sofa, motioning to her to do the same. 
 
    She sat down opposite him and rested her hands on her lap. “I may not be, but I am also alone, Your Grace.” 
 
    “I do not understand what you are trying to say,” he said with yet another frown. 
 
    “You are a man, and I am a woman. We are both alone and unmarried,” she answered. 
 
    “You are stating the obvious, Lady Henrietta,” the Duke grumbled. 
 
    “It would be beneficial to both our families if we came to an agreement.” 
 
    “What type of an agreement?” 
 
    “An agreement of marriage.” 
 
    The Duke straightened his shoulders and his jaw clenched. “I have vowed never to marry again.” 
 
    “I understand that you still have a certain loyalty to your dearly departed wife, Your Grace, and may God bless her soul, but your loyalty will still stand for her. I do not propose that we fall in love and live happily ever after.” 
 
    “Good, because that is not going to happen, I am afraid.” 
 
    “That does not offend me one bit, Your Grace. As I mentioned to you before, our arrangement will be solely for the purpose of uniting two reputable families,”  
 
    “Not to offend you in the least, Lady Henrietta, but I wish to think it over. Would that be something that you would be happy with?” he asked. 
 
    “Certainly, Your Grace. Heaven forbid, I would not want you to do something that you are not comfortable with doing,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Henrietta. That means a great deal to me.” 
 
    “May I be so bold as to say that I understand how much your dearly beloved wife meant to you, and still means to you. I can assure you that I am not proposing that I take her place, as clearly no woman can do that, but I can offer companionship in the years ahead. No-one human being should be alone.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Henrietta,” the Duke answered curtly and nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    The Dining Hall
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    The Duke stared at his plate of food in front of him and sighed. The discussion with Lady Henrietta had whirled around in his mind and he was unsure of what to do. Being in coalition with the Pike family would certainly be beneficial to both of their families, but that was not what worried the Duke. He was afraid of betraying his late wife. He had vowed to never marry again, but then again, this was not a romantic agreement. This was solely for companionship, but would that be enough to ease his conscience? 
 
    Dorothy glanced at him several times through dinner and noticed his detached demeanor, but of course did not say anything, as it was not her place. 
 
    A young maidservant approached the table and asked the Duke, “Is there something the matter with your food, Your Grace? Is it not to your liking this evening?” 
 
    “Dinner is decadent, as always Elizabeth. It is merely my mind that is in a muddle,” he answered. 
 
    “Very well, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Could you please take Isabella to her room and leave me and Miss Soulden to speak privately for a moment?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “Certainly, Your Grace.” Elizabeth walked over to Isabella and held out her hand. “Would you like to wash up before bedtime, Lady Isabella?” 
 
    Isabella glanced over at Dorothy with a frown. “Dory?” 
 
    “It is alright, my dear Isabella. I will only be a short while.” 
 
    The little girl nodded obediently and slid off her chair. She took Elizabeth’s hand and they quietly left the dining hall. 
 
    Dorothy glanced over at the Duke, whose expression only grew more troubled with every second that passed. 
 
    “What is it you wish to discuss with me, Your Grace?” she asked. 
 
    “It is not something that I wish others to hear, Miss Soulden, and your discretion would be appreciated,” he answered curtly. 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace. You ought to know that I would never discuss anything with anyone else,” she answered. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “What is it, Your Grace? I can see that you are carrying such a heavy burden,” she said to him. 
 
    “Indeed,” he sighed and inhaled slowly. “Miss Soulden, do you perhaps think it is possible to love another again after the death of the person who you loved with your entire being?” 
 
    “Your Grace, I am hardly the person to ask regarding matters of the heart,” she shrugged. 
 
    “You are a woman, are you not?” he asked. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “And you have been in love, have you not?” 
 
    “Only once.” 
 
    “Did it end badly?” 
 
    “It never started,” she answered truthfully and he frowned at her. “He does not know I exist.” 
 
    “That is tragic.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Nevertheless, I would like to hear your opinion.” He glanced at her with a serious look on his face. 
 
    “Your Grace, to be completely honest, I think it is possible,” she said and placed her napkin on her lap. “I take it this is about you.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “From what I can see, you loved your wife dearly and you still feel a certain commitment towards her,” she said. 
 
    “I vowed to always love her.” 
 
    “I understand that, but your wife would not have wanted you to be alone either,” she explained. 
 
    “It feels wrong somehow, to entertain the idea of having another woman take her place,” he said sadly. 
 
    “But that is not what you are doing. You are not replacing her with anyone. Your wife was irreplaceable.” 
 
    “She is irreplaceable.” 
 
    “My humblest apologies, Your Grace,” Dorothy said and bowed her head. 
 
    “No need to apologize. I do understand what you mean.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “If your wife were here right at this minute, she would tell you that it is not a sin, or immoral to wish to move on with your life, Your Grace. It is a normal part of life, and she would have wanted you to be happy, regardless if it was with another woman or not.” 
 
    The Duke narrowed his eyes slightly and studied Dorothy’s face. She was still as beautiful as ever, and as wise as ever. Dorothy had always been a beautiful and wise woman, wise beyond her youth as a matter of fact. The Duke was not the type of man to often ask her for advice, but when he did, he had always been pleasantly surprised by her answers. She encouraged him with many things and always spoke the truth. He admired that about her, she was the most honest, yet tactful person he knew. 
 
    “Is something the matter, Your Grace?” she asked, shifting uncomfortably in her chair. 
 
    “Not at all, Miss Soulden,” he answered. 
 
    Dorothy lowered her gaze as she could not bear to look at the Duke any longer without gushing all over herself. Despite the fact that the Duke was considered the most handsome and most eligible bachelor in England, and all the women gushed over him, fighting for his attention, Dorothy still managed to fall for him. She warned herself not to when she started to work for him, but she could not help it. His deep blue eyes were piercing and could easily penetrate straight through her soul without a moment’s hesitation. His jawline was strong and a cleft graced the middle of his chin. His voice was deep, low and filled with authority. His dark hair and broad shoulders finished off the portrait of a seemingly perfect man. Only Dorothy knew that the Duke was not as perfect as everyone thought he was. He did have a bit of a temper, and his patience was almost non-existent. He was, however, a polite man who could hold a conversation for a long while. The Duke was well travelled, having been in most of Europe in his younger years. The Duke was even fluent in French and Italian. He rarely got the chance to speak those languages however, and she would hear him mumbling a few foreign phrases under his breath when he was displeased with something, or someone.  
 
    Despite all his faults, Dorothy had loved him for a very long time. She had done everything in her power to make him notice her, but after a year, she declared defeat. The Duke was still in love with his departed wife, or perhaps he was in love with the memory of her. He would often be found staring out at the gardens for hours on end, which had been the Duchess’s favorite part of the estate, or so Dorothy had heard. The Duchess had been a beautiful woman, as there was a large painted portrait hanging above the fireplace in the sitting room. Isabella looked nearly identical to her mother, and Dorothy figured that perhaps was the reason why the Duke was so distant and resentful towards his daughter. He could not look at her, as she looked exactly like his beloved wife. 
 
    Still, that did not justify his actions. 
 
    “I was merely pondering to myself.” 
 
    “If I may, Your Grace,” she paused and awaited his reply. 
 
    “Certainly. I did in fact ask for your opinion.” 
 
    “Regardless of the feelings you still carry in your heart for the Duchess, it is not a sin, or an act of immorality to pursue another woman.” She paused again and took a breath, glancing at him hopefully. “I would encourage you to at least try to find happiness again, as there is no person I know who deserves it more than you.” 
 
    “Thank you for your kind words, Miss Soulden,” he answered and stood up from the dinner table. “If you would excuse me.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    The Duke nodded dismissively and briskly left the dining room. 
 
    Dorothy exhaled slowly and stared at the plate in front of her, hoping that the Duke would in fact respond positively to her given advice.  
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    The Pike family coach stopped in front of the manor and Dorothy, who was sitting on the wooden bench overlooking the garden watching Isabella as she gathered flowers in her bonnet, looked over at it with a frown. She had not been aware that the Duke was receiving any visitors today. According to her, he was set to meet with a business associate later this afternoon only. They had just finished breakfast and as per usual, the Duke retreated to the drawing room. It was such a pity, as it was a beautiful cloudless sunny morning. Those days were scarce and Dorothy felt that whenever possible, she would allow Isabella as much fresh air as she could, especially with summer almost coming to an end.  
 
    Dorothy’s brow furrowed even more when a young woman, who seemed terribly familiar, climbed out of the coach, along with an older man and a younger man. Dorothy studied them intently and shrugged her shoulders. She was not certain what these people were doing at the estate, but once again, it was none of her concern. She turned her attention back to Isabella and tried not to allow anything to ruin her mood today. Dorothy was just about to call upon Isabella, when she noticed out of the corner of her eye, the woman and the Duke strolling along the footpath leading to the stables. 
 
    “I am rather surprised that you are here again today, Lady Henrietta,” the Duke said and glanced at her, walking beside him as they made their way to the western garden. 
 
    “I am here, as I require an answer from you, Your Grace,” she answered, glancing out at the beautiful garden around her. 
 
    “An answer.” 
 
    “The proposal that I mentioned to you on my last visit. You have not given me an answer as of yet,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he answered with a nod. “I admire your persistence, Lady Henrietta. It is rather commendable.” 
 
    “Persistence is a good virtue to possess, Your Grace.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    They stepped onto the narrow path leading to the lawn when Lady Henrietta suddenly asked, “Have you made a decision yet, Your Grace?” 
 
    “I have certainly thought about it, and it seems that it would be in the best interest of both our families. The Pikes have an impeccable reputation which will sit well with society. How does your father fare with finances?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “Oh my father fares very well. Our family is well taken care of.” 
 
    “That is good news. A solid financial foundation will ensure the prosperity and thriving of our joined families,” he answered. 
 
    “Is that enough to persuade you to accept my offer, Your Grace?” Lady Henrietta asked. 
 
    He cleared his throat and said, “I only wish to make a few things clear.” 
 
    “Certainly, Your Grace.” 
 
    “This is not a romantic arrangement, therefore, we will not sleep in the same chambers,” he said. 
 
    “That is understandable, and completely acceptable.” 
 
    “Miss Soulden is Isabella’s governess and is in charge of childcare. If you would like to arrange excursions with Isabella, you are free to do so but with Miss Soulden’s consent,” he said firmly. 
 
    “But Isabella is your daughter, Your Grace,” she said with a frown. “Surely you should be the one with the final say in the matter.” 
 
    “Miss Soulden has been governess since Isabella was an infant. Isabella is used to her, and knows her well. Miss Soulden is the only one who Isabella trusts implicitly.” 
 
    “May I ask about Miss Soulden?” Lady Henrietta asked. 
 
    “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “How did you know her?” she asked, 
 
    “I did not. She applied for the position of governess.” 
 
    “She looks terribly young to assume such a responsibility.” 
 
    “She is rather young, not much older than you in fact.” 
 
    “Certainly she was not as skilled as the other applicants?” 
 
    “She did not possess any skills, and had no references at all.” 
 
    “Surely that is a requirement for any governess seeking work.” 
 
    “That was exactly what I thought when I met her for the first time, but the way she spoke; it caught my attention. She knew a great deal of raising children.” 
 
    “Does she have children of her own?” Lady Henrietta asked. 
 
    “Not at all, but she has five younger brothers whom she cared for when her mother passed away from fever when she was fifteen,” he answered somberly. 
 
    “That must have been difficult.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he answered as they continued walking along the path. “My biggest surprise was when I took her to meet Isabella. She responded to her so well, I could not believe my eyes.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta pursed her lips and nodded slowly. “I see.” 
 
    “You do not seem pleased.” 
 
    “She is a beautiful young woman.” 
 
    “I have not noticed,” the duke shrugged. “She looks after Isabella. That is all that matters.” 
 
    “You say your daughter’s name with such bitterness.” 
 
    “I loved my wife with every inch of my soul, and when she passed, it left an emptiness in my heart that still has not been filled. Every time I look at her, I am reminded of my loss.” 
 
    “It is not her fault, certainly.” 
 
    “Then whose is it?” 
 
    “No-one is to blame, Your Grace, I am merely saying that you cannot blame your daughter for the death -” 
 
    “Tread lightly, Lady Henrietta.” 
 
    “My apologies. I had no right to attack you in such a way.” 
 
    The Duke nodded curtly and glanced out at the gardens. “Would two months be enough time to prepare for a wedding?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course it would. Thank you, Your Grace.” 
 
    The Duke nodded and stopped suddenly. “I will make the announcement at dinner tonight, if that is to your liking.” 
 
    “Indeed. Thank you, Your Grace.” 
 
    He clenched his jaw and nodded once again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    The Dining Hall
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    Dorothy smiled at Isabella who sat beside her at the dinner table as she slowly ate her food. Dorothy glanced at the duke, who sat at the head of the table, and Lady Henrietta Pike, along with her father, The Earl of Egremont and her brother, the Viscount of Windham, Lord Edward Pike. Dorothy did not approve of these people inside the Duke’s house, but she had no opinion when it came to guests. Still, she eyed them suspiciously with narrowed eyes, while quietly eating her dinner. 
 
    After dessert was served, the Duke stood up and everyone at the table glanced at him. 
 
    “I wish to make an announcement,” he said politely. “I have invited The Earl and his family here today to make a special announcement tonight.” 
 
    The Duke glanced briefly at Dorothy, which made her smile slightly in encouragement. “It is with great pleasure that I wish to announce my engagement to Lady Henrietta.” 
 
    “What?” Dorothy breathed in shock as her jaw dropped slightly. 
 
    “And the wedding will take place in two months,” the Duke said with a smile and glanced at Lady Henrietta. 
 
    Dorothy glanced at Lady Henrietta in shock as her heart pounded in her chest and the whole world moved in slow motion. She could not believe her ears. 
 
    “Are you alright, Miss Soulden?” the Duke asked her, and she frowned. 
 
    “This is awfully sudden, Your Grace,” she managed to say. 
 
    “You were the one who convinced me that moving on with my life would be a good thing” he answered with a slight smile. 
 
    “I am pleased that you took my advice, Your Grace.” 
 
    “As am I,” Lady Henrietta said with a smile and Dorothy glanced at her. “I must thank you for that.” 
 
    “You are welcome, my lady,” Dorothy smiled, but it did not reach her eyes. 
 
    The door suddenly opened and the butler entered the room. “My sincerest apologies for the rash interruption, Your Grace, but there is an urgent matter that requires your immediate attention.” 
 
    “Certainly,” he said to the butler and stood up from the table. “Please excuse me.” 
 
    Dorothy stared at the empty plate in front of her and felt sick to her stomach. The Duke was marrying someone else. A horribly snobbish woman who she would not trust even with her most worthless possession.  
 
    “Dory?” 
 
    Dorothy turned to Isabella and smiled. 
 
    “I am tired.” 
 
    “As am I, my dear Isabella. Let us get you ready for bed then, shall we?” she answered and stood up from the chair. 
 
    Isabella nodded and also stood up. 
 
    “Please excuse us,” Dorothy said as she and Isabella left the dining room. The Earl, the Viscount and Lady Henrietta watched as the door closed behind Dorothy and they turned to one another. 
 
    “Two months?” her father hissed. 
 
    “Why not sooner?” the Earl asked incredulously. 
 
    Lady Henrietta placed her hands on her hips in disbelief and exclaimed, “Is this not what you wanted? I thought you would have been pleased.” 
 
    “The wedding will only happen in two months, Henrietta. Do you not understand?” The earl muttered. “I cannot wait that long.” 
 
     “What did you have me say?” she muttered in return. 
 
    “Two months is too long, Henrietta,” the Viscount said, pacing along the width of the dining room. “The debt collectors are already growing impatient. They will certainly not give me another two months,” the Earl explained. 
 
    “Father, I-” 
 
    “You must insist on moving the wedding forward.” 
 
    “I cannot do that. He will become suspicious of me.” 
 
    “You simply must.” 
 
    “Father-” 
 
    “Do you want to see Monty and his men beat me until I die?” 
 
    “Of course not, Father.” 
 
    “Then you must do something that will ensure the wedding happens sooner.” 
 
    “What could I possibly...” her voice trailed and she looked at her father. “No.” 
 
    “I did not say a thing.” 
 
    “I know what you are thinking.” 
 
    The Earl looked around him for a brief moment and lowered his voice. “We cannot speak here, someone might hear us. Meet me in the great hall after the duke has turned in for the night.” 
 
    “Very well, but you better think of another plan.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “I am not whoring myself-” 
 
    “Sister,” the Viscount growled. 
 
    “We will speak later,” he said abruptly interrupting her and left the dining room, with the Viscount following closely behind him. She stood alone in the hallway before leaving the dining room as well.  
 
    --- 
 
    “Dory?” Isabella asked as Dorothy tucked her into bed a while later. 
 
    “Yes, Isabella?” Dorothy asked in return as she glanced at the little girl with sad eyes. 
 
    “Why are you sad?” she asked. 
 
    “I am not sad, my dear. Why would you ask such a thing?” Dorothy asked, avoiding the little girl’s eyes. 
 
    “You look sad.” 
 
    “I am tired. Today was a busy day, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. I liked playing in the garden today. Dessert was also nice.” 
 
    “I am glad that you enjoyed yourself.” 
 
    “Dory?” the little girl asked. 
 
    “Yes, my dearest Isabella.” 
 
    “Who is that woman with Daddy?” 
 
    Dorothy pursed her lips for a moment, but did not want to give Isabella the impression that she disliked Lady Henrietta. She had to keep her emotions under control for the time being. “She is a very nice lady who is marrying your father.” 
 
    “You seem angry when you look at her,” Isabella pointed out. “And who are those men with her?” 
 
    “The older man is her father, the Earl of Egerton, and the other one is her brother, Viscount Pike.” 
 
    “Are they going to live here?” she asked. 
 
    “Only Lady Henrietta is.” 
 
    “Does Daddy love her?” 
 
    “He does, or he would not marry her.” 
 
    “It seems unfair.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You were here first, and you already live here. Why didn’t Daddy marry you?” 
 
    “Because I do not have a title like Lady Henrietta. I do not come from a reputable family who is wealthy.” 
 
    “I did not think that mattered, Dory.” 
 
    “Unfortunately that matters in the world today.” 
 
    “What about tomorrow?” 
 
    “I think it will be that way for a very long time, my dear.” 
 
    “May I ask one last question?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Do you love Father?” 
 
    “Now why on Earth would you ask me such a thing?” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “I thought I did, but he turned out to be someone other than the person I thought he was,” she answered vaguely. 
 
    “What does that mean, Dory?” 
 
    Dorothy sighed and pulled the blankets up and over Isabella’s shoulders. “That, my dearest Isabella, is a discussion for another day.” 
 
    “I do not have to call her mother, do I?” Isabella asked and pulled a face. 
 
    Dorothy chuckled in amusement, but then grew serious. “Not if you do not want to, Isabella. You do not have to do anything that you are not comfortable with, my dear,” Dorothy said sincerely. “Always remember that.” 
 
    “I will.” Isabella nodded and rolled onto her side. “Sleep well, Dory.” 
 
    “Sleep well, Isabella.” 
 
    Dorothy smiled and slowly stood up from the bed. She quietly left the room and made her way down the candlelit hallway. The manor was quiet after the Duke and the Earl retreated to the drawing room after dinner. Lady Henrietta disappeared to her new chambers and Dorothy had not seen her since. 
 
    As Dorothy made her way across the hallway towards her own chambers, she heard voices whispering from the great hall. She quietly walked to the staircase, ensuring that she was hidden in the shadows. She recognized the two voices as Lady Henrietta and her father, the Earl. 
 
    “Keep your voice down, Father.” 
 
    “Calm yourself, Henrietta. There is not a soul in sight,” the Earl assured her. “Why are you in such a state?” 
 
    “I do beg your pardon, Father. I simply do not wish to-” 
 
    “Do not fret, Henrietta. I have thought of the perfect plan to move the wedding.” 
 
    “I am listening,” she whispered and crossed her arms. 
 
    “All you have to do is to seduce the Duke.” 
 
    “The Duke is a hard nut to crack. He is unmovable, steadfast and incredibly stubborn.” 
 
    “He is a man who is set in his ways, everyone is aware of that. Catch him off guard. Surprise him.” 
 
    Henrietta placed her hands on her hips and sighed. “And how do you suggest I do that?” 
 
    “Make him feel important. Stroke his ego.” 
 
    “He will see straight through my facade, Father.” 
 
    “He will not. I do not doubt your powers of persuasion, my dear Henrietta.” 
 
    “And if I succeed in seducing him, which I doubt I will, what will happen then?” she asked. 
 
    “I was able to convince Monty to give me three weeks.” 
 
    “I don’t understand what that has to do with anything.” 
 
    “In two weeks, you will tell the Duke that you are with child.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta’s eyes widened and she stared at her father for a moment, attempting to figure out if she had just heard him correctly. “You wish me to lie to him and pretend that I am with child?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Father, I am not certain that I can do what you ask of me. I am not a liar, nor a deceiver.” 
 
    “If you do not do this for our family, we will go down in shambles. Do you wish that to happen?” the Earl asked. 
 
    Lady Henrietta sighed and shook her head. “Of course not, Father, but I-” 
 
    “Just imagine; the duke will be in a state of shock if you announce that you are with child. He will wish to marry immediately before anyone else knows of your condition. He would not wish to bring shame to his family. He will wish to marry you right away. The day after the wedding, there will be a horrific carriage accident which will claim the life of your dear husband, and you will be left in charge of his estate, his business ventures, as well as all his wealth.” 
 
    “It all seems too deceitful.” 
 
    “It is for the survival of our family.” 
 
    “What if the Duke does not believe that I am with child?” 
 
    “You are an honorable woman, Henrietta. He has no reason to doubt your word.” 
 
    “And what will happen if-” 
 
    “Dear Henrietta, you think too much, my daughter,” the Earl assured her. “Everything will go according to plan.” 
 
    “You cannot be so certain.” 
 
    “Indeed I can. Edward is aware of what is required of him. Do not doubt him.” 
 
    “He is my brother, I could never doubt him even if I tried.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Now let me be off. Go to the Duke right away. The sooner you seduce him, the sooner we can set our new plan into motion.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta’s shoulders slumped, but she nodded. “Very well, Father.” 
 
    --- 
 
    Lady Henrietta stared at herself in her mirror and inhaled deeply through her mouth. Her heart was pounding in her chest and there was a nervous flutter in her stomach. She had never attempted to seduce anyone priorly, and she felt the self-doubt rise up in her chest. What if he did not fall for her charm? What if he got angry and sent her away? 
 
    “No, he is a man. He cannot turn me down,” she whispered to herself as she glanced at herself one last time in the mirror. She wore a pair of white pantalettes and a slightly see-through chemise with lace trimmings. Of course, for modesty, she wore her velvet robe, for concealment as she made her way to the Duke’s bedchambers. She knocked softly on the door of the Duke’s bedchambers and awaited his answer. The door opened slowly and the Duke stared at her in confusion. 
 
    “Lady Henrietta. Is something the matter?” he asked, his voice hoarse. 
 
    “All is well, Your Grace,” she answered. “Do not fret.” 
 
    “It is awfully late,” the duke pointed out as he glanced briefly at the grandfather clock that stood in the far right corner of his chambers. 
 
    “I am aware. My sincerest apologies if I woke you.” 
 
    “You did not wake me.” 
 
    “May I come in?” she asked. 
 
    The Duke opened his mouth to answer, but before he could do so, she said in a low tone, “Please.” 
 
    “Certainly,” he said curtly and opened the door for her. 
 
    Lady Henrietta slowly entered the room and looked around her. The wooden panels were intricately carved and Henrietta had never seen anything quite like it before. The room was accented with a rich deep red which made the room feel warm and cozy.  
 
    “This is beautiful,” she said and turned to him. 
 
    “I am certain you are not here to admire the interior of my chambers, Lady Henrietta.” 
 
    “You are right, Your Grace.” She slowly walked around the room and turned to the Duke. “I was merely feeling lonely in my room. The estate was so quiet. Not a sound to be heard, which is odd to me as there is always something happening at our home.” 
 
    “Indeed. The estate is very quiet at night, only because I prefer it this way.” 
 
    “Why is that, Your Grace?” she asked him, her voice low once again. 
 
    “I have always preferred the quiet, to be honest. I was never one for formal events, or social gatherings. I preferred quiet lunches or intimate dinners. In actual fact, I still do.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she said. “I never thought you the type of man who would prefer the solitude but looking at the inside of this room, I can understand why.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta slowly approached him, and he swallowed down the lump in his throat. Her presence in his chambers was overwhelming, as she was the first woman other than Catherine to ever be inside this room. He studied her expression and tilted his head. Lady Henrietta Pike was an attractive woman, he could not deny it. She had lustrous brown hair, and warm brown eyes. Her skin was like porcelain and she had a certain grace about her. She was not a conventional beauty, but she was beautiful nonetheless. She certainly had the necessary curves in all the right places, and her velvet robe seemed to accentuate the lines of her curves even more. He was not certain what the purpose of her unexpected visit was, but when she slowly approached him, with a certain gleam in her eyes, he knew. 
 
    She had agreed that their relationship would not be anything romantic, but he failed to negotiate the intimacy terms of the relationship. He was not sure what the protocol was regarding intimacy in a love-less marriage, but when Lady Henrietta opened her robe, revealing a sheer chemise and pantalettes, he realized that all bets were off. Lady Henrietta walked up to him and placed her hands on his shoulders. 
 
    Her touch overwhelmed him even further. He had never thought another woman’s touch would have such an effect on him ever again, but it did, and it surprised him. As she pressed her body against his, his resistance crumbled, and he completely succumbed to the moment. 
 
    Dorothy strolled through the hallways of the manor, her mind in a whirl. She was still uncertain of how she was to tell the Duke of Lady Henrietta and the Earl’s lies. She heard a door open and close and she frowned. It was very early in the morning and everyone was still asleep, or at least they should be. Dorothy slowly peeked around the corner of the L-shaped western hallway and her jaw dropped in absolute shock and horror as she watched Lady Henrietta quietly leave the Duke’s bedchambers. At first Dorothy grew angry that Lady Henrietta would plan such a horrible thing, but then she grew sad and disappointed that the Duke was foolish enough to fall for her deceptive lies. Dorothy followed her quietly, as she made her way down the staircase and into the great hall. Dorothy stayed in the shadows and watched as the Earl stepped out of the shadows. Of course, she was not surprised by this either, and hid behind a large marble pillar. 
 
    “I trust you succeeded in your task,” the Earl said. 
 
    “Yes, Father. It is done,” Lady Henrietta replied. 
 
    “Wonderful. I never doubted you, my dear Henrietta,” the Earl beamed and placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Do not touch me. I feel soiled enough,” she shrugged her shoulders and distanced herself from her father, crossing her arms around her chest. 
 
    “Do not be so sensitive, my dear. I am proud of you.” 
 
    “What happens now, Father?” she asked. 
 
    “We wait for two weeks, then you inform the Duke that you were examined by our family physician and that you are with child,” the Earl explained. 
 
    “And if he does not believe me?” she asked. 
 
    “He will,” the Earl answered confidently. “He will then push the wedding forward before word gets out of your condition.” 
 
    “How can you be so certain, Father?” 
 
    “Because the Duke is a man of honor, and he will not allow shame to be cast on either one of our families.” 
 
    “He is a very honorable man, indeed,” she muttered. “What will happen then?” 
 
    “Then Edward will tamper with the coach which you will be driving to our estate.” 
 
    “But we do not have an estate.” 
 
    “The Duke does not know this.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta pursed her lips and sighed. 
 
    “There will be a terrible coach accident and the Duke will tragically pass away in the wreckage,” the Earl continued. 
 
    “But what of me?” 
 
    “What of you?” 
 
    “Would I not be killed in this fatal accident as well?” 
 
    “Your brother assured me that he will tamper only on the side where the Duke will be sitting. He calculated that you will only have minor injuries.” 
 
    “I do hope his calculations are correct.” 
 
    “Edward knows what he is doing. He has done this many times before.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “Do not fret, my dear daughter. Once the Duke is pronounced dead, you will have full access to the estate and its wealth, and all our problems will be solved.” 
 
    “May I make a request?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “No more gambling, Father.” 
 
    “Henrietta...” 
 
    “No, Father. It is your addiction that has landed us in this situation again. Frankly I am getting rather tired of rectifying your mistakes. No more gambling from this point forward.” 
 
    “I will try my best.” 
 
    “You uttered those same words to me the last time, Father,” she muttered and crossed her arms. “I am serious, Father. This is the last time I am doing this,” Henrietta said firmly. 
 
    “This is truly the last time, my dear Henrietta.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta nodded and left the Earl standing alone in the moonlit hall. 
 
    Dorothy’s eyes narrowed as she watched Lady Henrietta disappear into the shadows and her jaw clenched. It did not surprise her in the least, as she had her suspicions about the entire Pike family, but she had never expected it to be to such an extent. She knew that there was something suspicious about the Earl and his daughter, but she had never imagined that they would be ploying to murder him and take over his estate. Nevertheless, Dorothy was shocked. She had to inform the duke of what she had heard. She had always kept her mouth shut at times when she thought that her opinion would be inappropriate, but she could no longer keep quiet. She had to tell him, his life literally depended on it. She decided to speak to him later that day, as it would not be appropriate to speak to him now. At least she knew what Lady Henrietta and her father were planning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    April 1815
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    For the next two weeks, Dorothy ensured that she steered clear of both the Duke, as well as his guests. After dinner one evening, which was far less comfortable than the last few dinners, Dorothy decided that it was time she told the Duke the truth about his seemingly doting wife-to-be, and her family. She made her way to his office, where she was certain he would be and knocked on the door. 
 
    “Enter,” he said, his voice low and relaxed. 
 
    She inhaled sharply through her nose, opened the door and slowly stepped inside.  
 
    The Duke was seated behind his desk, and Dorothy smiled inwardly at how handsome he looked at that very moment. His dark brown hair was rather messy, but still combed to the left side. Although his eyes looked tired, he was still handsome. 
 
    He glanced up at her and frowned. “Miss Soulden. Is something the matter?” 
 
    “Why would something be the matter?” 
 
    “You have never set foot in my office before. I was not even certain that you knew where my office was.” 
 
    “It was never a requirement for me to be in your office, Your Grace.” 
 
    “It is also quite late, which does suggest that you request privacy, which can only mean that something is the matter,” he pointed out. 
 
    She shifted her weight uncomfortably and slowly approached him, after she closed the door behind her. 
 
    “It must be serious as well.” 
 
    “Your Grace,” she said and sighed, attempting to muster up the courage to tell him what she had heard. “Do not interpret this the wrong way, Your Grace, but Lady Henrietta and her father are not to be trusted.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “You cannot marry her, Your Grace. She and her father are conspiring against you.” 
 
    “Where is this nonsense coming from?” 
 
    “I heard them whispering in the great hall, Your Grace. They were conspiring to have you killed.” 
 
    “That is the most preposterous thing that I have ever heard in my life. Lady Henrietta would never do such a thing. She is a kind and gentle woman, who I have come to respect.  She is not a liar, nor a murderer.” 
 
    “Your Grace, nor am I a liar. I heard it with my own two ears.” 
 
    The duke stood up from his chair and glared at her. “How dare you insult Lady Henrietta and her family in such a way?” 
 
    “I am not insulting them, Your Grace. It is rather you who is insulting me. Insinuating that I am a liar.” 
 
    “Indeed you are. The Pike family is honest and would never resort to such extremes.” 
 
    “I heard them, Your Grace! Why on Earth would I lie about that?” 
 
    “Because you are jealous?” 
 
    “Jealous? Of Lady Henrietta? That is preposterous! Why on Earth would you think that?” 
 
    “What other reason could there be for you to lie so incessantly?” 
 
    “I speak only the truth. There is no need for me to lie.” 
 
    “Answer me this, Miss Soulden,” the Duke sneered. “Were you not the one who encouraged me to move on with my life?” 
 
    “Indeed I did, but Lady Henrietta-” 
 
    “Jealousy is not an admirable trait, Miss Soulden, nor is making me as miserable as you are.” 
 
    “I am not miserable.” 
 
    “Are you not?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
     “You do not seem certain of your answer, Miss Soulden.” He walked around the desk and slowly approached her. “In fact, why stay here at all if you are miserable?” 
 
    “I can assure you I am not miserable.”  
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “In fact, I find it rather offensive that you would think such things of me. I have been employed by you for four years. For four years I have sat by as you neglected to look after your own daughter. You do not treat her like a beloved member of your family-” 
 
    “That is quite enough! You are in no position to make such outlandish claims.” The Duke’s voice echoed off the walls and Dorothy stood completely still, staring at him with wide eyes. “You are to pack your things at once and leave this estate.” 
 
    “Your Grace-” 
 
    “Not another word will be uttered.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and nodded slightly. She slowly turned around but stopped abruptly, turning back to face the Duke again. “I refuse.” 
 
    “You what?” he bellowed. “How dare you defy me!” 
 
    “Defiance is a loose term, Your Grace. In the years I have worked for you, I have never lied to you; I have always followed your rules exactly. I have never defied you. You entrusted me with your daughter although I had no credible references for being a governess. You trusted me then, why do you not trust me now?” she asked and shook her head when he was unable to answer. “Regardless if I am miserable here or not, the only reason I have stayed here for as long as I have, is because of Isabella. She is merely a lonely little girl, she does not have a mother. She already feels so alone, Your Grace. If I leave, there will be no-one to take care of her. She needs me.” 
 
    The Duke pursed his lips and looked at her for a brief moment. “You can stay until Lady Henrietta and I are married. After that Lady Henrietta will take over the childcare and you will no longer be needed.” 
 
    “Very well. If that is your decision.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “You are throwing your daughter to the wolves.” 
 
    “In your opinion, perhaps.” 
 
    “Lady Henrietta cannot take care of Isabella,” Dorothy pointed out, and glanced at the Duke. “She is not a governess, nor a suitable wife.” 
 
    “Do not make me regret my decision to keep you here for another month, Miss Soulden. I have made my decision.” 
 
    “You are making the wrong decision.” 
 
    “I am her father.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should act as such, Your Grace,” Dorothy said curtly and turned around. She left the office swiftly, and did not glance back once, only in fear of allowing the Duke to see how upset she was. 
 
    As she walked down the dark hallway back to her chambers, tears filled her eyes. She entered her chambers, closed the door behind her and slid down onto the floor, sobbing. 
 
    --- 
 
    The Duke absentmindedly stirred his tea at breakfast, deep in thought. The conversation he had had with Miss Soulden last night was still running through his mind, and he sighed in frustration. 
 
    “Is there something on your mind, Your Grace?” Lady Henrietta asked. 
 
    The Duke glanced up at Lady Henrietta and shook his head slightly. “Nothing worth mentioning, Lady Henrietta.” 
 
    “It has no relation to the wedding, does it?” 
 
    “Of course not. Why would you think that?” 
 
    “I was merely inquiring. I wouldn’t want you to back out of it, being merely three weeks away.” 
 
    “I have made a promise and I intend on keeping it, Lady Henrietta.” 
 
    “That is wonderful to hear,” she said with a smile, “as that makes my news much less daunting.” 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    Lady Henrietta inhaled slowly through her nose and looked at the Duke intently. “I am with child.” 
 
    The Duke’s eyebrows shot up immediately and his eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Lady Henrietta simply smiled. 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Indeed. My father sent for a physician last night.” 
 
    “Our family physician resides a few minutes’ ride from the estate. You could have made use of his services.” 
 
    “Your Grace. I was not certain that it was true, and I did not wish to alarm you unnecessarily.” 
 
    “You are with child,” he said blankly. 
 
    “Indeed. Are you not happy?” 
 
    “Of course I am,” he stuttered. “You simply took me by surprise.” 
 
    “My father suggested that we move the wedding.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” 
 
    “Before word spreads about my condition. People gossip and I would not want to embarrass you or your family.” 
 
    “That is a good idea,” he answered, nodding absentmindedly. 
 
    “Tomorrow perhaps?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes. Would that carry your approval?” she asked again. 
 
    “So be it,” he answered and gazed out into the distance. 
 
    “Is there something the matter?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at all, Lady Henrietta.” 
 
    “I will tell my father the good news, as well as my family.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Your Grace,” she said as she leaned over and placed her hand on his. “Please believe me when I say this; I have never been this happy in my entire life.” 
 
    The Duke smiled slightly and nodded. He slid his hand out from under hers and stood up slowly. “Then we will be married tomorrow. I will notify the staff of the change of plans,” he said and made his way back into the manor, before Lady Henrietta could utter a word. 
 
      
 
    As the Duke stepped inside his bedchamber, he loosened his tie in a desperate attempt to ease his suffocating lungs. It felt as though the walls were closing in on him, and he took a few deep breaths. The news of Lady Henrietta being with child had affected him more than he thought it would. He was not thrilled of the news of having another child, despite telling Lady Henrietta that he was happy about it. The Duke was not ready to have another child; in fact, he never entertained the idea of even having any more children. After Catherine passed away, he had vowed not to remarry, and that vow included not having any more children.  
 
    Now his soon to be betrothed was carrying his child. A child he was certain that he did not want.  
 
    His brow furrowed as he recalled the day that Catherine told him that they were going to have a child. She burst into the drawing room, her eyes filled with excitement and her eyes brighter than he had ever seen them. Her cheeks were slightly colored as she danced into the room. She had been so happy. In fact, he was delighted when she shared her news. The Duke felt incredibly proud and could not wait to be a father. He recalled his happiness as he witnessed her growing stomach, and her transformation from beautiful wife to even more beautiful mother. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever known. They looked forward to the birth of their child, but it ended up being a tragic day. The Duke had never expected to feel so much resentment towards a small and helpless infant. Even though it was his daughter, his own flesh and blood, he could not look at her without being reminded of Catherine and how he lost her. If Catherine was alive today, he suddenly realized that she would be utterly disappointed in him. She would certainly not approve of his behavior the last five and a half years. He had kept himself distanced from Isabella for so long that he realized he did not even know his own daughter. He had missed out on so much of his daughter’s life, and it was his own fault that he knew absolutely nothing about her.  
 
    The Duke’s shoulders slumped as the guilt rose up inside him and he shook his head. He spent the entire day in his chambers, too ashamed to be in the presence of anyone, especially Miss Soulden and Isabella. He wanted to make amends, but he was not certain how to do so. 
 
    --- 
 
    Dorothy smiled as she watched Isabella playing in the garden, smiling and laughing happily as she chased a butterfly. Dorothy’s heart was in tatters after the Duke told her that she would no longer be needed. What she could not believe was that he accused her of attempting to jeopardize his happiness simply because she was miserable. That was the most absurd thing she had ever heard in her entire life. In actual fact, she was only looking out for him, but of course he would never know that. Just as he would never know how much she loved him, and how much it was tormenting her to see him with another woman. 
 
    She heard voices coming from the manor and turned in that direction. She noticed the staff scurrying around and frowned slightly. She stood up from the garden bench and slowly made her way towards the manor. 
 
    Elizabeth, one of the maidservants, ran down the front steps and Dorothy called out to her. 
 
    “Elizabeth?” 
 
    “Miss Soulden,” Elizabeth greeted with a smile. “How are you this morning?” 
 
    “I am well thank you.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Is there anything that I can do for you?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, Elizabeth. What is happening this morning? Why does everyone seem to be in such a flurry?” 
 
    “Did you not hear, Miss Soulden?” 
 
    “Did I not hear what?” Dorothy asked and crossed her arms. 
 
    “The Duke informed us that the wedding ceremony will be held tomorrow,” Elizabeth answered. 
 
    Dorothy’s face paled and her arms dropped to her sides. “Tomorrow?” she stuttered. 
 
    Elizabeth nodded. “That is why everyone is in such a flurry. There is still so much to do before tomorrow.” 
 
    “The wedding is tomorrow?” 
 
    “Indeed, Miss Soulden. His Grace came to us a short while ago to announce the news.” 
 
    “He announced it himself.” 
 
    “Did he seem angry, or afraid?” 
 
    “His demeanor was as it always had been, Miss Soulden,” Elizabeth answered and eyed Dorothy suspiciously. “Is something the matter, Miss Soulden? You seem rather tense and upset.” 
 
    “Purely your imagination, Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Please pardon me, Miss Soulden. I have much to attend to.” 
 
    “One last thing, Elizabeth. Did the Duke say why the wedding is moved to tomorrow?” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled slightly and looked around her. “Well, between the two of us, I heard that Lady Henrietta is with child.” 
 
    Dorothy’s jaw dropped, and she shook her head. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Indeed. Anna overheard them speaking of it at breakfast this morning.” 
 
    “He believes her,” Dorothy scowled slightly and whispered, “But that means...” 
 
    “What is the matter, Miss Soulden?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing is the matter.” 
 
    “You look paler than usual, Miss.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Right. If you will excuse me, Miss. I still have many things to attend to.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Dorothy’s heart sank into her shoes as she watched Elizabeth run back into the manor. The Duke and Lady Henrietta would be married tomorrow, which meant that she had to leave much sooner than expected. Dorothy turned back to where Isabella was playing and sighed miserably. Tomorrow when the ceremony was done, she had to leave. She had to leave the place she had called home for the last almost five years. She had to leave behind all the people who she came to know and love, and she had to leave behind the memories she shared with those people. She had to leave the Duke, who she loved, but did not love her in return, but most importantly, she had to leave Isabella behind. The little five year old girl who had crawled so deeply into her heart, and who she loved with every breath in her lungs. The little girl she had loved like her own daughter.  
 
    Isabella came running up to her, a bunch of flowers in her small hands. “I picked these for you.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes as she took the flowers from her, and she pulled her close in a tight embrace. 
 
    “Thank you, my dearest Isabella,” she whispered, attempting to hide her sad voice. 
 
    How would she tell Isabella that she had to leave tomorrow after the ceremony? She was not even certain that Lady Henrietta would be able to properly care for Isabella when she was no longer there. Lady Henrietta did not know anything about Isabella, and in all the times she had been to the estate, not once had she even attempted to get to know her. 
 
    Why could the Duke not see that she was a liar? Was he too smitten to see her faults? No, she frowned to herself. Surely he did not love her. In all the years that Dorothy had known the Duke, not once was she given the impression that he could easily fall in love. He had closed off that part of him, his heart, to anyone a long time ago. 
 
    “Dory?” 
 
    Dorothy loosened her embrace and Isabella glanced at her in confusion. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “No, I am simply fond of you, dear Isabella.” 
 
    “As am I,” Isabella said, and sighed. “Father says that I cannot call you Dory any longer. I need to call you Miss Soulden.” 
 
    “And why does he say that?” 
 
    “I am not sure. Elizabeth did not say anything, or explain why.” 
 
    “Your father sent Elizabeth to tell you that?” she asked and knelt beside her. 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    Dorothy shook her head in disapproval and sighed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Duke Jones’ office
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    The entire manor was alive with the scurrying of staff, preparing for the wedding due to happen in the afternoon, but the Duke was not sharing in the festivities. He paced nervously around his office, attempting to still his restless mind. Marrying Lady Henrietta sooner was the honorable thing to do, exclusively for the fact that she was with child. The duke did not want everyone to know that the child was conceived out of wedlock, as that would bring unnecessary gossip onto Lady Henrietta. The Duke certainly did not want that for his new wife. 
 
    He sighed as he suddenly stopped abruptly, and his shoulders slumped. It had just occurred to him that he cared more for another woman and his unborn child, than he did for Isabella. Shame and guilt consumed him again, and he walked to the door. He had to speak to Isabella right away, make amends. Tell her what an awful father he had been to the child who shared both his and the love of his life’s blood. He marched out of the office towards Isabella’s bedroom, but as he rounded the corner, his most loyal footman, Matthew, called out to him from across the hallway. 
 
    “Your Grace!” he called out. 
 
    “Matthew, I cannot speak now. I have an urgent matter to attend to.” 
 
    “But the matter I wish to discuss with you is also of great importance and urgency, Your Grace.” 
 
    “What is it, Matthew?’ 
 
    “Please escort me down to the stables, Your Grace. There is something that I must show you.” 
 
    “Can you not simply tell me?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not, Your Grace. You must see it for yourself.” 
 
    The duke sighed, glancing regrettably at Isabella’s door and turned to Matthew. “Very well, but I expect this to be a matter of life and death.” 
 
    “I assure you, it is, Your Grace.” 
 
    The Duke followed Matthew down to the stables and as Matthew opened the doors of the stables, he pointed to the family coach. 
 
    “What is it, Matthew?” the duke asked. 
 
    “The family coach, Your Grace. Take a close look at the wheel on the far side,” Matthew pointed out. 
 
    The duke walked to the far side of the coach and crouched down beside the wheel. He inspected the spokes of the wheel and noticed that there were indentations in the wood that were not supposed to be there. 
 
    “The wheel,” the duke said. “It appears to be tampered with.” 
 
    “Indeed, Your Grace.” 
 
    “By whom?” he asked. 
 
    “I do not wish to cause any kind of friction between you and-” 
 
    “Matthew, tell me now,” the duke insisted. 
 
    “I saw the viscount in the stables earlier, and he was carrying an ax and a hammer.” 
 
    “Thus I called upon you. A compromised spoke would certainly lead to a fatal accident, especially when riding at high speeds.” 
 
    “You say that you saw the Viscount in here earlier?...” 
 
    “Indeed, Your Grace.” 
 
    “So you would assume that by doing this to the spoke of the wheel,” the duke said and looked at the coach, “which is coincidentally on the side in which I prefer to sit, that the Viscount was attempting to cause a fatal accident where I would be dead?” 
 
    “Speaking in an utterly objective manner, it would appear so, Your Grace.” 
 
    “And it is not simply my imagination?” 
 
    “Not at all, Your Grace. There is definite tampering.” 
 
    The Duke sighed as he stared at the wheel and realized that he needed to speak to the entire Pike family, right away. If this was indeed true, then Dorothy had spoken the truth all along. 
 
    “Thank you, Matthew. Please ensure that the coach is repaired as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Right away, Your Grace.” 
 
    The Duke marched out of the stables and headed to the powder room, as he knew that Lady Henrietta would be there, getting ready for the wedding. He stopped abruptly in front of the door and heard the Earl and the Viscount’s voices, along with Lady Henrietta’s. He inhaled sharply through his nose and abruptly yanked the door open. 
 
    Lady Henrietta, the Earl and the Viscount’s heads jerked towards him, and Lady Henrietta stared at him with wide eyes. 
 
    “Your Grace! You are not allowed in here.” 
 
    “This is still my estate, and I will enter wherever I wish.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta stood up and walked towards him, shaking her head. “No, I mean it is bad luck for a groom to see his bride before the wedding, Your Grace.” 
 
    “I do not amuse myself with such foolish superstitions.” 
 
    “Why are you here, Your Grace?” the Earl asked. 
 
    “Something has been brought to my attention, and I utterly disapprove of it,” the duke answered. 
 
    “And what precisely is that?” 
 
    “My footman informed me that my coach has been tampered with.” 
 
    The Earl and the Viscount exchanged awkward glances and Lady Henrietta laughed nervously. “Who would do such a thing?” 
 
    “He told me that he saw Lord Edward entering the stables with an ax and a hammer.” 
 
    “Your footman must be mistaken. I have been with my father the entire morning.” 
 
    “And where exactly was that?” the duke asked with his eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Because if I recall correctly, no-one had seen you since dinner last night.” 
 
    “I went for a stroll around the gardens.” 
 
    “Stop lying to me, Edward.” 
 
    “Why on Earth would I be lying, Your Grace?” Edward asked exasperatedly. 
 
    The Duke eyed him suspiciously and glanced around the room. His eye caught something on the floor, concealed by a large white table cloth which was draped over a low side table. He walked over to the table and overturned it.  Lady Henrietta let out a scream of shock as the Duke bent down to pick up the hammer and ax from the floor.  
 
    “And how exactly would you explain this?” the duke asked. 
 
    Before anyone could answer or respond, Edward dashed out of the room. The duke simply watched him as he ran, and made no attempt to go after him. His business was not with Edward at that moment, it was with Lady Henrietta. 
 
    “You lied to me. Both of you.” 
 
    “Your Grace, I can explain-” Lady Henrietta said but he shook his head before she could complete her sentence. 
 
    “I want the truth, or I will strangle you with my bare hands,” the duke growled. 
 
    “There is no need for that,” the Earl warned. 
 
    “You have no right to speak, unless you wish to be strangled as well.” 
 
    The Earl held his hands up in defeat and stepped back. 
 
    “Tell me the truth, Henrietta,” the duke hissed. 
 
    “Our family has no money, and my father owes thousands in gambling debts. Our family is not prosperous. We were once, but now we have nothing.” 
 
    “That was why you wished to marry me, so that your family would survive.”  
 
    “Indeed. The debt collectors were only giving my father three weeks to pay them their money back, or else they would kill him, and come after the rest of us. When you proposed we hold the wedding in two months, I had to make you move the wedding.” 
 
    “You seduced me and told me that you were with child, because you knew I would want to do the honorable thing.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she answered. 
 
    “You are the most deceptive family I have ever met. Have you no conscience?” 
 
    “Your Grace, you must understand. Although my father has his faults, he still remains my father. I would have done whatever it took to ensure his safety, and the survival of our family.” 
 
    “By destroying mine?” 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Grace, but your family was already destroyed when your wife passed away and you pushed your daughter aside.” 
 
    “How dare you,” he exclaimed angrily. “Miss Soulden was right all along.” 
 
    “Miss Soulden? What does she have to do with all this?” the Earl asked. 
 
    “Nothing, she simply overheard you and your daughter talking about your plan to take over my estate.” 
 
    Lady Henrietta and her father glanced at one another, and she sighed. “Your Grace-” 
 
    “I should alert the authorities, and have them arrest you, but that would be too easy,” the duke said, thinking aloud. “Or perhaps I should notify Monty of your whereabouts.” 
 
    “You cannot be that heartless, Your Grace.” 
 
    “I could say the same of your actions, Lady Henrietta.” 
 
    “Please, I beg you. Do not allow Monty to find us. He will kill my father, and who knows what he will do to me,” Lady Henrietta begged. 
 
    “I wish you to leave, right now, and never return, and I will not notify the authorities, or Monty of your whereabouts. I do not wish to hear your names in conversation, or in the news, and would entertain the idea that none of this ever happened. It will be erased from my memory, and I will never speak of it again.” 
 
    “You have my word that you will never set sights on us again, Your Grace,” Lady Henrietta said gratefully. 
 
    “Not that your word means much to me at this moment, Lady Henrietta,” the Duke scowled. 
 
    Lady Henrietta pursed her lips in shame and nodded. “Come along Father,” she whispered and the Earl nodded. 
 
    “The coach will take you to your home,” the duke said flatly. 
 
    Lady Henrietta turned to him and asked, “Is this the same coach as...” 
 
    “It has been repaired, Lady Henrietta. I am not like you, and I will never be able to hurt anyone, especially not the ones I love.” The duke walked out into the hallway and the Earl and Lady Henrietta followed. 
 
    “Surely you are not talking about me?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced at her over his shoulder and answered, “Of course not,” before he hastily made his way down the hallway. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Miss Soulden’s chambers
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    Dorothy folded her last bonnet and placed it gently on top of the other neatly folded clothes that were packed into her suitcase. Her heart was heavy with regret that she told the Duke of her opinion regarding his daughter, as she was going to be unemployed after today, but on the other hand, she was quite proud of herself that she had had the courage to do so. She could not idly stand by any longer, as she watched the Duke estrange himself from his beautiful little girl.  
 
    Isabella, the beautiful little girl who had become such a big part of her life. Dorothy truly loved her like a daughter and merely the thought of spending her days without her was heart-breaking to Dorothy, but she had no choice. The Duke had made up his mind, and he never went back on his decisions. She could also not bear the sight of the Duke and Lady Henrietta together as it would simply upset her even more. Dorothy wiped the tears from her cheeks and proceeded to close her suitcase. She took another look around her room and sighed miserably. She did not want to leave the estate, but she was no longer needed here, and she refused to be somewhere where she was not wanted, or needed. She relished in the quiet, familiar surroundings and took another deep breath. 
 
    Suddenly, the door of her bedchambers burst open and the duke stood in the doorway, breathing heavily. She looked at him in confusion and asked, “Your Grace? Is something the matter?” 
 
    “Indeed there is.” 
 
    “Not to be disrespectful, Your Grace, but you seem rather...” she paused and studied his face, “deranged.” 
 
    The duke chuckled briefly and shook his head. “Not deranged, Miss Soulden. I am merely a foolish man, attempting to make amends.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Your Grace?” 
 
    “You were right, Miss Soulden.” 
 
    “Regarding what?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    “I do not understand, Your Grace.” 
 
    “You were right about Lady Henrietta and her family. They did plan on murdering me for my wealth and my estate.” 
 
    “I am not a liar, Your Grace. You of all people should know this.” 
 
    “I do know it. I am sorry that I did not believe you when you came to me.” 
 
    Dorothy crossed her arms and pursed her lips. 
 
    “Do not feel obliged to say anything.” 
 
    “I was not going to.” 
 
    “Dorothy,” the duke said as he approached her and Dorothy frowned at him. 
 
    This was the very first time that the Duke had said her name. “Your Grace.” 
 
    “I wish to apologize for lashing out at you, and insinuating that you were a liar. I know now the error of my ways.” 
 
    “How...” 
 
    “I confronted Lady Henrietta and the Earl, and they confessed to everything that you told me.” 
 
    “They did?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “I am fairly certain that they are on their way to a land far far away.” 
 
    “That certainly is a relief.” 
 
    “Dorothy,” he said and took her hand in his. “You have always wanted only the best for both me and Isabella, and I was a fool for not recognizing your true worth. You are a beautiful, intelligent young woman who cares more for others than she does herself. I was truly a fool for not taking your word as the truth. I am sincerely sorry.” 
 
    “You are not marrying Lady Henrietta any longer?” 
 
    “No, I am not. You were right about her. She cares more about her family's survival than she cares about anyone else.” 
 
    “It is an honorable trait.” 
 
    “Not in her instance.” 
 
    “So everything she told you was a lie?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “She is the fool.” 
 
    “Thank you, but your kind words are not necessary,” he frowned. “In all honesty, you are one of the best things to happen to both me and Isabella. To be utterly honest, you made me realize how wrong I have been acting towards my daughter. She did not cause the death of my wife, and she is certainly not to be held accountable for it either. 
 
    “I am relieved to hear that, Your Grace,” she said and bit her lower lip. “Your Grace, may I ask you something?” 
 
    “Certainly. You may ask me anything.” 
 
    “Is there a possibility that I may continue as governess to Isabella?” 
 
    “Of course there is, but first you must do something for me.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the Duke was sitting beside Isabella in her room. 
 
    “Isabella, may I speak with you for a while?” 
 
    The little girl nodded and clenched her doll against her chest. 
 
    “When you were born, I was terribly sad, because your mother passed away soon after you were born. It hurt then and it still hurts sometimes.” 
 
    “You should let Dory fix it for you. She knows just what to do when I fall and scrape my knee or my elbows.” 
 
    “Miss Soulden sounds like a trustworthy woman to have around.” 
 
    “What does that word mean?” 
 
    “It means that you can always go to her for advice, or if you want a hug.” 
 
    “That is you, Dory,” Isabella said with a smile. “Dory is my favorite person.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Isabella, your father is trying to say that he is sorry for treating you the way he has.” 
 
    “You never spend time with me or Dory anymore.” 
 
    “I know, my dear, but I would like to fix things.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The Duke glanced briefly at Dorothy in slight panic and she smiled reassuringly. “We can play in the garden. It was your mother’s favorite place in the world.” 
 
    “Mine as well,” Isabella answered. 
 
    “You and your mother have a lot more things in common,” Dorothy said. 
 
    “Like what?” Isabella asked, her blue eyes curious. 
 
    “You have the same eyes, you look just like her.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Is that why I made you sad, Daddy?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You still miss her.” 
 
    “I will always miss her, but I am lucky.” 
 
    Isabella tilted her head, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    “I have you, and Miss Soulden,” the duke answered and looked intently at Dorothy. 
 
    Dorothy shifted her weight slightly as she looked into the Duke’s eyes. Her heart was pounding in her chest which made it rather hard to breath, but she tried her hardest to keep herself calm and composed. 
 
    “I am truly sorry if I made you feel sad and lonely, Isabella. It was never my intention. My sadness made me think that preserving the memory of your mother was more important than spending time with our daughter.” 
 
    “It is okay, Daddy. It is not your fault. You were sad, and when you are sad you do and think silly things.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the duke chuckled and ran his fingers through her dark silky hair. “You are as wise as your mother.” 
 
    “Dory taught me that.” 
 
    “Did she now?” he asked and looked at Dorothy once again. “Would it be terribly inappropriate if I spoke to you outside for a few moments?” he asked Dorothy. 
 
    “Of course,” Dorothy answered and stood up from the chair. “We will be just outside in the hallway, Isabella.” 
 
    Isabella nodded and the Duke and Dorothy left her bedroom. 
 
    Dorothy was not certain why the Duke wished to speak to her in private, and she felt incredibly anxious. The Duke closed Isabella’s door and turned to Dorothy. 
 
    “Miss Soulden...” he stuttered. “Dorothy, I am not certain whether you know this or not, but there are no words to adequately describe how grateful I am to you.” 
 
    “Why on Earth would you say something like that, Your Grace? I was simply doing what you were expecting of me. I took care of Isabella-” 
 
    “But you did much more than that, Dorothy. You raised my daughter when I was too foolish and selfish to do so myself.” 
 
    “Your Grace-” 
 
    “Please, call me Brook.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “The first time I met you, I was taken aback and surprised at how young you were. Normally a governess is an old spinster who never had any children of her own who lived vicariously through other people’s children, but you were different. Isabella responded to you in a way that I had never seen with any other person.” 
 
    “She is a very special little girl, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Indeed she is, and it takes someone very special to make me realize that very thing.” 
 
    “I do not understand-” 
 
    “Perhaps I am struggling to get my point across adequately.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she chuckled. 
 
    “Dorothy, you are an exceptional woman and I could not imagine my life, mine and Isabella’s lives without you.” 
 
    “Nor could I, Your Grace.” 
 
    “What I am attempting to say to you, whereas I am failing miserably, I have to say it.” 
 
    “What would you like to say, Your Grace?” 
 
    “I have secretly been in love with you, Dorothy. For a very long time, but again, my grief convinced me that I was betraying my wife. Also, my mind was telling me that a beautiful woman as yourself would never even look twice at the likes of me.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous.” 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “The last part,” she answered. “You are a wonderful man, once you get to know you, and find out about all your quirks and ways.” 
 
    “My quirks?” 
 
    “Your quirks, yes.” 
 
    “Name one.” 
 
    “The way you refold your napkin while attempting not to insult the maidservant. The way you comb your hair.” 
 
    “What is wrong with my hair?” 
 
    “Nothing. The end result is perfectly fine, but it’s the process that makes it strange.” 
 
    “And that is exactly why I love you so, Dorothy.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Was I unclear in any way?” he asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” She smirked at him, walked closer and kissed him on the lips. She pulled back abruptly and gazed into his eyes. “I have also loved you for a very long time, Your Grace, but I possess no titles, and do not come from a reputable family. I assumed that you would not take one moments’ notice of me. Your wife’s death still fresh in your memory was also a setback.” 
 
    “You need not worry, Catherine would have approved of you,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    She breathed in the scent of him as he wrapped his arms around her, and for the first time since she started working at the estate, she felt as if she belonged. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    July 1815
The Western Gardens
Monmouth Hall
Sussex England 
 
    The flowers were in full bloom as Dorothy followed Isabella through the maze of hedges. The past three months had been sheer bliss for all three of them. The Duke, who she now aptly referred to as Brook, had been a wonderful and doting father to Isabella, catching up on lost time. They spent every day together, and the Duke could not imagine his life without his beautiful daughter. She was a vibrant, intelligent girl that brought him more joy than he could have ever thought possible. The duke and Dorothy had been courting for the past three months and it had been the best three months of her entire life. Even for the duke. He had never thought that after Catherine passed away that he would ever feel such a sense of peace in his heart. Dorothy made him a better version of himself; in fact she always had, but he was too stubborn and ignorant to realize it.  
 
    “Slow down, Isabella!” Dorothy called out to her, but she kept on skipping. 
 
    “Run faster, Dory!” Isabella exclaimed 
 
    Dorothy had to admit that Isabella’s enthusiasm was intoxicating as she skipped along the path, and Dorothy quickened her pace. 
 
    “Isabella, where are you going?” Dorothy asked. 
 
    “I must show you something, Dory,” she called out. 
 
    Dorothy watched as Isabella disappeared around a corner and she panicked for a brief moment. “Isabella?” she called out and quickened her pace again. 
 
    She rounded the corner and suddenly stopped dead in her tracks. Somehow, she had reached the center of the gardens where the large marble fountain stood. The rosebushes that surrounded the fountain were in full bloom and the sweet smell of the roses filled the air. She stared at them in wonder as she walked along the edge of the path. When she averted her gaze to the left, she saw the Duke standing by the edge of the path. 
 
    “Brook, what are you doing here?” she asked as she slowly approached him. “I was under the impression that you were on your way to London for the day.” 
 
    “I changed my mind,” he answered simply. 
 
    She eyed him suspiciously and crossed her arms. “That rarely happens.” 
 
    “You know me too well.” 
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    “I must confess, I asked Isabella to lure you here.” 
 
    “Why would you ask her to do that?” 
 
    “Because she is the only other person who knows how to find the fountain.” 
 
    Dorothy glanced at the fountain and saw Isabella emerge from the bushes. 
 
    “It is for a good reason, I promise, Dory.” 
 
    “It better be. I do not like being tricked,” Dorothy said with a wink. 
 
    “Dorothy,” the Duke said and took her hand, “You have been my beacon of light, guiding me out of the darkness and into the light. You showed me that there is indeed life and love after death and there are no words to describe how grateful I am towards you. You have given me a new life. You made me reconnect with my wonderful daughter who I love with my entire being.” 
 
    Dorothy simply smiled at him, glancing deep into his eyes. 
 
    “But I have not brought you here simply to thank you for everything you have done for me, and Isabella, and for this family.” 
 
    “Then why did you bring me here,” Dorothy asked and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I asked you here to ask you a very important question.” 
 
    “A very important question,” she repeated. 
 
    “Dorothy, I adore you with my whole heart, and I cannot tell you how much I love you in words, as there are not any that can come close to the magnitude of love that I have for you.” 
 
    “Brook,” she whispered and gently touched his cheek. 
 
    “Will you do me the tremendous honor of being my wife?” 
 
    Dorothy smiled slowly and dropped her hand from his face to his other hand. “Of course I will. You need not even ask, you silly man,” she answered with a chuckle. 
 
    The Duke tilted her chin upwards and kissed her tenderly on the lips. Dorothy smiled dreamily and relished in his presence. 
 
    Isabella came running up to them and put her arms around Dorothy’s waist. “Dory!” 
 
    Dorothy knelt down beside her and smiled. “My dearest Isabella.” 
 
    “I knew that one day you would marry Daddy, and be my Mother,” the little girl said. 
 
    “But in actual fact, she has been your mother all along, my dearest,” the Duke answered. 
 
    “I know, but now it is true,” Isabella said. 
 
    “I love you so much, dear Isabella,” Dorothy said and put her arms around the little girl’s shoulders. 
 
    “I love you too, Dory, and you as well, Daddy,” Isabella said in return.  
 
    “And I love the both of you,” the Duke said, wrapping his arms around the two most important people in the entire world. 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue

“Can I hold him?” Isabella asked, reaching out to touch her baby brother, James, who was now five months old. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, honey,” Dorothy said, smiling at the little girl who she loved with all of her heart.

The wedding had been elegant, large and happy with lots of family and friends surrounding them on the happiest day of their lives.

Isabella had worn a dress matching Dorothy’s, and the Duke had been awestruck at how much he loved those two ladies in his heart.

Three months after they had gotten married, Dorothy realized she was with child. Brook had been so happy and doted on Dorothy all through her pregnancy, helping out when he could.

Isabella had cried, happy tears, when Dorothy and Brook had told her she was going to be a big sister.

When James had been born after a particularly long and hard labor, Isabella had reached for him, cuddling him and planting kisses on his forehead, telling him she would always be there to take care of him.

“My love,” Dorothy said, planting a kiss on Brook’s lips as he walked into the room, stopping to catch his breath at the sight of the three people he loved the most in the world.

“Mommy, tell me again when you fell in love with Daddy. Daddy, you tell me, too, when you fell in love with Mommy.”

They both smiled and looked at each other before turning their loving gazes to Isabella. “Well, when I first laid eyes on…” they began, stopping to laugh when they realized they had both fallen in love once they had first laid eyes on each other.

“I’m glad,” Isabella said simply, before handing James to Brook.

No words were needed as Dorothy and Brook shared a knowing glance, and then turned their attention back to their children, their family. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Rejected by the Embittered Earl
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    Chapter One 
 
    September 1812
Sharnbrooke Forest
Bedfordshire
England 
 
    Lord Beverley glanced at his brother, Lord Levi, as they made their way through the trees, attempting to be as quiet as possible. Their horses stood a short walk away, as they searched for the hares they had shot while riding. They were part of a hunting party, scouting the area for foxes and hares, but had only been able to shoot a few hare. The sound of the hunting dogs could be heard in the distance, but Lord Beverley paid them no notice. 
 
    “Perhaps we should not trail any further, Beverley.” 
 
    “Where is your sense of adventure, Levi,” Lord Beverley asked with an amused smile on his face. 
 
    Lord Levi was the younger brother of Lord Beverley, and he of all people was aware of how adventurous his brother was. He loved being out of doors and the more time he spent in there, the happier he was. He had a keen sense of adventure and was the one who nudged his younger brother, and his best friend, Lord Thomas, to accompany him on his adventures. Once, the trio flew a hot air balloon over the English Channel to France. Despite being absolutely terrified that they would die a most gruesome death, Lord Levi and Lord Thomas never failed to be by Lord Beverley’s side. 
 
    Lord Levi glanced at his brother as he clutched onto his own rifle. They had strayed from the hunting party, but Lord Beverley did not seem worried at all. In fact, he was clearly in his element. 
 
    Branches cracked behind them, and Lord Levi glanced at Lord Thomas with wide eyes. 
 
    “We are not hunting bears, or lions, Levi,” Lord Beverley chuckled in amusement and made his way towards where the sounds came from. He disappeared into the foliage, and the other two men followed reluctantly. They did not possess as much courage as Lord Beverley, but they did not mind that one bit. There were times where they thought Lord Beverley was simply being reckless and careless with his life, but he certainly did not see it that way. He insisted that he only lived his life to the fullest, and that he did not wish to sit in his wheelchair one day when he was an elderly man, wishing he had done more things when he was able to. 
 
    “Beverley?” Lord Levi called out to him. “Beverley, where are you?” 
 
    “I found a bear,” he answered with an amused tone. 
 
    “If that is your attempt to be amusing, you have failed quite miserably,” Lord Thomas muttered. 
 
    “Do not be such a boring fellow, Thomas. Adventure awaits.” 
 
    “Perhaps there is more that awaits us than mere adventure,” Lord Levi muttered as well, but they followed the sound of Lord Beverley’s voice. 
 
    “Perhaps I shall leave you in your estate next time.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but who will ensure that you do not find yourself in a spot of trouble.” 
 
    “There is not a spot of trouble that I cannot handle…” 
 
    Before Lord Beverley could complete his sentence, he was silenced by the sound of metal snapping, and he screamed out in agony. “Levi! Thomas!” 
 
    Lord Thomas and Lord Levi rushed through the trees and found Lord Beverley lying on the ground. A foothold snare trap, the ones used to trap foxes in the area was wedged into his ankle and a pool of blood had already formed under his foot. 
 
    “We have to get it off, Levi.” 
 
    “It will do more harm than good,” Thomas said in a panic. “We will not be able to pry it open.” 
 
    “Get it off!” Lord Beverley screamed. 
 
    “We have to alert the others,” Lord Thomas said. 
 
    “I will stay here with him, you go,” Lord Levi commanded. 
 
    Lord Thomas nodded and quickly rushed to find the hunting party. 
 
    “It is ironic, Levi.” 
 
    “What is, brother?” Lord Levi asked. 
 
    “We were hunting foxes, and hares, but the only thing this foothold trap has caught is the ones who hunt the thing it is meant to trap.” 
 
    “There is no need to get philosophical, brother. You will be fine.” 
 
    “I feel rather nauseated, and faint,” he mumbled and glanced at the sky, framed by the green foliage of the forest. “Levi, are those trees moving?” 
 
    “We must get you out of here, now. You are losing too much blood,” Levi said in a panicked voice. 
 
    Luckily, Lord Thomas came running towards them, followed by a couple other men. They carried him to a nearby horse, and they quickly rode to the nearest hospital. It was not too long of a ride, and Lord Beverley, who was in and out of consciousness was immediately taken into surgery. 
 
    Lord Levi stayed at the hospital, awaiting any news. He paced around the waiting room, until the surgeon, Dr. Mallard approached him. 
 
    “How is my brother?” Lord Levi asked him. 
 
    “There is something that I need to discuss with you, my lord.” 
 
    “Is my brother alive?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. He is very much alive. He is tougher than you think, my lord.” 
 
    “That was what he kept telling us on the way to the hospital.” 
 
    “His leg, however, is not as strong as the iron of that foothold snare trap.” 
 
    “What precisely do you mean, Doctor?” 
 
    “The damage to your brother’s leg is too extensive to repair. Amputation is the only way forward.” 
 
    “Amputation?” Lord Levi said with wide eyes. 
 
    “It is the only way to ensure that there is no infection after the surgery. The snare trap was very rusty, and...” 
 
    “I understand, Doctor.” 
 
    “May I proceed with the amputation?” 
 
    “Proceed as you see fit,” Lord Levi answered. 
 
    The surgeon nodded and made his way back through the hallway. 
 
    Lord Levi sighed miserably as he did not have much of a choice in the matter, but he was also aware that his brother would not be too thrilled about the news of his leg. 
 
    A few more hours passed, and when a young nurse approached Lord Levi, he felt rather worried. 
 
    “My Lord,” she said and bowed slightly. “Lord Beverley is out of surgery, and everything went according to plan.” 
 
    “I doubt he will see it that way,” Lord Levi muttered. “May I see him?” 
 
    “Of course, my lord.” 
 
    He followed the nurse down the long hallway, and heard the shouting as it grew louder, the closer they came to Lord Beverley's ward. 
 
    As Lord Levi entered the room, his spotted his brother arguing and throwing pillows at the nurses and the orderlies. 
 
    “Brother,” he said and Lord Beverley glanced at him. 
 
    “Levi, you are here.” 
 
    “What on Earth is going on in here?” Lord Levi asked. 
 
    “I do not wish them to be here!” 
 
    Lord Levi turned to the nurses and said apologetically, “Please leave us.” 
 
    They nodded and made their way out of the ward as quickly as possible. Lord Levi sat down on the chair and glanced at his brother, who seemed frantic. 
 
    “Calm down, brother.” 
 
    “They took my leg, Levi. How can you possibly expect me to calm down?” he exclaimed and motioned to his leg. “It is gone! How can they simply take my leg without my permission?” 
 
    “The surgeon had a word with me,” Lord Levi said and his brother glared at him angrily. “He told me that the snare caused much more damage than he had thought and that it would be crucial to amputate.” 
 
    “You allowed it?”  
 
    “You would have died otherwise!” 
 
    “I would rather die than to live without my leg!” 
 
    “Do not be so dramatic, brother. You can still…” 
 
    “Please, leave me be.” 
 
    “Isaac…” 
 
    “I will not ask you again, Levi.” 
 
    Levi turned on his heel and left, as his brother had instructed. He was reluctant to leave the hospital, even though Lord Beverley had asked him to. He was aware that his brother would need him much more than he would care to admit. Lord Levi was also aware that the initial shock was still a factor as to why his brother acted this way.  
 
    Lord Beverley was an active, nature-loving, adventure-seeking man, who had zero limitation. Now he was confined to a bed until he had healed. He would certainly be in a wheelchair for the rest of his life, and Lord Levi imagined that for someone like Isaac, that would be most difficult and distressing. There was not much he could do regarding the matter. He did, however, think that once Isaac was to return to his home, he might need assistance. Lord Levi had to find a caregiver to assist his brother, even though he was well aware that Isaac would refuse. 
 
                           *** 
 
    Lord Beverley was fit enough to return to his home after two weeks in the hospital and Lord Levi and Lord Thomas took him home. Lady Miriam waited there for him to arrive. He was in a wheelchair, not saying much, and Lord Levi immediately noticed that his brother’s lust for life had been amputated along with his leg. He was curt with everyone, but it grew worse as the days passed. 
 
    One afternoon, Lady Miriam joined him on the terrace and sat down opposite his wheelchair. 
 
    “My lord, I wish to speak with you.” 
 
    “Regarding what?” 
 
    “Ever since your accident, you have grown withdrawn, and I entirely understand why. You are not the same man who I promised to marry. You have changed.” 
 
    “I have lost my leg, Miriam. It is foolish of you to think that this will not affect me. It has not only changed my outward appearance, but my heart and my soul as well.” 
 
    “I cannot marry you like this, my lord.” 
 
    “It is because of my leg! You do not wish to marry a deformed man!” 
 
    Lord Beverley glanced at her, and she nodded. He did not expect her to agree with him, but he expected as much. 
 
    Lady Miriam, the only daughter of the Earl and Countess of Bath, was certainly the most shallow and materialistic person he had ever known. Although she was beautiful, and he had admired her for a very long time, he had hoped that these traits would fade with time, but to his dismay it did not. She was a well-educated young woman, and her family possessed great wealth, and she expected much more in return than what she gave. 
 
    Lord Beverley narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “If you feel this way, do not feel compelled to ever set your feet in my estate ever again.” 
 
    “I am sincerely sorry, my lord.” 
 
    “You do not know the meaning of the word, Lady Miriam, otherwise you would certainly be more subtle and sympathetic.” 
 
    “You are not even sympathetic with yourself, my lord,” she retorted, stood up, and marched back inside angrily. 
 
    Lord Beverley clenched his jaw, glaring out over the estate grounds, a place that he used to love, but now despised with his entire being. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    October 1812
Colworth house
Bedfordshire
England 
 
    Helen Fernside gazed up at the large stone building in front of her, and her anxious feeling had suddenly returned. She had, for the most part of her journey to Colworth House, convinced herself that she need not be nervous or anxious about the interview she had today. When news broke that a position opened for a caregiver at Colworth House, many young nurses jumped at the chance, but after the fourth young woman unexpectedly resigned, Helen wondered what was the problem. Were the women unable to care for the brother of Lord Levi?  
 
    What on Earth makes you think that you will be the one they choose, Helen, she muttered to herself, but she promised that she would try even if that meant that she would be painfully rejected. She was not a nurse, but she had cared for her elderly grandmother for five years before she passed. Hopefully that counted in her favor.  
 
    The front door opened and a neatly dressed butler stood in the doorway. “Good afternoon, Miss.” 
 
    “Good afternoon. My name is Miss Helen Fernside. I am here to see Levi Birks.”

“Do you have an appointment with him?” 
 
    “Indeed I do. I am an applicant for the job of caregiver, for his brother.” 
 
    “Right this way,” he answered politely and showed her to the office of Lord Levi. “Please, wait here.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The butler nodded and knocked on the door of the office. He went inside shortly after. “My lord. Here is a Miss Fernside to see you.” 
 
    “Is she the applicant?” Lord Levi asked and glanced up from his desk. 
 
    “Indeed, my lord.” 
 
    “Please, send her in.” 
 
    “Very well, sir,” he nodded and as he left the office, motioned to Miss Fernside to enter. 
 
    She smiled politely at him and entered the office. Lord Levi stood up as soon as he saw her and smiled.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lord Levi,” she reciprocated. 
 
    “Please, take a seat.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” Miss Fernside smiled and sat down on the comfortable sofa. Lord Levi sat on the sofa opposite her and studied her for a moment. 
 
    “Miss Fernside. Do you have any experience caring for a physically restricted person?” 
 
    “My lord, I wish to be very frank with you. I am not a nurse.” 
 
    “That is not what I asked you, Miss.” 
 
    “Indeed it is not,” she smiled. “I cared for my elderly grandmother for five years, until she passed.” 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “No need to apologize. She lived a full life, but towards the end, she was bound in a wheelchair as her legs simply decided they did not wish to work any longer.” 
 
    “How old was she?” 
 
    “Eight-five.” 
 
    Lord Levi’s eyebrows shot up, and he had an impressed expression on his face. “Was she difficult?” 
 
    “She was strong-willed and outspoken, but I handled her well. I am not the kind of person who takes no for an answer.” 
 
    “That is a very good trait to possess, and do not allow anyone else to say otherwise.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Are you aware of my brother’s accident, Miss Fernside?” 
 
    “Truthfully, I have heard many things, but I am not one to divulge in gossip.” 
 
    “My brother stepped in a foothold snare trap on a hunting excursion. It was meant for a fox. The damage was so severe that the surgeon had to amputate his leg.” 
 
    “That is terrible, my lord.” 
 
    “Indeed. If you knew my brother before the accident, you would not even think it was the same man living upstairs like a hermit. He was an adventurous soul, Miss Fernside. He loved to be out of doors, and every day he woke up with a sense of adventure in his heart. A few years ago, he insisted I join him for an unforgettable trip. We crossed the English Channel in a hot air balloon. I was convinced we were to die. To drown in the channel, but we made it to France, unharmed. The look in my brother’s eyes was the most glorious thing I had ever seen.” 
 
    Miss Fernside smiled and could only imagine the marvel of experiencing such a thing in her life. “It sounds truly remarkable.” 
 
    “He was a remarkable man.” 
 
    “You speak of him as if he is dead.” 
 
    “Sadly, that is not untrue. The man upstairs is not my brother. He is depressed and isolates himself. You are the fifth caregiver, the others have left. They had enough, even after a day with him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He is rude, and channels his anger onto them. The women, the caregivers, were not meant to withstand such harsh words from a man. No person should be spoken to the way he speaks to people. He is a bitter shell of a man, unrecognizable.” 
 
    “I can understand why he is angry at the world. It was not his fault though, nor was it anyone else’s.” 
 
    “I wish he could see that for himself.” 
 
    “My lord, if I were to be employed by you, I will not go anywhere. I can promise you that.” 
 
    “That is very courageous of you, Miss Fernside, but bear in mind, those words have been uttered before by those before you.” 
 
    “But I am not like the others, my lord; that I can assure you.” 
 
    “I admire your confidence and persistence.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “When can you start?” 
 
    “As soon as you wish me to.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I have a written agreement which you are more than welcome to read through,” Lord Levi said and placed a stack of papers in front of her. 
 
    Miss Fernside nodded and reached for the papers. She read them through carefully and made sure that she understood everything. It was a rather basic agreement, stating the days and the hours that she would be caring for Lord Beverley. Also there was an agreement that if she wished to terminate her agreement, that she would have to give a week’s notice.  
 
    Lord Levi handed her a quill, and she signed on the last page. 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “It is I who must thank you.” 
 
    Lord Levi smiled slightly and stood up, placing the documents on his desk. “Would you care to meet my brother?” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” she said as she stood up and followed him out of the office. He led her up the stairs and down a very long hallway with green carpets and dark emerald drapes. The hallway was very dark, and Miss Fernside’s heart began to pound in her chest. She did not know what on earth to expect. 
 
    Lord Levi stopped in front of the last door on the right and knocked. “Beverley? Are you awake?” 
 
    “Go away, Levi.” 
 
    Lord Levi and Miss Fernside exchanged glances, and he shrugged. “Beverley, there is someone here who wishes to meet you.” 
 
    “I am not in the mood to meet anyone, ever.” 
 
    Lord Levi glanced at Miss Fernside again and sighed. “You will get used to him,” he said and opened the door.  
 
    The room was dark as they entered. Lord Levi walked to the window and pulled the drapes open, allowing a ray of sunlight to fall upon the wheelchair that stood in front of the window. 
 
    Lord Levi turned the wheelchair around, and Miss Fernside was rather struck by how handsome the man in the wheelchair was. He had thick dark brown hair and a strong jawline, but his eyes were drawn and tired. 
 
    “Miss Fernside, meet my brother, Lord Beverley. Beverley, meet Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “Good afternoon.” 
 
    “There is nothing good about this afternoon,” he scoffed. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Your brother has employed me to be your caregiver, my lord.”

“I do not require a caregiver.” 
 
    “Miss Fernside, may I speak with you outside for a moment?” 
 
    “Certainly, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Levi and Miss Fernside stepped outside the chambers, and he closed the door. “I do apologize for my brother’s rude and uncouth behavior.” 
 
    “No apology is necessary, my lord,” she said as they walked back down the hallway, towards the staircase. 
 
    “I have to thank you for coming in today. I was not certain if we would ever find someone who would care for him. Not after the way he treated the others.” 
 
    “Luckily I am more thick-skinned than usual.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear that.” 
 
    They descended the staircase, and Lord Levi walked her to the front door. 
 
    “See you in the morning, my lord.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Miss Fernside stepped outside and made her way down the cobblestone path leading to the road where a small carriage stood waiting for her. 
 
    Lord Levi waved her off and went back inside. He marched up the stairs again, down the long hallway and barged into his brother’s chambers. 
 
    “Have you forgotten how to knock?” Lord Beverley muttered. 
 
    “Beverley, listen to me very carefully. Miss Fernside is a very nice young woman, but she is also the woman who will be caring for you from now on.” 
 
    “I do not require a carer!” 
 
    “Isaac, please do not do this! We have been through this many times…” 
 
    “I might only have one leg, Levi, but I am not incapable of caring for myself.” 
 
    “That is not what I am saying.” 
 
    “I do not need a carer!” 
 
    “Brother, whether you like it or not, Miss Fernside is starting tomorrow, and you better be nothing but courteous to her. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Lord Beverley turned away and crossed his arms. “Close the door when you leave, Levi.” 
 
    Lord Levi pursed his lip and surrendered. He left his brother’s chambers and slammed the door. As he walked down the stairs, he hoped that Miss Fernside was as tough as she had made herself sound, otherwise, she would run for the hills so fast. 
 
                     *** 
 
    The next morning, Miss Fernside was there at the crack of dawn, not only to show Lord Levi that she was eager to start, but also to familiarize herself with her new surroundings, as well as with the Earl’s schedule. She spoke to the other staff about what his favorite meals were, what he was fond of reading. She even asked them whether he enjoyed trips in the carriage. The staff were very helpful, as they had worked for the Earl for a long time. Some of them were even there since he was a young boy. Everyone she spoke to told her that the Earl was an active man who loved being out of doors. He enjoyed walks, hunting, and was an excellent polo player.  
 
    “But what does Lord Beverley enjoy now?” she asked them all with a frown. 
 
    They stared at her, not certain what to say. 
 
    “Since the accident, he has done nothing and not enjoyed anything. His food comes back early untouched,” one of the cooks, Margaret told her. 
 
    “He is certainly not the same man any longer,” another cook, Edward, said to her. 
 
    “That is quite sad to hear, Edward.” 
 
    “The accident changed him tremendously,” Edward sighed. “He used to be such a happy and friendly man.” 
 
    “Tragedy certainly does that to a person.” 
 
    Miss Fernside nodded and stepped away from them. “Thank you, Edward, Margaret. Thank you, everyone for all your advice and help.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure, Miss. We will help in any way that we can to make your duties as easy as possible.” 
 
    “Hopefully you can make Lord Beverley smile, or at least look a bit better.” 
 
    “I can certainly try,” she answered.  
 
    She walked out of the kitchen and went upstairs. As she walked down the hallway, she grew nervous, but refused to allow Lord Beverley to make her feel this way. She knocked briefly on his door and opened it. Lord Beverley was still asleep in his bed, and Miss Fernside spent a few moments merely looking at him. He was even more handsome as he lay peacefully on his bed, not saying a word, or scoffing like a child. She walked over to the drapes and pulled them open. The sunlight was near blinding, and Lord Beverley groaned in pain, as if the light stabbed him like daggers all over his body. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” he grumbled angrily and sat up in bed. “This is completely unacceptable.” 
 
    “The only unacceptable thing is that you are still asleep, my lord.” 
 
    “You have quite the audacity to enter my chambers without my knowledge and so rudely wake me from my slumber.” 
 
    “I will apologize when you apologize for being rude to your staff.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” he demanded to know. 
 
    “As your brother’s employee, I feel obligated to be treated with respect. He told me how rude you were to the other caregivers.” 
 
    “They were incompetent.” 
 
    “According to you.” 
 
    He glanced at her and narrowed his eyes. “You do not scare as easily.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I have come to take you to have breakfast on the terrace. It is a beautiful morning, and you need some fresh air.” 
 
    “I do not have an appetite.” 
 
    “I do not care. You will get dressed, even if I have to help you with that, and you will go downstairs...” she paused slightly and glanced at him. 
 
    “And how will I do that, Miss Fernside?” 
 
    She straightened her shoulders as she watched him throw the blankets off himself, revealing his amputated leg. It ended by the knee, and Miss Fernside frowned slightly. 
 
    “We can have breakfast in one of the rooms upstairs.”  
 
    “You are very persistent.” 
 
    She smiled tightly and walked over to the bed. “Now, enough small talk. Let us get you dressed.” 
 
    A short while later, Miss Fernside and the Earl were seated inside one of the upstairs parlors, and the maidservant who served them, seemed equally surprised and thrilled. 
 
    “Your brother tells me that you enjoy hunting.” 
 
    “I enjoyed hunting.” 
 
    “Not anymore?” 
 
    “How do you think I lost my leg?” 
 
    “Just because you lost it while hunting, does not mean that you do not enjoy it any longer.” 
 
    “You are truly foolish if you think that can ever be true.” 
 
    “Perhaps you mistake foolishness for optimism.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that,” he muttered.  
 
    They ate their meal in silence, and Miss Fernside smiled slightly. 
 
    “I often wondered what it would be like to have a younger brother,” she said out of the blue. “I am my parents’ only child, and often wondered what it would be like if I had a younger sibling, a brother more specifically. My father also enjoys hunting, but he only hunts hare. I was never allowed to accompany him, because I was a girl. I often wished that my mother would have a son, a brother for me, but more specifically for my father. A companion to accompany him when he goes hunting for hare.” 
 
    “Does your story have a purpose?” 
 
    “I am merely telling you something about myself and my family.” 
 
    “I do not wish to hear such trivialities.” 
 
    “My life is not trivial,” she said with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “You certainly make it sound that way.” 
 
    “Why are you so rude?” 
 
    “It is simply the way I am.” 
 
    “I refuse to believe that. You used to be such a good man.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “It does not matter who told me.” 
 
    “Levi should know when to hold his tongue.” 
 
    “He is worried about you.” 
 
    “Was he worried about me when he gave the surgeon consent to amputate my leg, thus ending my life as I knew it?” 
 
    “You should be grateful that you are alive, my lord.” 
 
    “Grateful for being bound to a wheelchair for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “My lord…” 
 
    “Certainly you have something better to do than sit here and have breakfast with a deformed man.” 
 
    “No, I do not.” 
 
    “You are a stubborn woman.” 
 
    “And you are a stubborn and proud man, and those traits usually mean for a tragic downfall, when you realize that you are not as high and mighty as you think you are.” 
 
    “I think you should leave now.” 
 
    “Very well,” she said as she stood up, threw her napkin on the table, and marched out of the parlor. 
 
    As she rushed down the hallway, she passed Lord Levi, who glanced at her with a worried expression. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Miss Fernside?” 
 
    “In all of my life, I have never met such a rude, selfish and ungrateful man as your brother,” she uttered angrily. 
 
    “What did he say to you?” 
 
    “It does not matter,” she sighed. 
 
    “If it is any consolation, Miss Fernside, this is the first time since returning from the hospital that he has left his room.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to make me feel less angry?” 
 
    “Is it working?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” she shrugged. 
 
    “Do not allow him to get you down.” 
 
    “I will try my best.” 
 
    “Should I have a word with him?” 
 
    “He is your brother, my lord. You do what you see fit.” 
 
    “I will have a word with him later.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she said. 
 
    “Perhaps you can offer to read to him. He enjoys the sonnet compilation.” 
 
    “Poetry?” 
 
      
 
    “Does that seem hard to believe?” 
 
    “He does not seem the type.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should get to know him better.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are right.” 
 
    “I bid you good luck.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord. I might need it this time.” 
 
    The day had been exhausting, but Miss Fernside managed to not storm out of Colworth house. Despite Lord Beverley’s extremely hostile attitude towards everyone around him, Miss Fernside managed to survive the day, which she was very proud of herself for doing. 
 
    As she climbed into the carriage that would take her home, and the quiet enveloped her, tears streamed down her face, and she sobbed, all the way to her home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three  
 
    October 1812
Colworth house 
Bedfordshire 
England 
 
    Miss Fernside slammed the door behind her and marched to the far end of the hallway. She covered her mouth with both her hands and closed her eyes as the tears ran down her cheeks. 
 
    Despite Miss Fernside’s insistence that she could handle anything that Lord Beverley could possibly say to her, today she had had enough. He was in a very foul mood and nothing she could possibly say or do for him was to his satisfaction. He called her foolish in the past, but today he undermined her intelligence, and insinuated that she knew nothing of the world. She was able to withstand criticism in her life, but never anything as harsh as Lord Beverley’s words. 
 
    She stood out in the hallway for a few moments and wiped the tears from her cheeks, attempting to compose herself. She certainly did not want the Earl to be aware of the fact that he had made her cry nearly every single day that she had been working there. It had been nearly two weeks, and he had yet to say anything nice to her. 
 
    “Miss Fernside?” 
 
    She heard a voice behind her and whirled around abruptly. Lord Levi stood in the middle of the hallway with a frown on his face. 
 
    “My lord.” 
 
    “Is everything alright, Miss?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, my lord. I was simply stepping out for a few moments.” 
 
    “You are crying,” he pointed out and stepped towards her. 
 
    “No, I am perfectly fine. I...” she stuttered and her voice trailed. 
 
    “What did he say to you?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Of course it does. You are to be treated with respect. I expect nothing less.” 
 
    “He does not seem too bothered by what you expect.” 
 
    “Shall I speak with him again?” 
 
    “It is not something that can be changed by words alone, my lord, and I say that with the utmost respect.” 
 
    “As always, I know you do, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “I understand that he is angry that he lost his leg, but he is still alive. He can still live with the same positive attitude he did before the accident.” 
 
    “It is not only the accident that is to blame for his state of mind.” 
 
    “What do you mean, my lord?” 
 
    “Lord Beverley was to be married to his betrothed in December.” 
 
    “I was not aware of this.” 
 
    “Indeed, as you do not lend your ears out to gossip.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “Her name is Lady Miriam Stanhope; she is the daughter of the Earl and Countess of Bath. A beautiful woman, but not right for him in so many ways.” 
 
    “What do you mean, my lord?” 
 
    “She was very materialistic. Her family is very wealthy, and she knows no other way of life. She did not appreciate the way that my brother appreciated the small things in life. She was entertained by the finer things in life.” 
 
    “I certainly know of her kind.” 
 
    “We all do,” Lord Levi said with a scoff. 
 
    “Did he end the engagement?” 
 
    “She did.” 
 
    “What? Why?” she asked with a frown. “He lost his leg, not his wealth, or his title.” 
 
    “That was it. Appearances were everything to her, and she felt that my brother was deformed. She would not marry a deformed man.” 
 
    “What a horrible woman. Your brother is handsome even without his leg,” she blurted out and as she realized what she had said, she pursed her lips and turned away. 
 
    “He would be happy to hear that coming from a woman such as you.” 
 
    “I apologize. My words simply slipped out, while my brain was still wondering what was happening.” 
 
    Lord Levi chuckled and shook his head. “There is no need to apologize.” 
 
    “I think I understand him a bit more now, my lord. He feels like less of a man, because his betrothed did not want him. He feels rejected and alone. He needs to be reminded that he is still the same man. Nothing has changed.” 
 
    “Help him to realize that again, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “How on Earth do I do that?” 
 
    “Take him for a walk.” 
 
    “How do I get him downstairs?” 
 
    “I will help you.” 
 
    Miss Fernside smiled slightly and nodded. “You are a wonderful brother to him.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
                         *** 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Lord Beverley muttered as he was carried down the stairs by Lord Levi and one of the manservants. 
 
    “Not another word from you, brother, or I will drop you right here on the steps,” Lord Levi threatened. 
 
    Lord Beverley muttered something incoherently as the two men continued to carry him down the stairs. At the foot of the staircase, Miss Fernside stood beside the wheelchair, and Lord Beverley glanced at her as the two men placed him in the wheelchair. 
 
    “Is there a reason why you literally had me dragged down here, Miss Fernside?” Lord Beverley asked. 
 
    “Yes, there is,” she answered curtly and pushed the wheelchair to the front entrance. 
 
    The Earl protested, of course, but she continued until they were outside, and she proceeded to the gardens.  
 
    “Where are you taking me?” he asked and grabbed her arm behind him. “I demand you tell me right now.” 
 
    “Unhand me, my lord.” 
 
    He loosened his grip as her tone was razor sharp, and he realized that she was as frustrated as he was. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” he asked in a softer voice. 
 
    “We are going to the gardens, or do you not even recognize this place any longer? Has it been so long that you have forgotten what it looks like?” 
 
    “You seem a bit upset today. Your answers are much more curt than usual,” he muttered. 
 
    Miss Fernside pushed the wheelchair onto the grass and parked it under one of the large oak trees. There was a wooden bench under the tree, and she sat down on it. “Is it not a beautiful day?” 
 
    It was a beautiful day; the leaves were hues of yellows, reds and oranges, the colors of autumn. Soon, all the trees would lose their leaves and winter would arrive, but for the time being, Miss Fernside was adamant to enjoy all the beauty there was in front of her. 
 
    “Autumn was never my favorite season.” 
 
    “Did you ever have a favorite season?” she asked and turned to him. “In fact, did you ever enjoy anything?” 
 
    “What is the matter with you?” 
 
    “You are the matter with me.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Since I have started caring for you…” 
 
    “Which you cannot classify as caring, as you are not formally a nurse...” he muttered. 
 
    “That is precisely what I am talking about. I may not be a nurse, but I can care for you even better than any nurse can. You must simply allow me to.” 
 
    Lord Beverley pursed his lips, and his jaw clenched for a moment. 
 
    “I know what happened to you, my lord. It was a terrible tragedy; I do not deny that for a moment. I know what it feels like…” 
 
    “Have you lost a limb, Miss Fernside?” 
 
    “No, but I have lost a family member. It is rather similar. You wake up the next day, and the next, and the next, thinking, hoping that it was all a dream. You expect them to be there, walk into the room at any second, but they do not. You can still feel them even though they are not there.” 
 
    Lord Beverley studied her face and frowned. “I used to be daring and courageous.” 
 
    “You still are.” 
 
    “No, I am not. I am a deformed man who no-one wishes to spend time with,” he muttered and glanced at her. “Except you. My brother must be paying you a big sum of money to put up with the likes of me.” 
 
    “It is not too shabby, admittedly,” she shrugged. “There were many times that I wanted to leave, but I did not.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I was too involved; I knew your pain and your fears. I understand you better than you think I do. I could not just leave because the things you said to me were hurtful, when you were hurting even more on the inside.” 
 
    “You have no obligation towards me. You could leave at any time.” 
 
    “No, I could not, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Beverley glanced at her, and the sincerity on her face was as clear as the autumn sky around them. He felt rather ashamed of himself, and how he had behaved since the accident. He had pushed many people away; those people who only wished to help and support him. 
 
    “I sincerely apologize for my appalling behavior towards you.” 
 
    “It is alright.” 
 
    “How can you say that? I was practically barbaric to you. All those things I said. I am ashamed of myself. You were only trying to help me get better, and I insulted you because I was angry at myself.” 
 
    “Why are you angry at yourself?” 
 
    “I could have been more careful.” 
 
    “You could not have prevented yourself from stepping in that snare trap, my lord, nor could anyone. It was not because of your reckless behavior.” 
 
    “Do you honestly believe that?” he asked. 
 
    “When I was five years old, I accompanied my father, who also loves hunting, to the forest near our home, and I wandered off. He thought I was a hare and accidentally shot me in the shoulder.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It was an accident, just a flesh wound, luckily. I still have a scar to this day.” 
 
    “He blamed himself.” 
 
    “For years, yes. He believed that I, as a woman, did not belong out in the forest hunting hares, and if he had not allowed me to go, then it would not have happened.” 
 
    “It was not his fault.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “I understand now.” 
 
    “You are alive, my lord. You should be grateful.” 
 
    “How can I be? I cannot do the things that I used to do, the things I used to love.” 
 
    “What if there was a way that you could do all those things again?” she asked. 
 
    “There is not a way.” 
 
    “There is always a way.” 
 
    “What precisely are you saying?” 
 
    “I have discussed this with Lord Levi, and he thinks that it is a wonderful idea.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “With your consent, we would like to send for a physician that specializes in cases like yours, my lord. We want him to provide you with a customized prosthetic leg.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” 
 
    “The physician is very skilled and has provided many patients with prostheses.” 
 
    “How did you come about this information?” 
 
    “It took me a few weeks to come by it, with the aid of Lord Levi, and we managed to locate the physician. He will arrive in a few days.” 
 
    Miss Fernside noticed the tears in his eyes and smiled.  
 
    “I have no words,” he uttered. 
 
    “Thank you should suffice.” 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Fernside.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    November 1812
Colworth House
Bedfordshire
England 
 
    “This is hopeless,” Lord Beverley exclaimed as he held onto the horizontal metal bar of the small structure in front of him. His fists were tightly clenched, and his knuckles were bone white as he held himself upright. His new prosthetic leg had been fitted a few days ago, and even though it fit him perfectly, it was still very strange for him to walk properly.  
 
    “Keep trying, my lord.” 
 
    “I am fairly certain that I will not do any better, or acquire any skill in the art of walking than I already have,” he muttered as he attempted another step, still holding onto the metal bar. 
 
    “And I am fairly certain that if you talked less and concentrated more on the task at hand, you will do better.” 
 
    “I admire your persistence, Miss Fernside. Perhaps you can bestow onto me your secret of staying as positive as you are,” Lord Beverley retorted. 
 
    Miss Fernside chuckled, shook her head and stepped closer to Lord Beverley. In the last few days since they had spoken in the garden, things had been much better. Lord Beverley had not been rude or curt towards Miss Fernside, and his behavior had changed for the better. He even started to join her and Lord Levi for dinner on two occasions, which Miss Fernside was very proud of.  
 
    Today, however, the Earl seemed as frustrated as he had been prior to fitting his prosthetic leg. 
 
    The physician, Dr. Fredericks, had supplied him with a walking rail where he had to practice walking with his new prosthesis. “You heard what the physician told you, my lord. The more you walk, the better you will walk.” 
 
    “I hardly call this walking,” he muttered again. 
 
    “Let go of the bar,” Miss Fernside ordered and held her hand out to him. She was not certain whether he would obey her command, but she glanced at him. He stepped closer to her, and for some unbeknownst reason, the look in his eyes made her heart race. He reached out his hand and placed it firmly in hers. 
 
    Despite the Earl’s horrendous behavior towards Miss Fernside, she could not deny that the Earl was a handsome man. He had, in fact, become more handsome within the last few days. A new hope sprung in his eyes, and it showed in the way he spoke, and interacted with others. Even the staff agreed that the Earl was much better. 
 
    “Now what?” Lord Beverley asked and glanced at Miss Fernside. 
 
    “Now, you walk with me.” 
 
    “But I will fall. I cannot…” 
 
    “You will not fall, my lord. I will not allow it.” 
 
    “You have far too much confidence in either one of us, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “Walk with me, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Beverley took a deep breath and took a step forward with his right leg. With some difficulty, he stepped forward with his prosthetic leg, but it buckled and before Miss Fernside realized what was happening, he nearly tumbled to the ground. Before the Earl fell down, however, Miss Fernside grabbed him by the shoulder, and pulled him up. Their bodies were pressed up against one another, and the Earl glanced at her. She stared right back at him with wide eyes.  
 
    “I will never let you fall, my lord,” she whispered breathlessly. 
 
    “That is quite a relief to hear you say that,” he whispered in return. 
 
    Miss Fernside straightened her shoulders and stepped away from him. “Perhaps you should try again.” 
 
    “Perhaps yes,” he nodded and watched as she took a few steps back and held out her hands to him. “Are you ready, my lord?” she asked him. 
 
    “Ready to make an absolute fool of myself while potentially being a threat to both myself and you, and most certainly all of society as well?” he asked with a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    “You are being rather dramatic, my lord.” 
 
    “I am only stating the facts,” he said and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “You have too much time on your hands. You should think less and do more.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate the words of encouragement,” he retorted and rolled his eyes at her. 
 
    She shook her head, cleared her throat and a serious expression formed on her face. “Come to me.” 
 
    “I would if I could, but I cannot, so I shall not.” 
 
    “You can, I know you can.” 
 
    “Very well,” he sighed and pursed his lips.  
 
    He took slow and careful steps, ensuring that he retained his balance at all times. That had been the greatest challenge for him after losing his leg. Before the accident, his balance was excellent, as well as his reflexes and his reaction times. Now, however, everything had suffered. With every step that Lord Beverley took, Miss Fernside took a small step backward, ensuring that he never quite reached her until she saw that he was too exhausted to carry on, and also stayed close enough to him to catch him if he lost his balance and toppled over. Luckily, it did not happen many times, but admittedly, she did not mind. She enjoyed being as close to Lord Beverley as she was, and it was almost disheartening to know that soon he would walk unassisted, and she would not be needed any longer. She did not wish to think about that day, and she focused only on helping and caring for Lord Beverley. 
 
    He continued to walk towards her, his pace slightly quicker, and he glanced at Miss Fernside. 
 
    “I told you, you can do it,” she said as she stopped and held out her hands to him again. He took a few more steps and lightly touched her palms with the tips of his fingers. 
 
    “You walked across the room, all by yourself,” she said proudly. 
 
    “It was not by myself. You helped me.” 
 
    “Give yourself a bit more credit, my lord. You walked by yourself. I did not even touch you,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Which is a pity, really,” he muttered. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The best way to describe it, is the feeling that your mother or father is nearby, and you can simply feel their presence,” he explained. 
 
    “The sense of safety and security,” she said, which seemed more of a statement than a question. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “I make you feel safe and secure, my lord?” she asked, feeling rather surprised that he would feel that way. 
 
    “I would not have allowed you to stay on as long as you have if I did not feel a sense of safety and security when I am around you.” 
 
    “That must certainly be the kindest thing anyone has ever said to me, my lord.” 
 
    A small smile, barely visible, graced his lips, and he continued to stare into her bright eyes. His body was inches away from hers, and his warmth made her feel rather overwhelmed. She did not know what to say, or what to think for that matter, and she simply studied his handsome facial features, ensuring that she remembered every single part of his face. 
 
    As the sound of a throat clearing echoed through the parlor where the physician had set up the iron frame that the Earl was to practice on, Miss Fernside stepped away from Lord Beverley, and he rested his hands on a nearby chair for support. 
 
    Lord Levi and Lord Thomas stood in the doorway, both wearing very intrigued smiles on their faces. 
 
    “Thomas, how wonderful to see you,” Lord Beverley said with a smile as he turned away from Miss Fernside. 
 
    “It is wonderful to see you out of that wheelchair, Beverley,” Lord Thomas said with a smile, and the two men walked closer to him. 
 
    “It is in large part thanks to Miss Fernside,” Lord Beverley answered and motioned to her. 
 
    She shrugged modestly, and shook her head. “He is praising the wrong person, my lord. He is the one who decides where his life is heading. I am merely here to assist him that he does not fall over.” 
 
    “Thank the Lord for you, Miss Fernside,” Lord Levi said sincerely. “Would you kindly excuse us? We wish to have a private word with Lord Beverley.” 
 
    “Certainly,” she answered with a smile and hastily left the room, closing the door behind her. 
 
    “I never thought I would live to see the day where you were back on your feet again, Beverley,” Lord Thomas said. “It is good to see that you have come up standing after all that has happened.” 
 
    “I have many things to be grateful for, so it seems,” Lord Beverley said with a grin as he glanced briefly at the door. 
 
    Lord Levi and Lord Thomas exchanged brief glances and turned back to him. 
 
    “Beverley, we have to speak with you.” 
 
    “Regarding what?” Lord Beverley asked. 
 
    “We spoke to Lady Miriam yesterday.” 
 
    Lord Beverley’s jaw clenched, and he lowered his gaze.  
 
    “She approached us and wanted to know how you were,” Lord Thomas stated. 
 
    “I am not interested in what she has to say, Thomas,” he muttered and narrowed his eyes. “She made it perfectly clear what she thought of me that last time she was here.” 
 
    Thomas and Levi glanced at one another once again, and Thomas sighed. 
 
    “What?” Lord Beverley asked and crossed his arms. 
 
    “You seem different,” Lord Thomas said with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “I lost my leg, of course I am different, Thomas,” Lord Beverley pointed out. 
 
    “That was not what I meant, Beverley.” 
 
    “Does your visit have a purpose?” Lord Beverley asked impatiently. 
 
    “She is here,” Lord Levi answered with a cringe. 
 
    “What?” Lord Beverley asked in disbelief. “Lady Miriam?” he asked, purely for confirmation and Lord Levi and Lord Thomas nodded. 
 
    “She heard that you were doing well, and of your prosthesis, and she is here to see how you are,” Lord Levi said. 
 
    “She is here,” Lord Beverley repeated blankly. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Lord Beverley frowned and scoffed, “She is quite audacious if she thinks that I want to see her after what happened.” 
 
    “That was what we also thought initially, but she insisted to see you, and she was rather persistent about it as well.” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to her,” he muttered. 
 
    “It would be rude to not talk to her. She has come all this way,” Lord Levi said. 
 
    Lord Beverley narrowed his eyes at his brother and best friend. “I would be rude to her?” He let out a bitter laugh and shook his head. “Show her away, I do not wish to see her.” 
 
    “It is because of her, is it not, brother?” Lord Levi asked, and crossed his arms. 
 
    “Who? Lady Miriam?” Lord Thomas asked, confusion evident on his face. 
 
    “You shall hold your tongue, Levi,” Lord Beverley warned Lord Levi. 
 
    His younger brother had the uncanny ability to figure Lord Beverley out before he could even do so himself, and it was rather frustrating, especially in this instance 
 
    “Why on Earth are you defensive, brother?” Lord Levi asked and crossed his arms. 
 
    “I do not understand what is happening,” Lord Thomas muttered. 
 
    “Beverley has developed feelings for his caregiver,” Lord Levi said and raised his eyebrows at his brother, flashing him an expectant glance. 
 
    “That is not true,” Lord Beverley defended. “Although she is a wonderful woman, I do not feel anything but platonic feelings for her.” 
 
    “I do not believe that for a single moment,” Lord Levi said with a scoff and stepped forward. “She was the only person who could talk you down from the position you found yourself in. You were rude and depressed, and then she came along, and you changed.” 
 
    “Levi, enough,” he exclaimed. “You know not what you speak of. I do not feel anything for Miss Fernside!” 
 
      
 
    Miss Fernside stood in the hallway and could only barely make out the three men’s voices inside the parlor. She had no inkling of an idea what on earth they were speaking of, but she heard Lord Beverley’s voice grow louder, and it was fuelled with frustration. 
 
    “Pardon me?” she heard a female voice behind her say, and she turned around. 
 
    She was rather shocked to see a finely dressed young woman, who she recognized as Lady Miriam Stanhope, walking towards her. 
 
    “May I help you?” Miss Fernside asked politely. 
 
    “Could you perhaps tell me where Lord Beverley is?” 
 
    “He is in the parlor, but he is speaking to Lord Levi and Lord Thomas in private. I am waiting outside.” 
 
    Lord Beverley’s angry bellows were heard at that moment, and Lady Miriam glanced at Miss Fernside. “He sounds rather upset.” 
 
    “He is, but I am not certain why.” 
 
    Lady Miriam glanced at her and studied her for a brief period. “You must be his caregiver.” 
 
    “Indeed I am.” 
 
    “Forgive me for not introducing myself properly. I am…” 
 
    “I am aware of who you are, Lady Miriam. Both Lord Levi and Lord Beverley have told me many things about you.” 
 
    “Will I sound naive if I asked whether they were all good things?” 
 
    “I am not at liberty to discuss my conversations with you, my lady. I have just met you,” she answered politely. 
 
    The angry exclamations continued inside the parlor, and Lady Miriam sighed. “I am not waiting any longer.” 
 
    She pushed the doors open, and Lord Beverley's bellow could be heard as clear as daylight. 
 
    “I do NOT feel anything for Miss Fernside!” 
 
    Miss Fernside glanced at the three men, who had just noticed them standing in the doorway. Lord Beverley looked at her with wide eyes and after a moment, lowered his gaze. 
 
    Miss Fernside did not even wait for anyone to call out to her; she simply made her way down the corridor, and disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Now look what you have done,” Lord Levi muttered. “Your stubborn nature will certainly be the death of you.” 
 
    Lord Beverley watched as his brother turned on his heel and left the parlor. 
 
                       *** 
 
    Miss Fernside stepped out of Colworth house and wrapped her shawl around her shoulders. The air outside was cold, and the sun had already set a few hours ago. She stepped onto the cobblestone path that led to where her small carriage stood. 
 
    “Miss Fernside!” 
 
    She spun around, saw Lord Levi hastily approaching her, and she frowned. “What?” she asked angrily. 
 
    “I apologize for what you heard.” 
 
    “Why were you discussing me, my lord?” 
 
    “We were being foolish, and matters escalated. It got completely out of control.” 
 
    “Perhaps a little.” 
 
    “I hope this does not reflect badly…” 
 
    “My lord, with all due respect, you were discussing me with your brother in a way that I did not even think you would. How am I to face him, or any of you, again after that?” 
 
    “I apologize, sincerely.”  
 
    Miss Fernside frowned at him and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I will increase your salary…” 
 
    “It is not about the money, my lord. It never was. I took it upon myself to ensure that your brother was well taken care of.” 
 
    “And he is.” 
 
    “I should go, especially with Lady Miriam here.” 
 
    “You do not have to leave.” 
 
    “I think I should. They probably have many things to speak of.” 
 
    “Promise me that you will be here in the morning.” 
 
    “I will not abandon my duties, I vow that to you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “You are most welcome, my lord.” 
 
    “May I ask one question?” 
 
    “I believe you have just done so.” 
 
    “Is there anything but platonic feelings between you and my brother?” 
 
    “I am not even going to dignify that with a response, my lord.” 
 
    “It was merely a question.” 
 
    “I must go.” 
 
    Lord Levi nodded with pursed lips and crossed his arms. “Have a safe journey home.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Lord Levi smiled at her and watched as she rushed to the carriage. 
 
    Miss Fernside sat in the carriage and watched as Colworth house disappeared behind her. She sat back and tears filled her eyes. She remembered a few days ago the excitement in Lord Beverley’s eyes as she told him about his prosthetic leg; and the strong possibility that he would be able to walk again. Even his persistence to walk with his new leg was intoxicating. Miss Fernside wiped the tears from her cheek and shook her head. She had lied to Lord Levi when she told him that there was nothing more than platonic feelings between them. She had fallen in love with Lord Beverley about a month ago, but all that did not matter any longer. After she heard Lord Beverley shout out in front of everyone that he did not feel a single thing for her, it seemed a bit useless to even think that he would ever feel anything for her. She felt foolish for thinking that he would develop feelings for her. She did not come from a wealthy family, nor did she possess a title. Why on earth would a man like the Earl of Beverley ever show any interest in a woman like her? Her heart sank in her shoes as she came to the harsh realization that her feelings would never be reciprocated. 
 
    The ride home was brief, and she climbed out of the carriage, thanking the driver. She ran up the narrow steps of her family’s cottage, and she stepped inside. 
 
    “Helen, dear, shut the door. You are letting all the cold air inside,” her mother, Doris said with a frown. 
 
    “Apologies, Mother,” she answered and shut the door. 
 
    “How was your day, dear?” 
 
    “It was bearable. 
 
    “Bearable, you say?” her father asked as he entered the living area and smiled at his daughter. 
 
    “Indeed, Father.” 
 
    “What happened since yesterday? You were so excited.” 
 
    Helen shrugged as she removed her shawl and folded it neatly. “The Earl is doing much better. He is getting along with his new prosthesis. I probably will not have a job there for much longer.” 
 
    “Why would you say such a thing?” her mother asked with a frown. 
 
    “He is walking with almost no assistance from me any longer.” 
 
    “That does not make you redundant. He would have to be very insensitive to simply let you go without any notice.” 
 
    “We all knew this would happen sooner or later.” 
 
    “You are being very pessimistic today, Helen.” 
 
    She shrugged and lowered her gaze. She could not even look at her father without feeling the tears forming in her eyes. 
 
    “Perhaps you should not work for him any longer. His negativity is affecting you.” 
 
    “Father, he lost his leg. Without it, he feels incomplete, and deformed.” 
 
    “Perhaps he should have watched where he was walking.” 
 
    “Father, you of all people know how fast accidents can happen.” 
 
    “You do not need to remind me of that, Helen.” 
 
    She sat down beside her mother, feeling the warmth of the hearth envelope her, and she sighed. “I did not mean to throw it in your face, Father. I simply meant that if this means that he will finally be able to walk, and once again do the things that he loved before the accident, then I will not be needed any longer.” 
 
    Her mother placed her arm around her shoulder and kissed the top of her head.  
 
    “Perhaps he should be more courteous towards you.” 
 
    “He is.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “He apologized, and I accepted.” 
 
    “Hence why the weather is acting up?” 
 
    Helen sighed and shook her head. “It is winter, Father. It is not because of his apology.” 
 
    “What is the matter, Helen? You are different today, my dear.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Mother?” 
 
    “Your eyes are sad.” 
 
    “I will be fine,” Helen said and stood up. “I am tired.” 
 
    Her mother and her father glanced at her as she walked down the short hallway and disappeared into her room. 
 
                     *** 
 
    Lord Beverley narrowed his eyes as Lady Miriam slowly approached him, and his jaw clenched. 
 
    “My lord,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “You look well,” she said and briefly gazed at his prosthesis. “It is wonderful to see you up and about.” 
 
    “Answer my question.” 
 
    “I feel awful for the way I left things.” 
 
    “You left me because I was deformed, and who on earth could love a man like that?” he muttered angrily. 
 
    “I was wrong.” 
 
    “Indeed you were.” 
 
    “Please, my lord. I made a mistake. I still love you, and if you will have me, I would want nothing more than to be your wife again.” 
 
    “You still love me?” 
 
    “I do, my lord.” 
 
    “Even though I only have one leg?” 
 
    “As I mentioned before, I made a mistake. I was a fool for leaving you. You needed someone to support you, not tear you down. There are no words that could ever describe how sorry I am for what I have done, my lord,” she said and stepped closer to him. She reached out her hand and touched his cheek. “I love you, and I wish to spend the rest of my life with you.” 
 
    Lord Beverley glanced at her and frowned. “Why now?” 
 
    “I have come here to share some news with you, but when I saw you standing there, I realized that you are the only man I want to be with.” 
 
    “What news?” 
 
    “I am with child, and you are the father.” 
 
    Lord Beverley took a step back, and nearly lost his balance, but Lady Miriam kept him from falling, stabilizing him. “I will be a father?” 
 
    “You will.” 
“Then perhaps it is better for us to marry after all. We wouldn’t want gossip to run wild like foxes, now do we?” 
 
    Lady Miriam put her arms around his shoulder and smiled at him, “I love you very much.” 
 
    “And I you,” he answered, but deep in his mind, the only person he could think about, was Miss Fernside. 
 
               *** 
 
    The next morning when Miss Fernside arrived at the estate, Lord Levi called her into his office, and her heart sank down into her shoes. It was certain to be bad news, and she feared for the worse. 
 
    “Please take a seat, Miss Fernside,” Lord Levi said politely. 
 
    “If it is all the same to you, my lord, I would rather stand, she answered. 
 
    “Very well. I had a brief discussion with my brother yesterday after you left, and we feel that even though you have helped him with his injury and got him back to his old self, your services will no longer be required.” 
 
    “I feared as much. His recovery went well and he is certainly managing with his prosthesis, I expected to become rather redundant.” 
 
    “We do appreciate everything you have done for him. If not for you, he would probably still be in his wheelchair, locked in his chambers.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Because it is very short notice, I have decided to give you two months’ salaries upfront.” 
 
    “That was not necessary, my lord.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I feel that it is not enough reimbursement for all you have done.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” she answered and turned away.  
 
    She was not meant to spend the rest of her life at the estate. Somehow, she was aware that her time at the estate would end, but she did not expect it to happen that soon.  
 
    It was certainly for the best, as she could not simply ignore her feelings for the Earl, and being around him constantly would only make matters worse. She had to stop thinking of him, as it was a useless and fruitless pursuit. “My brother is in the parlor,” Lord Levi pointed out, and she nodded gratefully. 
 
    Miss Fernside spent the entire day fighting back tears, but she had expected as much. It was difficult for her to be so close to the Earl when all she could think about were his harsh words. He did not feel anything for her, and she refused to suffer any longer at the hands of him even if he was not aware of her suffering. 
 
    Three days later, Miss Fernside glanced at Colworth house for one last time as she made her way up the stairs that led to the entrance. She stepped inside and walked through the great hall. She spotted Lord Beverley sitting in the drawing room, by the fireplace, and slowly approached him. 
 
    “Good morning, my lord,” she greeted him with a slight smile. 
 
    “Good morning, Miss Fernside. How are you today?” 
 
    “I am fine, thank you. It is my last day here, and I feel rather sad about that.” 
 
    “I wish to speak to you about something.” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “Have a seat, please.” 
 
    Miss Fernside frowned, as the Earl was acting very formal and curt, as he had when she had first met him. She sat down slowly and glanced at him. 
 
    “Lady Miriam and I have reconciled.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “We have made up, and we will be married as we planned.” 
 
    “You are a foolish man,” she exclaimed abruptly. 
 
    “How can you say such a thing to me?” 
 
    “My lord, you are well aware of how I am and you are no stranger to my ways.” 
 
    “You are right, but that does not give you the right to call me foolish.” 
 
    “But you are foolish,” she exclaimed. “When you needed support after your accident, she left you. She called you deformed! When you needed her the most, she left because appearances meant more to her than you did. You cannot marry someone like that!” 
 
    “Why is it any of your concern who I marry?” 
 
    Miss Fernside inhaled slowly through her mouth. She was well aware that this might be the last time she would ever see Lord Beverley again. Her heart pounded in her chest, and she fought back the tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Tell me, now!” he demanded. 
 
    “Because she will never care for you the way I cared for you, and she certainly does not love you the way I do,” she exclaimed and stared at him with wide eyes before turning away from him. “Nor will she ever, regardless of what she says.” 
 
    Lord Beverley glanced at Miss Fernside, and even though he wore a blank expression on his face, he was delighted that she did indeed love him. He loved her as well, but he was too afraid that she would not feel the same about him, as he had been such a horrible person to her from the start. 
 
    Regardless, it did not matter, as he was set to marry Lady Miriam in a month’s time. He stood motionlessly, studying the expression on her face, and had to fight with every cell in his body to not walk up to her, take her hand and pull her close to him. He had to resist the urge to tell her that he felt the same about her, and to kiss her. He could not. He would be a father soon, and he had responsibilities that he had to adhere to. He had to follow his head for once in his life, no matter how painful that would be. He would regret never telling Miss Fernside how he truly felt about her, but he had no choice. 
 
    He stepped away from her and glanced at her coldly. “I have responsibilities.” 
 
    “And what may those be? Responsibilities towards a woman who only loves you when it is convenient for her?” 
 
    “You know not of what you speak.” 
 
    “Of course I do, but you will not listen to me, or to anyone at this point.” 
 
    “She is carrying my child, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    She stepped back herself, and her eyes widened from shock. “I see.” 
 
    “You should rather not voice your opinion in matters that you have no knowledge about, or that is none of your business.” 
 
    “You are not even married to her, and she has already changed you,” Miss Fernside pointed out and crossed her arms. 
 
    “I wish to express my gratitude towards you for caring for me, and while I do appreciate everything that you have done, I think it would be best if you leave.” 
 
    “I agree,” she said with a frown. “Good luck with your marriage, Lord Beverley.” 
 
    She turned on her heel and left the drawing room. She did not even say goodbye to the staff, nor to Lord Levi; she simply left. As she stepped out into the cold afternoon, tears streamed down her cheeks, but she did not look back once. Her heart was shattered by Lord Beverley’s words, and she did not wish for anyone to see it on her face as well. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    December 1812
Wardon Manor
Bedfordshire
England 
 
    Lord Beverley had been to Wardon Manor, the residence of the Earl and Countess of Bath, many times in the past, but somehow he felt rather strange walking up the front steps to the door. He had grown accustomed to his prosthesis and walked almost normally with it. It took some getting used to, but Lord Beverley persevered, as he wished to resume the active life he once had. He realized that his life would never be exactly the same again, but walking on his own made him feel alive for the first time since the accident. 
 
    His eye caught a carriage standing on the side of the estate, and it looked rather similar to his brother’s carriage. He did not think much of it, as Lord Levi often visited Wardon Manor, as he and the Earl’s youngest son, Theodore, were good friends. 
 
    The doors of the manor opened and their butler, Timothy, a tall greying man who had been their butler since Lord Beverley could even remember, opened the door and smiled politely at him. 
 
    “My lord, what a surprise.” 
 
    “Indeed. How are you, Timothy?” 
 
    “As well as can be expected, my lord,” the old butler answered with a smile. “What brings you to Wardon Manor?” 
 
    “I am here to speak with Lady Miriam.” 
 
    “If I am not mistaken, she is in the parlor. Should I lead the way?” 
 
    “That will not be necessary, old friend. I still remember Wardon Manor as if it were the back of my hand.” 
 
    “Very well, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Beverley smiled, nodded briefly and proceeded through the great hall towards the western hallway. He found the parlor, but it was empty. He stepped outside, and heard Lady Miriam’s voice in the next room. Her voice was strained, which he found odd, but as he stopped in front of the door of the dining room, he heard another voice. 
 
    His jaw clenched, and he refrained from entering the room. Lord Beverley peeked through the small crevice, and his eyes narrowed as he spotted the other man. 
 
    “I do not have a choice. I have to marry him, Hugh.” 
 
    Lord Hugh Birks was the youngest Birks brother of Beverley and Levi, and was considered the rogue of the family. No one ever spoke of him, as he was known to be reckless and had no disregard for the law, or the rules of society. He had been known for having affairs with older, married women, and Lord Levi and Lord Beverley had written him off completely, as the only thing that he had ever done for them was to drag their family name through the mud. Lord Beverley could not believe that he was there inside the dining room speaking to Lord Hugh. He stood motionless and continued to listen. He also realized that it was never a good sign if Hugh was involved somehow. 
 
    “You cannot marry him, Miriam. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you as well, Hugh, but it cannot work. I have already told Isaac that I love him and the child is his.” 
 
    “But it’s not. That child is mine. Ours,” Lord Hugh said and gently touched her slightly swollen belly. “Marry me, not Isaac.” 
 
    Lord Beverley had certainly heard enough, and he swung open the door of the dining room. His blood boiled in his veins as he saw the shocked expression of Lady Miriam, and the nonchalant expression on Lord Hugh’s face made him even more enraged. 
 
    “Lord Beverley,” she exclaimed and pressed her hand up against her chest. “What a surprise.” 
 
    Lord Beverley stepped inside the dining room and glanced menacingly at the both of them.  
 
    “Indeed,” he said, narrowing his eyes at Lord Hugh.  
 
    Lord Hugh and Lady Miriam stood motionless and wordless, until Lady Miriam stepped forward. 
 
    “There is a perfectly reasonable explanation…” 
 
    “I would love to hear it, but I am not in the mood for any more lies, Miriam.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    “I heard you two talking, and it surprises me that you would lie to me, Miriam,” he said and turned his attention to Lord Hugh. “But, on the other hand, whenever you suddenly appear on the scene, lies are strewn all around. 
 
    “Brother, I can explain…” 
 
    “You will not refer to me as your brother. You lost that privilege a long time ago,” Lord Beverley said and glanced at Lady Miriam. “I hope that you and that man will be very happy together. You are welcome to marry him now, because I do not want you.” 
 
    He turned on his heel and left the dining room. Lady Miriam stepped away from Lord Hugh and rushed after Lord Beverley. 
 
    “Isaac, wait!” 
 
    He stopped abruptly and turned to her. “What? What can you possibly say to me that would make any of this better?” 
 
    “I am sorry.” 
 
    “Your apology means nothing to me. In fact, nothing that comes from your mouth can be trusted.” 
 
    “Isaac, please. I never meant for this to happen.” 
 
    “Why him?” 
 
    Lady Miriam shrugged and folded her arms. “One cannot choose who they fall in love with, Isaac. Much like you and Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “What do you speak of?” 
 
    “I saw the way she looked at you, Isaac. Even a blind man could see it. You once looked at me that way.” 
 
    “That was before you left me, and lied to me, and fell in love with that man!” 
 
    “I never meant for it to happen.” 
 
    “I can partially understand why you would feel guilty for leaving me when I needed you the most. Not all people deal with tragedy the same way, but to bring an innocent child into this and lying about it to me, that is unforgivable.” 
 
    “Isaac...” 
 
    “I would appreciate it if you would never contact me again, nor come to my home ever again. If you do, I will alert the authorities and have you arrested.” 
 
    “You cannot have me arrested,” she laughed. 
 
    “Can I not?” he answered ambiguously and turned around, walking down the hallway to the entrance. 
 
    Lord Beverley left Wardon Manor, not interested in anything around him. His mind was in a flurry as he attempted to figure out how he was to find Miss Fernside. He had absolutely no clue where she stayed. In fact, he did not even know her first name. 
 
    As he sat in the coach on his way back to Colworth house, he thought of what a horrible person he had been. He loved a woman whose first name he did not even know. Perhaps she did tell him, or perhaps Levi had told him, but he could not even remember. He was too absorbed in his own misery to even care. He never asked her about her life, and the only things he knew about her, were the things she had told him. He felt rancid for being that rude. His mother, the late Countess of Beverley, would surely be unimpressed and order him to be publicly whipped if she had to know how rude he had been to a woman. Especially to someone who had devoted her time to ensure that he was properly cared for and even assisted in providing him with a prosthetic leg. 
 
    “Oh, Mother. You would be deeply ashamed of me,” he muttered to himself and ran his fingers through his dark hair. “You would tell me what a fool I have been. Miss Fernside was right, I am a fool.” 
 
    He sat back in the coach and shook his head at himself once again. 
 
    Once the coach arrived back at Colworth house, his footman, George, assisted him with climbing out of the coach, and he thanked him with a grateful smile. Lord Beverley walked as quickly as he could, which was not fast enough in his opinion, but he carried on nonetheless. He entered Levi’s study, where Levi was comfortably seated, reading a thick book. Levi glanced up and frowned when he noticed the agonizing and anger-filled expression of his brother. 
 
    “What is the matter, brother?” 
 
    “I have never been this angered in my life!” 
 
    “What on earth happened? You are practically shaking,” Levi said as he closed the book and stood up. “Have a seat.” 
 
    “No, I am perfectly fine.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I went to Wardon Manor to surprise Lady Miriam with the wonderful news that we were able to have our wedding in Sharnbrooke Cathedral, but...” 
 
    “But what, brother?” 
 
    “In a way, I could say that she surprised me even more,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    Lord Beverley took a few steps forward and frowned. “I found her in the dining room having a conversation with Hugh.” 
 
    “No, that is impossible.” 
 
    “Entirely possible.” 
 
    “I was under the impression he was in Italy.” 
 
    “Not quite.” 
 
    “What was he doing there?” 
 
    “They are in love, and he is the father of the child.” 
 
    “You must be joking, Isaac!” 
 
    “I wish I was.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I confronted them, and she admitted that she loved him, and that she was forced to marry me instead of him.” 
 
    “It seems that lying is contagious.” 
 
    “Especially when Hugh is involved.” 
 
    “I assume that the wedding is off.” 
 
    “You assume correctly.” 
 
    “What is to happen now?” 
 
    Lord Beverley sighed and pursed his lips. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I made a mistake.” 
 
    “What mistake?” 
 
    “I lied to you too, Levi.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You asked whether I had feelings for Miss Fernside, and I said no. That is not true. I began developing feelings for her when she took me out onto the balcony for the first time.” 
 
    “The evening of the thunderstorm?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Why did you not say anything, Isaac?” Lord Levi asked. 
 
    “I did not think it would be appropriate. One does not fall in love with the help.” 
 
    “You loved her.” 
 
    “No, I still do.” 
 
    “Then tell her.” 
 
    “I cannot. Not after the way I spoke to her on her last day.” 
 
    “She was rather upset.” 
 
    “She told me that I could not marry Lady Miriam, because she would not be able to love me as much as Miss Fernside would.” 
 
    “She said that to your face?” Lord Levi asked. 
 
    “She did, and all I could say was that I loved Lady Miriam. I chased her away, and now I have lost her. She will never speak to me again.” 
 
    “You must tell her.” 
 
    “I cannot. She despises me.” 
 
    “Surely, she does not.” 
 
    “You did not see the expression on her face, Levi. She despises me,” he sighed. 
 
    Lord Levi glanced at him and pursed his lips. 
 
    “What am I to do, Levi?” 
 
    “I may have a solution to your problem.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should discuss this over a brandy?” 
 
    “Indeed. Shall I pour?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    December 1812
Colworth house
Bedfordshire
England 
 
    Miss Fernside climbed out of the carriage and wrapped her shawl around her shoulders. When one of Lord Levi’s footmen arrived at her family’s cottage with an urgent message from Lord Levi, she was reluctant to leave her home and rush to Colworth house. The footman did not disclose precisely what was wrong, but only that it involved Lord Beverley. She had promised herself that she would no longer feel something for a man who did not feel anything for her, but it proved most difficult. She loved him, and he knew it, but still he rejected her. He rejected her for a woman who did not support him at the most crucial part of his life. She could not understand why on earth he had agreed to still marry her after what she had done. She left him when she was supposed to support him. He was fragile, but she only cared about herself. Miss Fernside could not fathom how a woman, or any person for that matter, could be as selfish, and not have their betrothed’s best interests at heart.  
 
    She had also promised herself not to mull over it too much, as it would only consume her, and tear her apart, more than it had already. 
 
    Her mother and father, however, urged her to go to Colworth house, regardless if she was still employed by Lord Levi, or not. 
 
    Deep down, she was still hurt and angry, and felt incredibly vulnerable, yet she simply had to go. She had to make sure that Lord Beverley was alright. If something had happened to him, and she failed to care for him, she would never be able to forgive herself.  
 
    And although he had rejected her, she still loved him, and would do anything to see him happy and well. 
 
    She walked briskly to the entrance of the estate. The doors immediately opened, and Lord Levi stood in the doorway. “Miss Fernside, I am so glad that you came.” 
 
    “I came as soon as I could,” she said as he led her inside. “What is going on?” 
 
    “It is my brother. Something has happened,” Lord Levi said with a strained voice. 
 
    “What happened? Is he alright?” 
 
    “No, not in the least,” Lord Levi said as he led her through the long hallway towards the back of the estate. “Please, we must hurry.” 
 
    Miss Fernside rushed after Lord Levi as he made his way through the hallways. 
 
    “Where is he?” she asked, breathlessly. 
 
    “In the garden.” 
 
    “What was he doing in the garden?” 
 
    “Hurry, Miss. There is no time to waste,” he said and opened the terrace doors. She followed him down the steps and down the footpath that led to the garden.  
 
    “My lord, please slow your pace, I cannot keep up,” she panted and came to a stop beside a tall hedge. 
 
    Lord Levi stopped abruptly and glanced at her. “Please, Miss Fernside, it is not much further. You have my word.” 
 
    She nodded as she briefly caught her breath and followed him as he made his way through the hedges of the garden. Most of the trees had lost their leaves, and they looked barren and naked. Lonely even. 
 
    Miss Fernside frowned as Lord Levi suddenly stopped and motioned to his right. “In there. Right by the fountain.” 
 
    “Are you not coming with me?” she asked, feeling quite alarmed. 
 
    “He asked for you, Miss Fernside.” 
 
    “He asked for me?” 
 
    Lord Levi nodded and motioned to his right again. She frowned and nodded as she made her way towards the fountain. She stepped around the hedges and glanced out at the small clearing where the fountain stood and stopped abruptly when she saw Lord Beverley standing beside the fountain. 
 
    “My lord?” she asked, and he turned towards her. 
 
    She had never thought that he could become more handsome, but not seeing him for more than a fortnight made her realize how handsome and attractive he was to her. His brown hair blew gently in the cold breeze, and his eyes were warm and bright. His dark blue jacket was buttoned up to his neck, and he exuded warmth. It caused a warm feeling to surface inside her, but she frowned in confusion. 
 
    “You came.” 
 
    “Of course I came. Lord Levy sent for me. He told me that something had happened to you.” 
 
    “You still came, even after the way I treated you,” he said and slowly approached her. 
 
    “I thought something terrible had happened to you.” 
 
    “Something terrible did happen to me.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes in suspicion and crossed her arms. “And what might that be?” she asked. 
 
    “I lost something that was very special to me.” 
 
    “I do not have time to listen to your sob story, my lord.” 
 
    “It is not a story.” 
 
    “I came here, my heart pounding in my chest because I thought you were in danger; that something had happened to you. Clearly there is nothing wrong with you.” 
 
    “I love you, Helen,” he said suddenly, and her arms dropped to her sides. 
 
    “You know my first name.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “But I was under the impression that you felt nothing for me. At least that was what you said in front of your brother,” she answered with a frown. 
 
    “I did not think that you would ever feel the same way about me,” he admitted. “You were an employee, and I was aware that you would never…” 
 
    “What about Lady Miriam? You are to be married in less than a fortnight.” 
 
    “She is not the woman I wish to spend my life with, Helen. I realized that, because every time I gazed at her face, I wished that it was you instead of her.” 
 
    “And what of the child?” she asked. 
 
    “It was never my child. She lied that I was the father. She lied about everything. She only wished to marry me as I am the eldest son, and the title bearer of the estate.” 
 
    “It is certainly not surprising,” she muttered. 
 
    He took her hands in his, and was relieved when she showed no resistance. “I cannot stop thinking about you, Helen. I could not imagine spending time in this garden without you. You make me whole, you did from the very start, I was merely too foolish to realize it. You took care of me like no one else did. You made me feel alive in a time where the only thing that I wished I was, was dead. You made me feel that I mattered, even though I only had one leg. You showed me that life is beautiful, and that I have so much to be grateful for.” 
 
    “My lord,” she sighed. 
 
    “I am grateful for everything that happened to me, because if it had not, I would not have met you, and that would have been a greater tragedy; the greatest tragedy.” 
 
    “My lord.”  
 
    Miss Fernside did not know what to say in return. Of course, his words came as a big surprise to her. She had never imagined that a man like him would ever feel this way about her.  
 
    “Please, say something,” he said with a worried expression. 
 
    “You hurt me, my lord.” 
 
    “I am aware of that.” 
 
    “You also made me feel as if I meant nothing to you, and I think that upset me even more.” 
 
    “I vow to you, Helen, I will never hurt you, and I will never make you feel anything less than the most important person in my life. I love you very much, and it is only you who I want.” 
 
    She raised her hand to his face and gently touched his cheek. “My lord, I have waited so long to hear you say that.” 
 
    “And I will keep saying it for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” she said with a smile, and he placed his arms around her shoulder. He lowered his lips onto hers, and kissed her tenderly, as their hearts beat in perfect unison, as it was meant to be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    May 1813
The Western Gardens
Colworth Estate
Bedfordshire
England 
 
    Lady Beverley glanced at her husband, Lord Beverley and giggled with amusement. The blindfold she had placed over his eyes had him standing frozen on the lawn and he looked rather peculiar. 
 
    “I do not find this in any way amusing, my love,” Lord Beverley muttered. 
 
    “Oh, do not be so serious, my dearest husband,” she chuckled. 
 
    “May I remove this thing from my eyes?” he asked. 
 
    “Not yet, or the surprise will be ruined.” 
 
    “I am not particularly fond of surprises.” 
 
    “That certainly does not sound like the Isaac Birks I have come to know and love.” 
 
    “Perhaps I learnt that there are more important things than being spontaneous,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Oh my dear. There is nothing more important than that.” 
 
    “Apparently, otherwise I would not be standing here, wherever it is that I am standing, wearing a blindfold over my eyes, waiting for my beautiful wife to enlighten me on what she had been planning for my day of birth.” 
 
    “You will love it, I promise.” 
 
    “Probably,” he shrugged again. 
 
    Lady Beverley glanced over at the lawn and Lord Levi and Lord Thomas both gave her nods of confirmation. She smiled happily and walked up to Lord Beverley. She slowly removed his blindfold and stepped away. 
 
    Lord Beverley was stunned to silence as he stared out at the hot air balloon that stood on the lawn. It was tied down with four thick ropes and Lord Levi and Lord Thomas made sure they were secured properly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Happy day of birth, my love,” Lady Beverley whispered and kissed him on the cheek. “Do you like it?” 
 
    “It’s a hot air balloon.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “What am I to do with a hot air balloon?” he asked. 
 
    “I thought we could go on an adventure,” she answered, and he looked at her. 
 
    “My love. Although I appreciate the gesture, I doubt very much that…” 
 
    “I do not wish to hear it,” she said and shook her head. “It need not be very far, I understand that we now have certain limitations when it comes to being adventurous.” 
 
    He turned to her and caressed her cheek. “My love, thank you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Isaac.” 
 
    “What could you possibly thank me for?” he asked. 
 
    “For loving me the way that you do.” 
 
    “It is not difficult, my love,” he shrugged. “You make it very easy for me to love you.” 
 
    They gazed into one another’s eyes for a few moments until Lord Thomas called out to them. 
 
    “Perhaps an extended honeymoon is in order,” Lord Thomas said with a smirk.  
 
    Lord and Lady Beverley glanced at Lord Thomas, and she chuckled. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Lord Thomas asked. 
 
    “Now?” Lady Beverley asked. 
 
    “Of course,” the Countess said with a smile. 
 
    As they walked to the hot air balloon, which had already started to rise off the ground, thanks to Lord Levi and his abilities to keep the burner lit, Lady Beverley took her husband’s hand and together they walked towards the start of a new adventure. She had never imagined that her heart would soar as high as it soared at that very moment, but she knew that with Lord Beverley, they would reach new heights. They would sail into the future together, regardless of the weather, as they had already withstood even the worst of storms.


                                               The End 
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    Chapter One
  
 
    Finding love is not the same as finding someone to love… people often fail to understand that you can love someone without them ever being yours to begin with, but what a beauty it is when you find both.  
 
    Philip Harding, the esteemed Duke of Surrey, smiled, thinking of the woman who had made him the happiest man alive, as he put his quill down and folded his letter neatly to fit into the envelope which lay empty on his writing table. To my love. 
 
    Their meeting was not very unusual; a classic tale of how two lovers were destined to meet, it was as though it had been excerpted from the very first page of a popular romance novel. However, popularity alone has little value, for something that is popular may not always be for the reason of good. The scriptwriter was fate itself and no one could ever know what it foretold. 
 
    It was ‘love at first sight’ for Philip and from thereon, the almost predictable love story unraveled itself faster than most.  
 
    She was beautiful and no man could resist looking at her, tempted by both her grace and striking features. If there was one woman who could be both the prey and the predator, it was her.  
 
    Philip, on the other hand, was handsome, tall, with the musculature of a man ready for a fight, although his kind nature would never allow him to do so; many would still find his looks and attractiveness rather debatable but that did not mean women did not openly desire him. They had fallen in love quickly, without regret or hesitation, inevitably Philip had then been thinking of a greater commitment. 
 
    The thought was not new and had been circling in the mind of the Duke of Surrey for weeks now. His nerves, and minute insecurities that would find such pressuring moments the ideal time to amplify, had gotten the better of him on all the occasions and multiple opportunities that had presented themselves.  
 
    He was unsure if it was courage he lacked, or if he was simply afraid that she would respond with an answer he was not going to like, let alone be afraid to hear. Nevertheless, he knew he must ask her and that he had to do it soon, for reasons obvious to him - he was afraid he would lose her to another man and the thought alone haunted him, as persistent as a ghost still not in peace with its death. 
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
    “I have been doing some serious thinking, Longford,” Philip said, calmly looking over to the man sitting beside him; the best friend of many years, whom he trusted with all his heart and its contents. 
 
    “Lord have mercy on us! Surrey has been doing some thinking all by himself! To what good deed do we owe this miracle?” Adam Crauford, the Earl of Longford, said, mockingly, teasing Surrey as he laughed at his own joke. Philip laughed along with him. 
 
    “How dare you mock me and make me sound as though I am incompetent of using the genius mind with which I have been gifted,” Philip snapped back at him in great humor. 
 
    “Oh yes, but of course! I apologize for the misunderstanding – you are so well known to me, I clearly failed to see the obvious,” Lord Longford answered back wittily. Philip smirked, knowing he would not win this verbal feud, but nonetheless always amused by his quick responses and his wit. 
 
    “Jokes aside, Surrey. What is on your mind?” Lord Longford asked, sincerely concerned with what it was that Philip had wanted to say earlier. 
 
    “Well, I have given this great thought, and my heart agrees with the decision I have made… I am going to ask her to marry me!” he finally blurted out, finding the sensation odd and strange as his thoughts formed into words which he spoke out loud. 
 
    “Marry?! What?! When?” Lord Longford asked, sitting on the edge of his seat, now eager to know more - but not due to excitement, instead in grave worry. 
 
    “Since she is the romantic type I thought she would love a romantic gesture on what would be the most important day of our lives, apart from the wedding of course! I plan to propose to her on Christmas Eve, so that is a week’s time from now. After all it is a day of blessings; why not add another one to the beloved holiday?” Philip said, casually, to his old friend while slouching on his seat outside in the garden, overlooking the greenery in front of him. 
 
    “Do you not think you are rushing this matter, Surrey? It has been barely two months and you are already head over heels for her! Is that not odd or strange to you? I think you should be careful with such decisions, and take your time in getting to know the person entirely, before you make a lifelong commitment vowing yourself to them,” Lord Longford advised, trying to indirectly hint that he did not approve of their union, without wanting to come across as sounding jealous or petty. 
 
    “Love should not have to wait, Longford! Not when the woman that you know will keep you happy is right in front of you! Would you turn down an offer to be happy, or avail yourself of it when the opportunity presented itself?!” Philip said, amused by what he thought was the Earl’s silly suggestion. 
 
    “Are you certain about this, Surrey? I would not want you to get hurt, simply because you did not think the matter over well enough,” Lord Longford asked him, with genuine care. 
 
    “I have never been more sure about anything in my life, Longford. I love her and I want to marry her, it is as simple as that,” Philip said calmly. 
 
    He looked straight at his worried friend, who had been more a brother to him throughout their years of friendship. 
 
    Lord Longford felt his heart sink a bit, he could now see from Surrey’s face that he had completely fallen for her and it was no longer a matter of discussion. How do I tell him it is not as simple as he thinks it is? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The rest of their afternoon meeting had passed by mostly in large voids of silence, for Lord Longford could find little to contribute to Surrey’s entire wedding plan, which he was narrating to him in great excitement. Feeling guilty of more than one thing, Lord Longford shortened his visit and asked to be excused, saying that he had important matters to deal with.  
 
    Philip did not think twice of it, as it was not uncommon for Lord Longford to have other commitments since he was a particularly busy man owning multiple factories and businesses across the county. 
 
    As he got up to leave, Lord Longford tried to hide his uneasiness as best as possible, for he could not begin to imagine how he was supposed to tell Surrey of the scandal he knew about, regarding his great love. Debating whether he should even tell him or not, Lord Longford left, still mid-decision, finding the responsibility much too great to bear at that very moment.  
 
    I should have told him the moment I knew, but am I really to blame, when I did not think it was my place to tell him to begin with? It is so typical of him to rush things that require even greater thought and care! 
 
    Knowing his friend, Lord Longford was well aware of how Surrey was fond of romance and love, and thought he had found it in many women before Lady Louisa, ones he had never courted, but secretly had always wished to.  But now, for the first time, it was as though gold had struck Surrey, ever since he had met Lady Louisa at a Ball two months ago, and she had shown clear signs of interest in him. Lord Longford had never thought of it too seriously, keeping Surrey’s previous history of falling for women he had never married in mind - little had he known that this time it was going to be different, and his friendship was going to be put to the test. 
 
    It was not that Lord Longford thought it ill for them to be together, but being his watchful and caring friend, he took it upon himself to analyze the women that could be possible wives for Surrey, given that he was too gullible to ponder over the essential details about them on his own. He had not told Surrey yet about the incident he had, himself, witnessed a few days earlier, and now, hearing of his wish to propose, the secret was eating him alive. 
 
    You have to tell him, Longford... you must. This would change his decision entirely! She is not the woman she claims to be and your first feeling about her was indeed not wrong… but he is so blinded by love, would he even believe me? What if he actually forgives her instead? Would it change anything? What if it would not? Who knows?  
 
    But you must tell him, Longford! It is your duty to. You know the truth and hiding it from him is as though you are lying to him, how will you live with yourself? How do I tell him though? What if it means nothing? Would this be betraying him if I kept quiet about this? Will it do any good telling him and breaking his heart? How do you tell a man that the woman he loves was kissing another man just a few days ago?  
 
    After thinking through it thoroughly, Lord Longford decided not to tell him; not yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Despite convincing himself that he had made the right decision, the guilt was strong and overbearing, and Lord Longford began to keep his distance from Surrey to avoid showing his awkwardness around him.  
 
    Philip, completely consumed by wanting to propose to Lady Louisa, paid little heed to his friend’s absence, thinking that he may have been busy with the festivities of Christmastide, even though every year it was almost a tradition for them to celebrate together. 
 
    A few days before Christmas Eve, by coincidence, the two of them met at a dinner even, though there was little coincidence between them as they had almost the same social gatherings and friends, neither of them had thought to run into each other there.  
 
    “Ah! Longford! Nice to see you here! Nice to see you at all!” Surrey greeted him joyfully as though he had not seen him for months. 
 
    “Surrey. Nice to see you too, my friend,” Lord Longford replied, stuttering, not having realized before that the Duke of Surrey, too, would be at the event or maybe he would have opted not to come. Surrey embraced him warmly. 
 
    “Where have you been? I hope it is a lady that occupies your time and not work! Mind you I do not like being replaced or neglected, but for a special lady I am willing to forgive you and your distance,” Surrey joked with him, laughing heartily. 
 
    Lord Longford laughed softly, trying to act as natural as possible. 
 
    “I may be joking, but I am also serious Longford, it is time you settled and found yourself a wife, too! Court one fine lady and make sure to slither your way next to her under the kissing bough on Christmas Day, and before you know it you will be falling for each other! That is how love stories begin, my friend. Little do you know!” Surrey patted him on his back smiling ear to ear and giving a soft chuckle. 
 
    “Not all love stories begin the same way, you should know that Surrey. Every book, every story is not the same and I beg to differ, but kissing a woman once under the bough will prove nothing to me, nor establish anything between us. I, unlike you, will make sure I do this very slowly,” Lord Longford replied with a hint of frustration in his voice. 
 
    Surrey noticed that he was not happy to talk about the topic and said nothing more. Lord Longford was not quick to anger, or be irritated, and so Surrey found this behavior rather odd. Instead of questioning it, he let it be, thinking that maybe he had had a tiresome day, or week for that matter. 
 
    “All I meant was, you should let yourself loose a little bit! Unwind yourself and allow yourself to flow with the wind, as I am doing with Louisa. I just want you to be as happy as I am,” Surrey said, with the utmost sincerity, looking at his friend’s apathetic face.  
 
    The last sentence echoed in Lord Longford’s ear, He wants me to be happy, but how do I tell a friend who is like a brother to me that I do not think the woman he wants to marry is right for him? 
 
    Still debating whether he should say something or not, Lord Longford went into deep thought, pursing his lips shut so that he would not say anything out loud while he was doing so. I should tell him. I will tell him now. I can’t let him marry her without knowing the truth, Lord Longford finally concluded, convinced that it was all in Surrey’s best interests and that it was better it come from him, rather than anybody else. Just as he opened his mouth to speak, a woman not too far from them called out for Philip. Lord Longford looked up to see who it was… not now. 
 
    Lady Louisa walked over to the two gentlemen, looking as stunning as she usually did, dressed in a silk dress and pearls, smiling as she approached Philip and Lord Longford. 
 
    “Good evening, gentlemen,” she said, in her sultry voice, as she grew near enough for a greeting. 
 
    “Good evening,” Lord Longford replied shortly. 
 
    “Good evening, my beautiful Louisa,” Philip said, loud enough for the people around them to hear, as he took her hand in his and gave it a soft kiss. 
 
    “You spoil me, Your Grace,” Lady Louisa said playfully, as she showed her pearly white well-aligned teeth and gave him an attractive smile. 
 
    “I hope I am not interrupting anything,” she said, realizing that the two of them had been in conversation before she had joined them. 
 
    “No not at all, we were just catching up. It has been a few days since we have seen each other,” Philip replied instantly, not wanting her to feel as though she was unwanted, or that she should leave. 
 
    “Have you now? I thought the two of you were inseparable! If I marry you, I suppose Lord Longford will come along, too!” Lady Louisa joked, while Philip laughed along with her. Lord Longford forced himself to smile, trying to be as polite as he could, although all he wanted to do was be as far as physically possible from either her, or both of them. 
 
    How can she be so casual, while having been intimate with another man, carrying herself with so much dignity while she plays out a boisterous affair and then talks about marrying another one, at a public party such as this one? Surely, she does not know of his plans to propose! And who was the man I saw her kissing? I only saw them for a mere second but he looked so familiar! If he ever spoke out about her infidelity after Philip and she were married, it would be purely chaotic! He would be devastated… crushed. 
 
    “Are you alright, Lord Longford? You look a little pale. I hope that you are not sick, but instead in good health,” Lady Louisa said to him cunningly, always trying to show Philip that she, too, cared about the people that he did. 
 
    “Yes… Yes I am fine. Thank you for asking. I just feel a little light-headed, I will go and get myself some water, thank you. You two enjoy your evening, I don’t think I will be here for long anyway,” Lord Longford said, excusing himself in a hurry, yet again. This time, however, Philip had noticed, and he began wondering what had gotten into him. 
 
    I must go and find the man she kissed, if I can’t tell him right now I should at least know who it was. Surrey would demand to know, too, if I told him. With his decision set in mind, he walked straight out the mansion doors and called for his coach; he was set out on a mission. Expose Lady Louisa. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    It was nearly dark but Lord Longford knew he had little time, there were two days to Christmas Eve and if he did not find out, and prove Lady Louisa’s deception, Philip may end up marrying a woman who had never loved him to begin with; something he would never be able to recover from.  
 
    He directed his coach towards Philip’s estate, his heart palpitating with uncertainty of what exactly it was he was doing. The coachman, although confused, did not question the Earl’s orders and followed the instructions he was given. At the complete cloaking of darkness in the sky, the Earl reached the estate. 
 
    The footman opened the door for him and he gave a quick greeting before he hurried inside to see if any of the maids or housekeepers had seen the man he had seen that day. Lord Longford made his way through the hallways, unable to recognize any of them, as he did not know their faces nor their names.  
 
    Wanting to change his strategy and limit his search, Lord Longford decided he would speak to Mead, the steward of the estate, directly, instead of questioning the numerous household staff and wasting time; Philip could be home any minute and every second was precious. 
 
    “Excuse me; do you know where I can find Mead please? It is rather urgent,” Lord Longford asked one of the housemaids who was busy wiping dust off a shelf. 
 
    “Yes, your Lordship. You will find him in the library making sure the books are all in alphabetical order,” the housemaid told him. 
 
    “Thank you very much,” Lord Longford said sincerely, as he headed towards the library Philip had specifically made for himself. 
 
    “Mead?” Lord Longford said, knocking on the half open door before opening it wider and looking inside, hoping to find him there. 
 
    Mead was reading the spine of a book in his hand before he turned to look at who it was calling his name.  
 
    “Yes?” he responded as he turned. 
 
    “I was looking for you,” Lord Longford said, relieved that he had found him. 
 
    “Oh your Lordship, I am deeply sorry, I did not recognize your voice,” Mead said nervously, seeing that the Earl stood before him and believing it was almost a sin that he had disrespected him by not addressing him properly. 
 
    “That is alright, Mead, there are greater matters that require our attention,” Lord Longford said, knowing that he was a good man who would never disrespect anyone. 
 
    “Yes your Lordship, what brings you to the estate? Is there anything I can help you with?”  Mead asked, concerned. He knew Lord Longford well and it was unlike him to visit at this hour, in Philip’s absence. 
 
    “As a matter of fact there is. I need you to tell me whose duty it is to tend to the plants out near the old willow tree,” Lord Longford asked, recalling he had seen the two of them kissing beneath the tree.  
 
    Lady Louisa leaning back on the tall tree’s trunk and the unknown man facing his back towards Lord Longford, making him unrecognizable. 
 
    “That would have to be Herbert, the gardener,” Mead answered, confused and wondering why the Earl of Longford would come all this way to ask about the gardener. 
 
    “Thank you so much, do you know when I could speak to him maybe?” Lord Longford asked. 
 
    “Yes your Lordship, I am afraid the only time you could speak to him is after he returns from the holidays since he has taken a few days off. Excuse me if I am overstepping the bounds your Lordship, but perhaps you could tell me why you need to see him so urgently? Maybe I could arrange something for you?”  
 
    Mead spoke sincerely, still baffled by the entire series of events. 
 
    Lord Longford went blank the moment he heard that the gardener, the only person who could have known about it or seen them getting intimate, was not to come back until after Philip would most likely have proposed. There was nothing he could do, not now; he had to let fate take its own course. 
 
    “I, uh… no thank you, Mead, there is not anything else I need. I just saw my hedges and I thought they needed a little more trimming, mine too has taken his days off of work and I thought Philip has a very good gardener. I thought I would ask if he could come by maybe, but that’s alright, I suppose the hedges will do just fine as they are. Thank you anyway, Mead. I shall be on my way now,” Lord Longford quickly crafted a story to back up his mysterious and strange behavior, hoping that it sounded convincing enough. 
 
    Bidding him goodbye, Lord Longford rushed to the coach and headed straight home. I tried, I really did. Maybe Lady Louisa will decline the proposal because she is in love with another man? Let us hope she will. I am sorry, Surrey, but sometimes getting your heart broken saves you from something far worse later on. 
 
    The coach drove into the dark, while the Earl constantly convinced himself that he had done the best he could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Christmas Eve had come and the irony of its arrival was such that some woke in the morning with pure joy and excitement about the festivities that were set for the day and the plans they had, while others worried if this day, and all the others that followed it, would bring with it change that they would not be able to recover from, or if anything in their lives would change at all. Nevertheless, everyone got out of their beds, all the same, but so very different in their fates. 
 
    Knowing the Duke of Surrey, Lord Longford had predicted that he would propose to Lady Louisa somewhere during the afternoon, when she was most likely to visit before the Christmas Eve dinner. It was a known tradition that Lord Longford and Philip would have Christmas Eve dinner together regardless of any situation that could possibly separate them on the occasion. They always found a way to be together on this day, as it was a day that they respected as one on which to be surrounded by only friends and family.  
 
    They took turns every year to host the dinner, going back and forth between each other’s estates, once at Philip’s estate and the next year at Lord Longford’s; this year again it was Philip’s estate where the dinner was agreed to be held. 
 
    Wanting to avoid being there too close to the time of the proposal, Lord Longford deliberately chose to leave his home later than usual. As the coach went its way in the direction of Philip’s estate, Lord Longford felt himself hoping for the best; hoping that Lady Louisa would have declined marrying Philip by now, and that he was simply on his way there to somehow mend Philip’s broken heart if she had. 
 
    Stepping through the front doors upon his arrival at Philip’s estate, and entering the parlor, Lord Longford felt a sinking feeling in his chest for the second time; except that this time, it did not feel as if he was slowly drowning, it was as though his heart was being plunged to the depths of a vast ocean.  
 
    “Ah look who finally made it!” Surrey exclaimed at first sight of Lord Longford. 
 
    “Yes, hello Surrey… I see congratulations are in order,” Lord Longford greeted him, while suspiciously looking at the woman he had his arm curled around. She did not say no? 
 
    “Yes, they are! Lady Louisa here has agreed to be my wife and I could not be a happier man, this is the best present anyone could ask for at Christmas,” Philip said, gleaming with pride and joy as he tightened his arm around his new fiancé. Lady Louisa smiled, showing no signs of shyness; not even in the slightest amount. 
 
    “That... that is great news. Congratulations... I hope you two are happy,” Lord Longford struggled to say out loud, whilst also indirectly wishing, in his own mind, that they would be happy either with this union or without it. 
 
    There was an awkwardness in the room as Lord Longford looked around, trying to comprehend why everyone was looking at him blankly - perhaps he had accidentally said out loud what he was actually thinking? Oh right! 
 
    He walked over to Philip and embraced him warmly after realizing simply wishing congratulations was not enough. Philip embraced him back and the awkwardness was gone. 
 
    “I hope you two always remain such great friends,” Lady Louisa said, smiling at seeing them embracing each other. 
 
    “I will have to correct you on that Louisa. Longford is not only a great friend, he is my brother and the only one I have. If I am any happier than I already was, due to our engagement, it is due to seeing him here with me. Thank you brother,” Philip confessed emotionally, patting Lord Longford on the back after he finished his sentence.  
 
    Lord Longford felt a sudden surge of the guilt he had been trying to bury inside him for days; the gates were open and his shame flooded him.  
 
    “Well I will let you two have your time together. I am afraid I have a little business that needs to be taken care of and it requires my personal appearance. I assure you I will return in time for dinner, I hope you don’t mind, Surrey? I won’t be long,” Lady Louisa said empathetically. 
 
    “No not at all. I will request this, however, that you return as quickly as you can,” Philip said raising her hand in his to place a kiss upon it. 
 
    “I will do my best. There is nowhere else I would rather be,” Lady Louisa responded, smiling at him as she did. 
 
    “That is all I needed to hear,” Philip said, as she excused herself and left the room. 
 
    Longford, tell him now. You waited too long trying to make this situation comfortable for you... but this is not about you! This is about a man who considers you a brother, as you do him. If you wait any longer and then they have issues with their marriage or anything alike, somewhere... somehow... it will be your fault, too. It is never too late to tell the truth... you still have time. 
 
    “Are you inclined to a game of cards?” Philip asked grinning, knowing that he would never decline. Their history playing cards was one that left it debatable as to who was the better player. The competition between them was tough and they had been tallying their wins for years. 
 
    “Of course I am, after all I find so much joy in reminding you that you struggle to win against me,” Lord Longford said, teasing him as he laughed. 
 
    “We will see about that!” Philip said laughing, accepting the challenge. 
 
    This is excellent. A few rounds of playing cards and a little liquor in my blood... I will then be able to finally tell him and this heavy burden will be off my shoulders for good! 
 
    After an hour or so of both wins and losses, as they both reconnected and made up for those days they had not been together, Lord Longford mustered the courage to say what he had wanted to tell him for such a long time.  
 
    I will let him win this round... and then... then I will say it. 
 
    As they continued playing, Philip noticed that Lord Longford was making amateur mistakes, costing him the game. 
 
    “Longford, are you going easy on me now? I may be an engaged man with a soft side now, but do not insult me by allowing me to win!” Philip said, catching on to what Lord Longford was doing. 
 
    Lord Longford smiled at him uneasily, it was time. As he constructed the proper sentence to say to Philip, a footman rushed in the room without either permission or announcement. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Your Grace but I am afraid there has been an accident,” the footman said frantically, seeming on the edge of panic. 
 
    “What? What do you mean? Who had an accident?” Philip asked, baffled, his eyes wide and consumed with fear, already hoping it was not the person he thought it was. 
 
    “It is Lady Louisa, Your Grace. She has been hurt and rushed to the eminent doctor’s residence for immediate medical attention,” the footman said, looking to the ground as a sign of both respect and condolence. 
 
    “What?! Louisa?! I must go! I must go now!” Philip said in terror, as he got up and asked for his coat immediately. 
 
    “Do you want me to come with you, Surrey?” Lord Longford asked, rising to stand with him, ignoring what he had wanted to say a few minutes ago, before the horrible news. 
 
    “No, it’s alright, Longford. I will be fine on my own,” Philip said, looking at his friend with a more confident look, reassuring him that he was no longer panicking and thinking reasonably. 
 
    Lord Longford nodded and Philip left.  
 
    Oh Lady Louisa, how is it that you can break his heart in more ways than one? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Philip sat in his coach as it rushed him to the doctor’s residence as fast as possible, his vision blurring and the heart in his chest pounding as loud as the hooves of the horses that drew the coach. He did not know what to think or what to imagine. If she were hurt at all, he would not be able to bear it, whether it was a scratch or worse; he knew full well that he could not stand to see her injured in any way. 
 
    Knowing that it was times like these that truly put love and its vows to the test, he began trying to prepare himself for whatever ordeal he was about to face. That is what love means; putting yourself aside for someone else. 
 
    The doctor’s butler answered the door, and asked, rather stiffly, what the Duke required. He replied, rather proudly at the word, that the Lady Louisa, who had recently been brought here, was his ‘fiancé’. The Butler showed him into a parlor, and requested that he wait, whilst he spoke with the doctor, who was with the lady now. Philip paced the floor, unable to rest as he waited. 
 
    Within a short time the Butler returned, and requested that Philip follow him.  On the floor above, the Butler ushered him through a door, into a large bedchamber.  
 
    Immediately, his eyes went to the bed, and he saw her lying there; eyes closed. Walking to her, his eyes welled up with tears, for her arm was bandaged, her leg appeared splinted and bound, and bandage was wrapped around her head. 
 
    “Louisa...” he softly whispered when he approached her and lightly touched her arm. 
 
    “She is alright, just getting some rest,” a voice from behind him said. He turned to see who it was and saw that it was an older man, wearing glasses and dressed elegantly. 
 
    Before he could ask who he was, he introduced himself. 
 
    “I am her physician and Lady Louisa is in good hands here with me. She hit her head when the carriage hit a rock and tumbled down a nasty hill. Thank the Lord it was not too steep, otherwise it could have been much more dangerous than it was. At first I believed her leg to be fractured, but it may simply be badly twisted – nonetheless, I have splinted and strapped it in place to make certain that it heals.  She also has a cut on her arm and forehead. . The wounds will heal faster than her leg, but she will heal just fine. It will not be too long before she is walking and well,” the doctor comforted him, smiling a reassuring smile.  
 
    Whilst Philip knew that this physician was well renowned for his skill, he had, until hearing the reassurance, still been terrified. 
 
    “Thank you! Thank you so much! I was so worried. I have never seen her like this, so fragile, so weak. I cannot thank you enough for taking such good care of her,” Philip said, putting his hand on his chest as he spoke sincerely. 
 
    “It is my calling, you need not thank me. It is nice to know that she has someone who loves her so much. She will heal much faster with that kind of love and care,” the doctor said, smiling at Philip. 
 
    “Now if you will excuse me, I have been called to another noble patient. Please, feel free to stay with her – ring for my staff should you need anything, Your Grace. She should wake soon enough - it would be best not to wake her yourself.” the doctor advised Philip. 
 
    “Yes, of course, thank you for opening your home to her.” Philip nodded his agreement to the doctor’s instructions, smiling as he did. 
 
    After the doctor left, he pulled up a chair beside Lady Louisa’s bed, and sat, holding her hand, looking at the engagement ring she was wearing, that he had given to her not more than a few hours ago. He kissed her hand as he always did, and a tear finally surrendered, falling down his cheek.  
 
    After an hour of waiting beside her faithfully, Philip thought he would have a little walk in the hallway to stretch his legs and rest his back that was now beginning to ache from sitting so still in the chair for so long. He stepped outside and looked left and right unsure where it would be polite to go, in the doctor’s residence. A passing footman showed him to a small parlor, only a few rooms away, and assured him that he would have tea sent up. 
 
    Moments later a woman was also ushered into the parlor, and promised the delivery of tea. She sat across from him and, both unsure of what to do, they made eye contact.  
 
    A little while later, she looked Philip’s way. It was rather improper for them to be here, alone, yet these were unusual circumstances.  They had not been introduced, and he wondered who she was.  
 
    Their silence was interrupted by the arrival of tea and cakes.  The footman placed the tray on the low table between them, bowed, and left. 
 
    Apparently deciding that being polite, and conversing, was more important than being proper, she spoke into the embarrassed silence that had surrounded them, even as she took up the teapot and poured. 
 
    “I do not mean to be invasive of your privacy, but I was wondering who you are here for?” the woman asked.  
 
    Philip looked up from the cup that he had just been handed, and then saw, truly looking at her for the first time, that the woman who was talking to him was breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    “I... um... I am here for my fiancé,” Philip said, uneasily. 
 
    “I am so sorry. I hope she is alright,” the woman sounded so sincere. 
 
    “She will be...” he replied, without wanting to look at her, as her beauty was quite distracting. 
 
    There was silence again.  
 
    Philip looked up and saw that now she was staring into her cup and that maybe she was feeling as lonely as he was; maybe she, too, had a loved one in one of the beds, here in the doctor’s house. 
 
    “Who are you here for?” Philip asked her. 
 
    “My father. He was in an accident and I don’t think he’s going to get well anytime soon,” the woman smiled sadly, with humility, as though she did not know how beautiful she actually was. 
 
    “I am sorry but no, you must not think like that. You must be strong and positive for yourself and for him. Everything will be alright,” Philip said, smiling at her, knowing that all that he said was crafted from thin air; it would not stand on its own. 
 
    “Is that why you were crying moments ago?” she asked, softly smiling. 
 
    Philip looked at her, surprised that she had noticed. 
 
    “Thank you, I don’t mean to be rude or impolite. I do appreciate the kind words, but my father has been unconscious for months now. I know what it is like waking up in the morning thinking that today is the day he’s going to open his eyes and then going back to sleep because he didn’t... and then you repeat this cycle for days, hoping, wishing that one day will come with change. It is like being stuck; you can neither go forward nor backward,” she said to him, explaining why his statement did not comfort her. 
 
    Philip nodded, knowing that there was nothing he could say; sometimes it was best to be quiet about something you do not know or ever could. 
 
    “Well I must go to check on him, it is hard being far from his side, whether he knows it or not, the doctor has been most kind, allowing him to stay here, and me to spend so much time here – I cannot imagine what would have happened, otherwise.”  
 
    The woman shuddered at her thoughts, then rose from her seat. 
 
    “I can only imagine,” Philip said nodding. 
 
    “It was nice to meet you...” she said as she was leaving. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, too,” Philip said smiling at her. It was only then that he realised they had not exchanged names – he had no idea who he had just been speaking with. 
 
    He got up himself and walked back to the room where Lady Louisa lay. 
 
    “Philip?” said a feeble voice as he walked through the door. 
 
    Lady Louisa was awake. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Louisa!” Philip exclaimed, rushing to her side and taking her hand in his. 
 
    “Philip,” she said, smiling, weakly touching his face and looking into his eyes. 
 
    “I thought something terrible had happened... you frightened me. For this one moment, one small second, I thought I had lost you... I…”, Lady Louisa put her finger on his lips, “shh, don’t say it. I am alright, that is all that matters,” she said, trying to comfort him. He nodded teary eyed and leaned in to kiss her. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and they broke from their kiss to see who it was. 
 
    “Sorry, if I am interrupting,” the handsome, well-dressed man said, standing at the door. 
 
    “No... not at all,” Philip said, wiping away a tear and straightening up, trying to regain his composure and make it appear that he was not, in fact, almost crying. 
 
    “Nice to see that you are awake, Lady Louisa,” the man said, approaching her and smiling as he did so. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lady Louisa said, her words drifting off as she was mesmerized by the good looking man who was concerned with her health. 
 
    Philip noticed that there was something not quite right. 
 
    “I am sorry, who are you again?” Philip asked in an investigative manner. 
 
    “Pardon me for not introducing myself, Your Grace. I am Dr. Garvey, Dr Egerton’s assisting physician. As I believe he mentioned to you earlier, he has another patient that needed immediate attention. I will be looking after Lady Louisa whilst he is absent. I trust that is acceptable?” Dr. Garvey said, looking once at Philip and then again at Lady Louisa, smiling. 
 
    “Certainly,” Lady Louisa replied, smiling at him eagerly. 
 
    Philip could not understand what it was that was bothering him, clearly the two of them had never met before, and he was simply her doctor and she, his patient. Why do I feel a hint of jealousy when there is no need for it? She only agreed to be my wife earlier today. Surrey, you really just need to get some rest. Louisa would never hurt you like that. 
 
    Almost fully convinced, he watched protectively as Dr. Garvey examined her, checking her injuries and asking if she was in any pain. 
 
    Once he left, Philip pulled his chair back up beside her and sat with her. 
 
    “Philip, you really ought to get some rest,” Lady Louisa said stroking his hand. 
 
    “I am alright,” Philip said, fighting to keep his eyes open and his back straight. 
 
    “Philip, listen to me carefully, I am fine. I am no longer in so much pain and I am healing. I am stuck in a bed and not going anywhere. You have done more than enough today and it has been exhausting. Please, don’t be so hard on yourself. Go home and get some rest and I will see you in the morning, I know that the doctor’s staff will take good care of me.” Lady Louisa spoke in a loving tone but perhaps it hid ulterior motives for why she wanted him to leave. 
 
    Philip looked at her, staring at her face that he loved so much. 
 
    “First thing in the morning then,” Philip said, accepting her permission to leave. 
 
    “First thing in the morning,” she said smiling. 
 
    “If you need anything let me know, take care my love. Get better soon for me,” Philip said, getting up and kissing her on her forehead. She nodded. Philip left. 
 
    After an hour or so, Dr. Garvey knocked on the door again. Lady Louisa was excited to see him; she had been waiting for the moment when he would come again. 
 
    “Hello, Lady Louisa. How are you feeling now?” Dr. Garvey asked, with a smirk on his face, as he walked towards the bed. 
 
    “Much better now,” she said, in a playful tone. 
 
    “I am pleased to hear that,” Dr. Garvey said, still smirking. 
 
    “I have good news,” he continued. 
 
    “Of course you do,” Lady Louisa said, smiling. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Dr. Garvey asked, noticing her interest in him. 
 
    “A handsome face like that could only bring me good news I hope,” she flirted with him. 
 
    “That may be true but this handsome face has found himself a new beautiful face that he is beginning to enjoy the sight of,” Dr. Garvey flirted back. Lady Louisa smiled with her eyebrow arched. 
 
    “What is it, doctor? What is the good news?” she asked. 
 
    “The good news is that your leg seems to be much better and it turns out that it is not broken, but simply sprained. That means you will be able to go home in a few days,” Dr. Garvey said. 
 
    “That is not good news at all,” Lady Louisa said with her sultry eyes looking straight at him. 
 
    “Oh really? What part?” he asked, enjoying her company. 
 
    “I think you know what part, doctor,” she said, highly amused. 
 
    Dr. Garvey looked at her, admiring her boldness and quite caught in her eyes. 
 
    “I think I will rest now, doctor. Thank you for stopping by,” she said, being playful. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will come again,” he said, smiling as he ran a finger down her arm as he left. 
 
    Over the next few days, he visited her again... and again, and each time they got closer and closer together.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Philip visited Lady Louisa at the doctor’s residence as often as he could, sometimes twice in a day if his schedule allowed him. He noticed that Lady Louisa’s behavior was strange and he could not quite understand why. It was as though she was now being distant from him, but Philip tried to be understanding of her situation. He knew she had gone through an accident and it had barely been two days since they had been engaged, it was a lot to absorb and it would need time to settle in, for both of them; but more for her. 
 
    He noticed that, when he greeted her or kissed her hello, she never returned it with the same enthusiasm. Her greetings were dull and her kisses were formal. Worried that she was still in pain, he did not speak of it, although it bothered him.  
 
    “Did Dr. Garvey see you today?” Philip asked casually, simply wanting to know. 
 
    “What? Why do you ask?” Lady Louisa asked defensively. 
 
    “Well, because he is your doctor. What good is he if he does not come to check up on you?” Philip explained himself, trying to hide his frustration with the invisible barrier between them. 
 
    “Yes... yes he does,” Lady Louisa tried to say with a straight face, hiding her true emotions when she heard his name. 
 
    “Good,” Philip replied shortly, not wanting to say anything else that could lead them to argue or bicker. 
 
    They sat in silence, Lady Louisa did not start a conversation and Philip, frankly, did not want to talk about anything when she seemed so uninterested and jumpy. 
 
    “I suppose I should be going, I have business I must attend to,” Philip said, getting up to leave, hoping that Lady Louisa would tell him to stay or something alike. 
 
    “Alright, take care,” she simply replied, without a second thought. 
 
    Philip looked at her, appalled at how she did not seem to care, and put on his coat, leaving, feeling a little hurt. He actually did business to attend to, that he had been postponing because of Lady Louisa - because he wanted to spend time with her. 
 
    After Philip left, brief moments later, Dr. Garvey came into her room, without knocking and closed the door after him. 
 
    “I was wondering when I would get to see you,” Lady Louisa said, a gleam sparking in her eyes. 
 
    Dr. Garvey walked straight to her and held her face, kissing her on the lips passionately before he said anything or allowed her to.  
 
    They kissed for a few seconds until he pulled himself away and let her go. 
 
    “Hello to you, too,” Dr. Garvey said, sitting on the bed beside her. 
 
    Lady Louisa smirked, loving how unpredictable he was and how he sent tingles down her spine. 
 
    “I was going to come earlier but then I saw your fiancé sitting there with you and I left. He took an awfully long time to leave,” he said, kissing her on the hand after he finished his sentence. 
 
    “I tried to get him to leave earlier, I was barely talking to him but still he insisted on sitting with me, in silence. Can you imagine?” Lady Louisa said, laughing cruelly. 
 
    “I can, who would not want to sit here all day and look at such a beautiful face?” Dr. Garvey said, romantically. 
 
    “You spoil me! I have only been here two days and you have already fallen for me?” she asked running her finger sensually on his arm. 
 
    “I have not simply fallen for you, I am a gone man now,” Dr. Garvey said, touching her leg. 
 
    Lady Louisa looked up at him to see what he was indicating and if it was the same thing she wanted from him. In his eyes, she found the answer. Dr. Garvey got up and locked the door, returning to her. She did not stop and she did not think twice about the one she was betrothed too.  
 
    It was too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Everything continued as it did, Philip visited, Lady Louisa paid little heed to him, Dr. Garvey would visit soon after and they would be intimate yet again. Not the tiniest shred of guilt welled up in Lady Louisa; she did not care for Philip. She had never loved him. 
 
    Two days later, whilst Philip was sitting on his usual chair reading the newspaper, Dr. Garvey came in, knocking. 
 
    “Today is the day,” he said, walking in. 
 
    “The day for what?” Philip asked puzzled. 
 
    “Lady Louisa has healed wonderfully and may leave. She need not stay here any longer. She may return to her home,” Dr. Garvey said with a straight face, trying not to grit his teeth as he did. 
 
    “Oh thank you! Thank you so much,” Philip said, shaking his hand. This was the day Philip had been waiting for, his patience had grown thin and he only held on to the fact that they loved each other and would be married soon.  
 
    He was sure that, once she was home, things would change and she would go back to being herself again. He looked over to the woman he had sat loyally beside and saw that she was not happy to leave. 
 
    “You get to go home now,” Philip said, trying to see if she was as happy to hear the news as he was. She nodded without smiling. 
 
    Philip felt embarrassed and humiliated by her response, how Dr. Garvey had seen that she was unwilling to go with him, but he ignored this for the sake of their relationship.  
 
    He called for a maid to assist her to dress and prepare, assuring her that his carriage was outside, and that he would convey her to her home.  Once she was dressed, he returned to the room, and reached to help her stand, but she refused, saying that she did not need help.  He felt hurt, but said nothing of it, as they left. 
 
    Within a few minutes they were on the way home. 
 
    Upon reaching Lady Louisa’s home, a footman helped Lady Louisa step down from the coach and Philip walked over to help her, offering his hand; she declined. 
 
    Inside, her Lady’s maid helped her to her chambers to change into fresh clothes, leaving Philip to wait in the drawing room. Lady Louisa joined him some time later, and they were served tea and biscuits as the evening approached. 
 
    “It is so good to see you sit here with me. Kind though the doctor was, as he should be, for the fees that we pay him, his house was rather depressing, I am glad you have come home,” Philip said smiling at her, sipping his tea. 
 
    She vaguely nodded. Philip watched her carefully for a minute and saw that she still seemed to have no interest in his presence whatsoever. He had finally had enough. He carefully put his tea cup and saucer down on the table and went to sit next to her on the chaise. 
 
    “Louisa…,” he began, taking her hand in his, “… I know it has been difficult for you the past few days and I cannot imagine what it was to go through what you did, but it was not easy for me either. Seeing you hurt broke me and every second I thought of you and how you must be feeling. I am sorry that I could not be there with you all of the time, but let’s not forget the promise we made to each other before all of this happened. We loved each other and we still do, and to help you remember...” Philip knelt down before her, still holding her hand. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lady Louisa asked, confused but annoyed. 
 
    “I am reminding us again of our commitment. Louisa, I love you and I cannot be without you, if there is anything these few days taught me it was that I need you, so please answer this for me again, like you did before... will you be my wife?” he said kissing her hand as he finished his question. 
 
    “No!” Lady Louisa said, snatching her hand back from him. 
 
    “What?” Philip asked, as if he may have misheard her. 
 
    “I am sorry Philip, but no, I cannot be your wife,” she said coldly, repeating herself. 
 
    “I... I don’t understand... we were engaged...” Philip stuttered completely in shock. 
 
    “That was then and this is now and right now, I do not want to marry you. Go home,” Lady Louisa ordered. 
 
    “No... not until you tell me why it is that you have changed your mind? I thought you loved me?” Philip asked regaining his senses a little. 
 
    “I never did. I was forcing myself to marry you! I only wanted to marry you for your wealth! But now I love someone and everything has changed. Are you satisfied now, knowing the truth? Now please, go home. I cannot bear having you here a moment longer,” Lady Louisa said rudely. 
 
    “Who is he? Who do you love?” Philip asked now furious with her confession. 
 
    “It is none of your business who I love, because I am no longer yours,” she replied, taking the ring off her finger and placing it in his palms. Philip looked at the ring he had so lovingly given her, the ring that had been his mother’s, that he had hoped would be cherished by his wife in turn, and closed his fist around it. 
 
    “It’s that doctor isn’t it? I trusted you! I stayed for you! You could at least have had the decency to tell me when you did not want me!” Philip said, controlling his tone but enraged. 
 
    “I am telling you now!” Lady Louisa almost yelled, fed up with spending a second longer with him. 
 
    “Very well. If that is how you feel, I will leave,” Philip said rising to his feet and turning to the door. Lady Louisa grabbed her things and marched out of the room, calling for her maid. What a stupid thing love is, he thought as he looked at the ring in his hand. How stupid, indeed.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Somehow, Philip kept control until he reached his home.  Then, alone in his chambers at last, he fell to the floor on his knees, his hands clasped in despair around his face. What just happened? How did this happen? Why did I not see it coming? 
 
    After some time had passed, with him feeling that he was losing his mind and feeling his lowest, Philip knew that there was only one thing to do. He called for his valet, dressed in the first coat to hand, and instructed that his coach be prepared. In minutes he was heading straight to the only man he trusted, and the only one who could help him - Lord Longford. 
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
    The knock on the door was wild and frantic. 
 
    “Longford? Please?!” a familiar voice desperately asked from the other side. 
 
    “Yes, Yes, come in!” Lord Longford replied getting up to open the door to the library himself, after recognizing whose voice it was. 
 
    Before Lord Longford could open the door, Philip already had. Lord Longford stared at the state of his friend; Philip was pale and his eyes bloodshot red. Tears welled up in his eyes that could neither decide to trickle down his cheek or stay where they were. His hair was ruffled and his voice weakly cracking when he tried to explain why he was here. 
 
    “Surrey?! What happened?!” Lord Longford asked, leading his friend inside and closing the door after him, so that no one else would hear what was going on. 
 
    “It... she... her...” Philip struggled to say. Lord Longford understood immediately and reached for his long term friend, embracing him. 
 
    “Okay, don’t say another word. Just calm down and take a deep breath. Everything is going to be alright,” Lord Longford said holding him tightly, while Philip fought back his tears. Lord Longford felt a lump in his throat. I should have told him myself. 
 
    After an hour of calming Philip down and forcing him to drink tea, with a little brandy for good measure, and water, Philip was stable enough to sit without crying or panicking. They still had not spoken about what had happened but Lord Longford did not want to push him either. 
 
    “She left me for another man,” Philip finally said, not looking up from the full cup of tea he held in his hands. 
 
    Lord Longford stared at him blank and shocked. 
 
    “What?” he asked him, although he had heard clearly what Philip had just said. 
 
    “Yes, she left me for the man who was her physician at the doctor’s residence – his assistant. Can you believe it? It seems she cares nothing for her reputation or mine, and that she never loved me to start with.” Philip spoke apathetically. 
 
    “No... No I can’t believe it,” Lord Longford lied. 
 
    “I was there beside her as much I could be. I worried about her every second and she leaves me for the man who was taking care of her because he was paid to do so. Taking advantage of his position,” Philip said, his hand trembling as he picked his teacup and brought it to his lips. 
 
    “I am so sorry, Surrey. I really am, you deserve better,” Lord Longford said without thinking. 
 
    “I deserve better? She was everything! How could I not see it coming, that she was too good for me? I did not deserve her,” Philip said, still unable to meet Lord Longford’s eyes. 
 
    “Surrey... there is something I need to tell you and I do not know how you are going to feel about this,” Lord Longford began saying. 
 
    Philip looked up from his cup, waiting for Lord Longford to speak, watching him with his confused eyes. 
 
    “A few days before you had the idea to propose... I was strolling outside your estate as I usually do and...” Lord Longford watched as Philip’s expression changed to one of concern, “I will skip right to it... I saw Lady Louisa kissing another man. I did not see his face but I did see hers,” Lord Longford said in a rush, feeling the instant relief as he did. 
 
    “What?! You saw her kissing another man and you never thought to tell me?!” Philip got up angrily. 
 
    “Listen, I can explain…” Lord Longford tried explaining before Philip interrupted “No! You lied to me! All of you lied to me! I trusted you, Longford! You were a brother to me! How could you not tell me!” Philip said, caught in the toxic concoction of sadness and anger. 
 
    “Listen…” Lord Longford tried to speak again, but Philip over rode his words.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear another word from you! I am leaving this instant!” Philip said almost yelling as he tried to walk towards the door. 
 
    “Listen!” Lord Longford yelled loudly, grabbing onto Philip’s arm and forcing him to turn around and face him. 
 
    “If you think you cannot trust me, then fine! Be that way! But if you believed we were brothers for even a second in your life, then you have to listen to me! It is my right to be heard!” Lord Longford said sternly, looking Philip straight in the eye. Philip stared at him, frowned, then he pulled his arm away, sitting back down where he was. Lord Longford sat back in his seat. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you the moment I found out, but you were not there. The next time we met, you told me you were going to propose. You were so happy and so I had to think about how it was I was going to tell you. Every time I tried to tell you, I could not. Before I could, you were engaged. I thought she would say no, because she was kissing another man, but that shameless woman did not. I even tried telling you after your engagement, when we were playing cards…”  
 
    Philip cut in to Lord Longford’s explanation “- when you began purposely losing.... and the footman came in?” Philip said softly, realizing that his friend was telling the truth. 
 
    “Yes,” Lord Longford nodded. 
 
    “I am sorry Longford, this is my fault. I know you would never betray me…” Philip said as he pulled the ring he had given Lady Louisa out of his pocket, “… she hurt me, Longford... and this is a constant reminder of it. I want you to get rid of it... throw it into the river,” Philip said holding it out on his palm. 
 
    “Surrey, you need not apologize to me, your believing in me is more than enough,” Lord Longford said, taking the ring from his hand. 
 
    He studied it closely. 
 
    “Surrey... is this not the ring that belonged to your mother? The one you vowed to give to your wife?” Lord Longford asked, in shock at how he had simply handed it over to him to get rid of. 
 
    “Yes,” Philip replied, avoiding looking at it. 
 
    “Then I cannot throw it in the river for you,” Lord Longford said, still holding the ring in his hand. 
 
    “Why not?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Because once I do, it will be gone forever and this is not a forever thing. Yes, you are in pain now and you will miss her but one day, you will want this ring back and until then I will keep it safe for you... then you can have it back,” Lord Longford said, slipping the ring in his pocket. 
 
    “Are you saying I will love again?” Philip asked, confused. 
 
    “Yes, that is exactly what I am saying. This is not the end,” Lord Longford said smiling at his friend. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, when the broken hearted had yet to heal their invisible wounds completely and the ones that had broken other’s hearts were nowhere to be seen, another tragedy had come upon Surrey’s loved ones.  
 
    Lord Longford had been in an awful accident. 
 
    Rushing through the same doctor’s door, with the scenario of praying that another loved one was alright, Philip helped Lord Longford to a chair in the doctor’s receiving room, then left at the doctor’s request to pace back and forth in the parlor, waiting to know if Longford was going to be alright, asking, again and again for the footman or Butler to bring him news.  
 
    A half hour later, Doctor Egerton walked out and beckoned him into the room.  Longford was bandaged and pale, but otherwise appeared himself. 
 
    “Longford!” Philip said, both happy and sad to see him this way. 
 
    “Your friend is alright, Your Grace. Just a few bruises and scratches, luckily nothing serious,” the Doctor said, smiling. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Philip said, shaking the doctor’s hand. 
 
    “I would, however, prefer that he stayed here tonight, so that I can check him again in the morning, and make certain all is well.  The footman will help him to a room, if you would be so good as to keep him company.”  The doctor smiled again, and beckoned his footmen forward. 
 
    Once he was settled into bed to rest, Lord Longford almost immediately fell asleep as the laudanum he had been given to numb his pain also made him drowsy. 
 
    Being the loyal friend he was, Philip wanted to wait until he was certain that Lord Longford was completely alright. Philip settled into the same small parlor, and rang for tea. Sitting where he had the last time he was there, he thought how different things were, yet the room was just the same. Then, just like the last time, the same woman he had met before came into the room, and sank into a chair with a deep sigh.  She looked up and saw Philip, and smiled. 
 
    “Good afternoon, my lord,” she said smiling widely. 
 
    Philip smiled back at her. 
 
    “Good afternoon, my Lady,” he said politely. 
 
    “You never asked my name, but it is Amy,” she said boldly. 
 
    “And you never asked mine, but it is Philip Harding, Duke of Surrey,” he said, nodding his head and smiling. 
 
    “I am so sorry! I did not know you were a Duke, Your Grace,” Ellen said embarrassed at having addressed a Duke so casually. 
 
    “That is alright, you need not be sorry. I may be a Duke but I am no different than anybody else,” he said humbly. Ellen knew what she felt was strong and real, but she ignored it. She liked him. 
 
    “I saw you sitting here and I wanted to ask how your fiancé is?” she asked uneasily. 
 
    “She’s alright now, but has, sadly, decided that she wishes to marry another man,” Philip said, laughing at himself as he said it. Amongst society it was a scandalous situation, but he had best get used to acknowledging it. 
 
    “I’m sorry I asked,” Ellen said not very sad to hear that. 
 
    “That is alright. How is your father?” Philip asked, changing the topic. 
 
    “He woke up a few days ago, doctors are calling it a near miracle. You can’t imagine how happy I am!” she said, her joy obvious in her face. 
 
    “That is wonderful news! I am so glad to hear that!” Philip said, genuinely pleased, and it was apparent in his face. Ellen noticed that for some reason, he actually cared; she loved it. Ellen looked at him admiringly, there was something about him that made her feel good. Philip was looking at her, too, he had noticed it when they had first met and noticed it again.  
 
    She was breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    “Amy?” a man’s voice called out, interrupting their odd but wonderful moment. 
 
    “Yes, I am here,” she said turning around as the man who had called her name approached them. 
 
    “I have brought the coach, get your father so that we can go home,” the man said coldly. Ellen nodded obediently. He walked away without another word. 
 
    Philip watched the man, wondering who he was and why he had spoken to her in that rude manner, but before he could ask, Ellen told him herself. 
 
    “I am engaged and you just met him. I am sorry but I have to go,” Ellen said, sadly smiling as she rushed off before Philip could say anything. 
 
    Philip sat where he was, feeling both jealous and ignited with fury over how the man had mistreated her. Feeling both of these things intensely, he began wondering why he felt those things to begin with. I barely know her, so why do I care for her so much? The answer was simple, but he told himself an easy lie; he denied it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ellen and Simon Dowding were far from the ideal couple but alas, their wedding plans had already begun now that her father,  Walter, was home and regaining his health.  
 
    All day, as Ellen tended to wedding details and planning, her heart refused to be involved in any of it.  
 
    For some reason unknown to her, she kept thinking about Philip (he might be a Duke, but she could not think of him as anything other than Philip…). 
 
    “Is everything going as planned?” Simon asked as he joined her in the drawing room, where he had seen she was in deep thought. 
 
    “Yes, but... I wanted to... I wanted to ask you something,” Ellen asked him hesitantly. 
 
    “What is it?” he replied in an uninterested tone. 
 
    “Since Father just got back home and since I am tired from those sleepless nights watching over him, I was thinking we could postpone the wedding, at least until we both are no longer tired from what we had to go through,” Ellen asked, not knowing how he would respond. 
 
    “Amy, are you suggesting that we should postpone our event according to your wishes? What about my wishes?” he asked her, impolitely. 
 
    “It would be so much easier for me,” Ellen lied, making up an excuse to push the wedding as far as she could. She did not feel right about it. 
 
    “The answer is no, Amy. I have put a lot of work into this and watching it go undone, is not what I want,” he said, nodding his head as he walked away. Ellen felt the rush of sadness as the terrible feeling borne of the thought of marrying him grew bigger inside her. If I do this, I do this only for you Father, she said to herself, wiping a tear off her face. She would do anything for her father; even marry a man she did not love. 
 
    Two days before the wedding, an unexpected knock at the door was about to change everything. The footman walked into the drawing room where Ellen sat, reading a book, meaning to calm her nerves. The footman announced that it was the Duke of Surrey, and she smiled in both delight and confusion as he walked in behind him. 
 
    “Hello Your Grace, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” Ellen asked, shocked and clearly happy to see him. 
 
    “Hello Amy,” he replied stunned while looking at her. 
 
    “I came to visit you before your wedding. I hope you don’t mind,” Philip said, trying to sound convincing and to conceal how he had only come to see her again, one more time. 
 
    “That is awfully nice of you. Please sit down.  Shall I call for tea?” Ellen offered an empty seat close to her. 
 
    There was that instant spark again. 
 
    Before long, with tea delivered, the somewhat awkward conversation had relaxed, and they found themselves deep in conversation. They spoke of their interests and their lives, and found themselves enjoying each other’s company very much. Suddenly, Simon walked through the front doors and heard Amy’s laughter and another man’s voice coming from the drawing room. Simon marched in, fury on his face. 
 
    “What are you doing with my fiancé?” Simon asked, grabbing Philip roughly by his clothes. 
 
    “Nothing!” Philip said, keeping his hands still even though he felt like fighting back. 
 
    Simon looked over at a frightened Ellen and, releasing his grip on Philip, walked over to her angrily, roughly grabbing her by the arm. 
 
    “This woman here, she belongs to me! Mine! Do you understand that?” Simon yelled at Philip. 
 
    “Let go of me, Simon! Simon, you’re hurting me!” Ellen cried as she tried to loosen his grip on her. 
 
    “Let go of her! That is no way to treat a gently reared Lady!” Philip warned Simon. 
 
    “Why? What are you going to do about it? Let me tell you, nothing! She is my betrothed and I will treat her however I want to!” Simon said, laughing evilly. 
 
    Philip walked over to Simon, taking hold of his lapels and, driven by a startling fury, pinning him against the wall. Simon dropped Amy’s arm in shock. Philip drew on all of his boxing training, using the gentleman’s sport in a most ungentlemanly way, and punched Simon in the face without wasting a single second. He had wanted to do that to him ever since he had heard the way he had spoken to Ellen before, now he finally had the opportunity to. Simon fell to the floor, looking at him with fear and shock as he wiped the blood off his lip. 
 
    “Get out. I will do worse with you if you ever come anywhere near Ellen again.  You do not deserve her.” Philip warned him as he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the blood from his knuckles. Simon got up, still holding his lip whilst walking out the door. 
 
    Is it not strange how one thing leads to another, how one encounter with one person can lead to saving the life of someone else? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    What once had seemed like a dark world full of cruel people to Philip had now become the exact opposite. He had found the silver lining in a dark cloud and it was Amy. When Simon had left, she had explained how she had felt forced to marry him, how she did not love him the tiniest amount to begin with, but how he had won her father’s heart and, for her father, she had agreed. She had learnt later on in their engagement that he only wanted to marry her for the wealth she would inherit from her father and how she had thought of ending her relationship with him once she had discovered that. Fate had it such that her father met with an accident before she could do anything and so she let Simon’s treachery go. 
 
    Both Philip and Ellen had already felt before that there was undeniably a strong attraction between them. Philip soon sought permission to court her and neither of them could have been happier. 
 
    They had fallen in love quickly, following their instinct and pure intentions for a loyal love that they had found perfectly in each other.  
 
    It had been three months and Philip had decided to ask Amy, the following week, to marry him. This time however, Lord Longford had urged him on to do so, instead of being hesitant about it. Lord Longford had met Ellen and he had liked her for Philip instantly. 
 
    Everything was finally going well and everyone was briefly happy; briefly because one day Philip had an unexpected visitor show up at his doorstep. 
 
    The footman had allowed her inside, not knowing that Philip would have objected. The visitor sat stiffly in the drawing room waiting for Philip. 
 
    Philip entered the drawing room not knowing who the visitor was. When he caught sight of the woman before him, he felt the immediate anger rising through his body, he clenched his fists. How does she have the audacity to come here! 
 
    “Leave, Louisa! Leave right now!” Philip said loudly and angrily. 
 
    “Wait, Philip! Listen to me! I have something to tell you! Something you have to hear from me,” Lady Louisa said, crying loudly and with real tears. 
 
    “You have one minute Louisa, that is all I can give you,” Philip said impatiently, only agreeing in the hope of making her leave all the sooner. 
 
    “I am sorry I left you like that, Philip. I have seen now how wrong I was. I love you Philip, I should have never left!” Lady Louisa wailed loudly. 
 
    Philip looked at her surprised as she apologized. 
 
    “Why now? Why would you choose to tell me now? What has changed?!” Philip demanded to know. 
 
    Lady Louisa looked at the floor before she said the next five words that were about to shake his world and turn it upside down again. 
 
    “I am expecting your child,” she said without making eye contact. 
 
    “What?” Philip asked again, feeling weak at the knees as he looked for a chair close by and sat down. 
 
    “You are going to become a father,” she repeated, looking at him with glistening eyes. 
 
    Philip felt as if he were about to cast his accounts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The next morning, even though Philip was still struggling to make peace with the revelation that had come from Lady Louisa the night before, he knew what was the right thing to do, and he intended to do it. 
 
    Waiting in her drawing room for Amy, Philip paced around as though all hell had come upon him. 
 
    “Philip! I was expecting to see you last night, where were you?” Ellen asked, walking in delighted to see him. 
 
    When Philip turned around and Ellen saw his face, she knew in the instant that something was wrong. He looked ill, but clearly there was bad news he had to tell her. 
 
    “Amy... I don’t even know how to tell you. I have been feeling sick since last night. I know what I have to do but I don’t want to do it,” Philip said vaguely. 
 
    “What are you talking about? Everything is going to be alright,” Ellen said, coming to him and placing a caring hand on his arm, trying to console him. 
 
    “No Amy, it is not!” Philip said still in shock. 
 
    “What is it Philip? Tell me please! You are frightening me!” Ellen said still holding onto his arm. 
 
    “Last night.... Lady Louisa, my ex-fiancé - came to my estate... she... she was crying... saying that she had made a mistake,” Philip began telling her. 
 
    “Well she did, but it’s too late to go back,” Ellen said, relieved that the problem was not so great. 
 
    “Amy, she says she is expecting my child,” Philip said, looking at Ellen as though he was about to cry. 
 
    Ellen let go of him and took a step back. 
 
    “I am sorry Amy, but I have to take care of my unborn child. Surely we have made mistakes but that child does not deserve to live fatherless because of the differences between Lady Louisa and me. There was only one time, one time when, I am ashamed to say, our passions overcame us, and I did not resist. But once was, apparently, enough. I cannot simply leave her to tend to this herself. I need to be the child’s father. I am sorry, Amy. I love you still but I cannot break your heart any more than I was forced to. Goodbye Amy,”  
 
    Philip spoke with tears in his eyes, not looking at Ellen as he could not bear to see what he had done to her. The pain would be too great. He rushed out of her home without looking back.  
 
    After that, the two of them did not see each other, forced to go their separate ways. 
 
    Why is my life comprised of such great tests, ones that I will never pass and always fail; tests that are much too difficult for a weak man to survive through? Why is love the biggest blessing but also the greatest enemy and why am I cursed with never being with whom I love? 
 
    Just like that, his nights had become sleepless once again, his appetite had diminished into only having breakfast, and he barely smiled. He thought about Lady Louisa, increasing with his child, all of his waking moments, and it was eating him alive.  
 
    He could not abandon the child; it had nothing to do with Lady Louisa. Although many would have been delighted to know they were to be parents, the nature of this was entirely different; the parents barely spoke to each other and were not able to be alone in the same room together. Yet, he must marry her – no matter what he did, the scandal would be great – marriage would at least minimize it.  Philip was sure now that he was destined to live a miserable life with the woman he despised the most. There was no happy ending here, maybe for other people, but not for him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen  
 
      
 
    Hours passing had turned into days, long days into weeks, tiring weeks into a month and yet it felt like forever. Every day was a struggle. Lady Louisa and Philip agreed on nothing and having her visit his house again and again, after the bad history between them had proved more difficult to deal with; even the tiniest of situations regarding them or the baby to come turned into heated arguments. 
 
    One day, before the marriage he dreaded could come about, Lady Louisa was strolling in the garden at Philip’s estate when someone saw her scream in pain, and almost fall to the ground in agony. Lady Louisa was carried to a bedchamber, and a coach was sent to fetch the doctor to her. Philip fretted, wanting to know if everything was alright with his unborn child.  
 
    Lady Louisa screamed in pain as water trickled down her legs and the maids and housekeeper barred Philip from the room.  
 
    Never having been remotely close to a situation like this before, Philip did what he would usually do when he was stressed and anxious and when matters where no longer in his control, he paced, praying every prayer he knew, for the baby to be alright and for Lady Louisa to at least survive. Pacing the hallway, Philip bumped into a man he thought he would never see again; but alas it seemed that Doctor Egerton’s assistant physician was here. Perhaps it was inevitable for them to meet again. 
 
    “Get out of my way.” Dr. Garvey told Philip in an antagonizing tone. 
 
    “Why should I?. I don’t have the time or energy to waste with the likes of you,” Philip replied, controlling his anger and emotions at this difficult time as best as he could. 
 
    “I am not here to pick a fight or bicker with you. She left me, too.  But as a doctor, I have no choice – if Doctor Egerton is not available, I must attend a patient,” Dr. Garvey said, admitting that things had a way of coming back to the person who did them, whether it was a good deed or a bad one. 
 
    “She’s here,” Philip replied, thinking that he should know since he may care, as Philip did not care in the slightest amount. 
 
    “She is?! What for?! Is she alright?” Dr. Garvey asked, surprisingly worried about her health and condition. 
 
    “I don’t know if she’s alright, which is why I am pacing. I hope she is alright, her and the baby.  She is the patient you have been called here for!” Philip said, still saying his prayers under his breath. 
 
    “Her what?” Dr. Garvey asked, again confused wondering if he may have misheard Philip. 
 
    “She is pregnant with my child and she is due to give birth,” Philip said, not very proud of the fact that she was. 
 
    “Wait, when did this happen?” Dr. Garvey asked, knowing that, according to his knowledge of both her and medicine that could not be possible. 
 
    “When we were together...before you two met. She came to my estate a month ago saying she was pregnant. I did not know how far along she was, but I suppose she is in labor now,” Philip said, his anxiety slowly getting the better of him. 
 
    Dr. Garvey thought to himself, calculating the events and the details Philip had told him. 
 
    “Will you excuse me? If she is in labor, I must go to her – it’s what I have come for – you summoned a doctor.”  
 
    He rushed into the bedchamber, just as another wail of pain drifted out.  Fifteen nerve-wracking minutes later, Dr. Garvey came back out into the hallway, his face pale and numb, full of despair as he approached Philip. 
 
    “What happened?!” Philip asked, judging from the expression on Dr. Garvey’s face, that something had happened to the innocent baby. 
 
    “There is bad news and worse news, I am afraid I have to tell you and believe me when I say this is very difficult for me to tell you,” Dr. Garvey said, but not in his usual casual tone - this time it was obvious that he was very disturbed. 
 
    “Just tell me, please,” Philip almost pleaded, knowing his heart could only take so much. 
 
    “The baby is weak, it was born too early and it will need to be watched over and taken care of constantly. The chances of the baby surviving are not certain, but we hope that it will,” Dr. Garvey spoke with great difficulty, stressing every word so that it came out right and understandable. 
 
    “What!? How can it be that it is born early?! This is about the right time is it not? I may not know much, but I do know of the duration!” Philip asked, frustrated, thinking that maybe Dr. Garvey was using this as a ploy to distract him or manipulate him. 
 
    “There is other news and, once you know it, it will all make sense,” Dr. Garvey said with a heavy weight in his stomach and a lump in his throat. 
 
    “What is it?!” Philip asked, panicking. 
 
    “The child is not yours. It is mine,” Dr. Garvey said, feeling sick at what Lady Louisa had done to him. 
 
    “What?” Philip whispered softly. He did not know whether to believe Dr. Garvey or not, but it did make sense. It made sense of how the baby could be early, even though the calculation of months did not align. Somewhere in his heart he knew it was the truth, but he could not easily accept it. 
 
    “But... but...” Philip said softly staring into the blankness as he focused on the wall. 
 
    “There is no ‘but’. When Louisa left you for me, she told me she was increasing after a little while of being together. She had found out when it was only maybe two months and I knew it was the truth because I am a Doctor, but she lied to me....”  
 
    Dr. Garvey looked grim as he spoke.  
 
    “She told me she did not love me and that she had lost the child and instead... she went to you, claiming that it was yours. Well now you are free of this unneeded responsibility she was forcing upon you. The child is mine and it is weak, so I suggest you leave me now to see the child that needs me.  I hope that you will allow us to stay here, until it is clear whether the child will survive or not?” Dr. Garvey said with a softer tone than he usually used. His voice was pleading, and, while Philip wanted nothing more than to throw them from his house, he was not so heartless as to do so. 
 
    Philip nodded curtly, knowing that the battle for the child’s survival was not his, but Dr. Garvey’s instead and that he was right about it all. He turned away with his dignity and pride still intact and prayed sincerely that they all would manage to live together and find happiness. He went to inform his staff of the need to take care of them, until such time as they could leave. 
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
    One week later, the baby passed away and Lady Louisa, stricken with grief, and rejected by society for the scandal, chose to retire to a country estate of her family, far away from everybody, choosing a different life altogether. Dr. Garvey continued to work with Dr. Egerton, determined to save other lives, as he had not saved his child’s, and none of them ever met or wrote to each other again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The moment Philip recovered from the shock of discovering that the child was not his, he made his way straight over to Amy’s home, praying that he could mend things with Amy, now that he knew the truth. He had left Ellen broken-hearted without ever imagining he could do that to her, and he did not want to spend any more time keeping her in that pain. 
 
    Philip asked the footman to not announce him, so that there was a greater chance of him actually being able to speak to Ellen and explain everything to her. 
 
    She walked into the drawing room looking radiant as ever, showing clear signs of the strong and intelligent woman he always knew she was. 
 
    “Philip? What are you doing here?” Ellen asked at the first sight of him. 
 
    “I... I came here for you,” Philip said, realizing how much he had missed her voice and his name on her lips. 
 
    “What do you mean you have come for me?” Ellen asked, a little insulted, considering how they had parted. 
 
    “I should never have left you and I wish I never had,” he said to her before she interrupted him. 
 
    “I am sorry Philip, but if this is some great apology to have me come back to you, let me tell you now that it will not work. I am not some ornament you decide when to keep and when to get rid of. You made the right decision and we both are aware of it. I had great respect for your decision, it was that of a man of ethics and care and that is what I loved about you... but you being here right now is the exact opposite of that. You cannot play with people’s hearts Philip, I will not allow it,” she said sternly, stating her points and opinion as clear as day. 
 
    Philip walked over to her and held both her hands in his. 
 
    “Amy, I love you, but that is not why I am here. The child was not mine. Lady Louisa lied about it and fabricated the entire story when she realized that the man she had left me for was not good enough for her. She told him that she did not love him anymore and she came to me, saying that baby was mine when it was the other man’s all along,” Philip explained to her calmly and carefully. 
 
    “How do you know for certain?” Ellen asked him, completely baffled. 
 
    “The man she was having an affair with was her doctor; she had met him while he treated her. There was no baby at the time. Right after she was ready to leave the hospital she left me for him and they both knew the baby was his. She used it to trick me and I fell for it because she knew I would. And now the child has arrived, too early, and died, despite the doctor’s best efforts to save it.”  He looked sad, saying it, and Ellen softened a little.  
 
    He sighed, and continued “She played me like a puppet on strings. The truth is, I care little about what she did to me and how she hurt me, but in all of this mess, you were caught in our web and you had to suffer. I never wanted to cause you any pain and, because of me, you suffered. I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me,” Philip said, still holding onto her hands, never wanting to let go. 
 
    “I will not lie and tell you that I forgive you at this very moment, but I can tell you this, that I love you, too, and that I am willing to forgive you one day,” she responded, placing her hand gently on his face, smiling at him. Philip felt so overjoyed that he leaned in to kiss her, not really expecting her to permit it, yet to his delight, she kissed him back. 
 
    “Does that mean you forgive me?” Philip asked after kissing her, mesmerized by her entire being. 
 
    “No, it does not. Ask me again like this tomorrow,” Ellen said playfully smiling. 
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
    The two of them worked on their issues and resolved them together with great understanding and love.  
 
    They had courted for a month when Ellen finally declared out loud to him that she had entirely forgiven him for that incident and that they could now finally move on and begin their lives together for the future.  
 
    Two months later, a wedding had been planned, for Christmas Day. Philip, thankful to God for being given a second chance at love, could not imagine marrying Ellen on any other day. Last Christmas had set in motion a horrifying sequence of events, events that Philip had believed he would never heal from. 
 
    Yet this Christmas would be the happiest day of his life, and this time, Lord Longford was as excited as Philip was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    This time, it had actually happened for both of them.  
 
    Surrounded by friends and families, both the Duke of Surrey and Ellen Stapleton declared their love for each other at the altar and were pronounced husband and wife. It was a lovely ceremony and everyone wished the new couple well, knowing what each of them had gone through to find true love. The tests and trials were great but they had managed to find a way for their love to win, for true love is much too strong to be overcome by anything at all. 
 
    Soon enough, Lord Longford, too, found himself a wife and they all celebrated together, becoming like one family together that had stuck together through thick and thin. 
 
    Love was never the problem, people are and, although I would hate to admit, maybe I, too, was the problem at one point. I was too naive to know what real love demanded and too gullible to know when love was not real, but with life comes its lessons, its ups and downs and I will always live for the ups.  
 
    No amount of wealth can make up for what I have with the woman I love now, her being beside me with the vow of being together till death do us part is stronger than any force on Earth. I will protect this, I will honor it, and I will live up to it to the best of my ability. I love Amy, and I will always love her. She has shown me what nobody else could, that love alone is meaningless, it must exist with forgiveness, humility, sacrifice, selflessness, respect and all the things you would want your partner to do for you.  
 
    I am lucky enough to have found such a woman in my life and I pray that we all are gifted with such great a happiness as the one Ellen has given me. I thought I knew what happiness was, but now I know what it is and how valuable it is. 
 
    Ellen read the letter and tears welled up in her eyes yet again, they always did when she read the letter Philip had read out loud on their wedding day. Philip kissed her, embracing her tightly. This was love. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    April 1813 
 
    Woolleston Hall
Kingston-Upon-Thames
England 
 
      
 
    The library at Woolleston Estate was one of Lady Marina’s favorite places to hide away from the world. Being surrounded by literature and the soft ambience of the novels that burst open with words beckoned her nearer, and soothed the turmoil inside her heart, even if it were only for a short while. 
 
    She carefully turned the page, perhaps too afraid to bend the delicate pages of a book she had had in her possession for most of her young life. She had re-read it countless times, but it remained her favorite, regardless whether she was able to recite the ending by heart. Her father, the Duke of Dartrey, deemed this as an utter waste of time, immersing herself into a fictional world which clouded her mind and gave her unrealistic expectation regarding life, and love. 
 
    At times, Lady Marina agreed with her father, but rather immersed herself in a world filled with love and passion, than face up to the terrible reality of her impending future, and her life for that matter. 
 
    Despite being only twenty years of age, her father felt the need to marry her off to a man who came from a noble family. Even in her reluctance, she had agreed, as it was unheard of that a proper brought up young lady would defy her parents. Perhaps there were more instances, but it was too well covered up, Lady Marina concluded. 
 
    She heard the doors of the library open abruptly and knew that her father would come bolting down the aisle shortly. He came around the corner, seeing Lady Marina there, perched on a stool by the window, in her usual position, holding her book. 
 
    “Marina, there you are! We have been searching the entire estate for you!” 
 
    “We both are very well aware that is a blatant lie, Father.” 
 
    “I do not have time for your supposed witty retorts, Marina.” 
 
    “It was not meant to be witty, Father. It is the truth,” she pointed out as she stood from the stool and closed her book. “The library should have been the first place to search.” 
 
    “Your mother requires your assistance in the ballroom.” 
 
    “What on Earth for? Have we run out of servants and maids?” 
 
    “I do not appreciate this mood you are in.” 
 
    “And I do not appreciate being interrupted.” 
 
    “The ball begins in less than three hours, and your mother is running around like a lunatic.” 
 
    “Barking orders can be awfully stressful. She should have a seat and have some tea.” 
 
    “There will come a day, Marina, where I will grow tired of your remarks and have you shipped off to Italy.” 
 
    “Well, you are marrying me off to an old Earl, and Heaven only knows where he will take me.” 
 
    “That is enough,” the Duke exclaimed and smacked the book out of her hands. “You insolent little…” 
 
    “Grandmother would never allow you to speak to me in this way,” she uttered with a growl, wanting to retrieve the fallen book, but the expression on her father’s face made her fully aware of how angered he was. She stood silently and glanced at her father. A vein throbbed above his brow, and it was rather distracting. 
 
    She sighed, feeling dreadful for showing such hostility towards her father. “Father...” 
 
    “Indeed. I am your father, and I may speak to you however I wish.” 
 
    “Perhaps this was why Grandmother passed so soon. She was rather sick of your nonsense.” 
 
    “Your grandmother was far too lenient with you,” he stiffened. 
 
    “Or perhaps she raised me not to be a fool, or to be made a fool of.” 
 
    “Well, you certainly sound like her,” the Duke pointed out, but scowled when Lady Marina smiled proudly, “and that is nothing to be proud of.” 
 
    Lady Marina’s smile soon curved into a grimace, and she crossed her arms. “I will see if Mother still seeks my assistance,” she said, over-enunciating each word, and brushed past her father. 
 
    The door slammed behind the Duke, and he sighed miserably. He glanced at the book on the floor and retrieved it with an expression of discontent. He had been threatening Lady Marina that he would dispose of the book if he ever had the chance, but at that moment, holding it in his hand as the faded pages turned before his eyes, he did not possess the strength to throw it away. 
 
    He didn't quite understand it, as reading only filled Marina’s head with unattainable expectations of love. She was most certainly not naive, but her warped idea of love was thanks in large to her grandmother, his own mother, the late Dowager Duchess of Dartrey. 
 
    She had told a young Marina, on every possible occasion, how she had met her late husband all those years ago, and how fortunate she was to have fallen in love. Of course, Marina listened to her tales with wide-eyed wonder, hoping that she, too, could marry for love. 
 
    Everyone is not as fortunate, the Duke thought to himself. Even though he had been married to his wife, and Marina’s mother, for nearly twenty-five years, and loved her tremendously, it certainly did not start out that way. Their marriage was that of convenience, as the Duke’s father was a very strict man, and loyal to his lineage. Marrying for love was the one thing he had done against the will of his own father, but that certainly worked out very well in the end. 
 
    Even though the Duke did not marry for love, he was given every opportunity, but eventually, the late Duke stepped in. 
 
    The Duke placed the book on the stool and hurried out of the library. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lady Marina descended the grand staircase and saw her mother in the ballroom, fanning herself. 
 
    “Mother, you look famished,” Lady Marina said. 
 
    “Oh, my dear. Famished would be an understatement.” 
 
    “Take a rest.” 
 
    “There is too much to do. What kept you? I sent your father to find you nearly an hour ago.” 
 
    “He searched in all the wrong places.” 
 
    “Typical. Where is he now?” 
 
    “I cannot be certain, but he might be setting the library ablaze.” 
 
    “Did you exchange words again?” 
 
    “He slapped my book out of my hands, Mother.” 
 
    The Duchess sighed and briefly pursed her lips. “My dear, I raised you to be a strong woman, to not allow any man to walk over you, but that didn't include your father.” 
 
    “But Mother…” 
 
    “Please do not force me to repeat myself. I have more than enough to keep me busy,” the Duchess said firmly. 
 
    “Father said you required my assistance.” 
 
    The Duchess sighed dramatically and shook her head. “Your Father is a poor messenger. I requested your presence in the dressing chamber.” 
 
    “I am fully capable of dressing myself.” 
 
    “Please do not argue with me, Marina. This ball is in honor of you and your betrothed. An engagement party; and it must be perfect, including the dress that came this morning.” 
 
    “But I was planning to wear my red dress.” 
 
    “Your father and I had the dress sailed in from Venice, with the finest fabric this side of the world, and you wish to wear a dress you have worn on more than one occasion?” 
 
    “Indeed. You did not need to have one sent from Venice, Mother.” 
 
    “You are aggravating me. To your chambers.” 
 
    “Mother…” 
 
    “Pauline is waiting there for you,” the Duchess interjected and Lady Marina nodded wordlessly. 
 
    She bowed her head slightly and made her way back up the staircase to her chambers. 
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    The Earl of Desmond rapped his knuckles on the front door of his cousin’s townhouse, but there was no answer. It was not unlike his cousin to not open the door, and this usually meant that he was either not able to answer the door, or that he was simply ignoring it as a way to let the visitor know to leave. Lord Desmond was certainly not leaving. He banged his fist on the door one last time before withdrawing a key from his pocket and unlocking the door. 
 
    This had not been the first time he had used the key, and it would most certainly not be the last. He entered through the front door and walked along the long hallway, and he glanced into the rooms as he passed them. He ascended the stairs that led to the second floor and stopped abruptly as he caught sight of his cousin, spread out on the sofa. The air reeked of bourbon and cigar smoke, which was also nothing out of the ordinary for Lord Desmond to walk in on. 
 
    “Good grief, Munster,” Lord Desmond muttered and glanced at the empty bottle of bourbon on the floor. “Have you no dignity at all?” 
 
    Lord Munster shifted himself into an upright position and glanced at his cousin with a scowl. “You’re awfully demanding this early in the morning.” 
 
    “Have you lost all sense of time while glancing too deeply down that bottle, cousin?” Lord Desmond asked with thick disapproval as he walked to the window and drew back the drapes. The room was instantaneously filled with light, and Lord Munster groaned. 
 
    “That was entirely uncalled for,” he muttered. 
 
    “I was under the impression that you were ready to leave.” 
 
    “Leave for where?” 
 
    Lord Desmond shook his head and answered, “Your engagement ball at Woolleston Hall.” 
 
    “That is tonight?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Well, shall I get dressed then,” he said and attempted to stand up, but the alcohol that still pumped through his veins made that out to be a rather difficult task. 
 
    “As soon as the parlor stops its spinning, I will be off to my ball, and my betrothed.” 
 
    “Oh, no. On second thought, I do not think it is a good idea for you to go.” 
 
    “I am perfectly capable of wooing the young woman…” 
 
    “One of many,” Lord Desmond muttered. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Nothing at all, cousin.” 
 
    He muttered incoherently, and as he attempted to pass Lord Desmond, Lord Desmond said, “I will attend in your absence and make the necessary apologies.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Your question is unclear.” 
 
    “Why would you do this?” 
 
    “You are my cousin, and contrary to popular belief, I still care what people think of your family. Our family for that matter.” 
 
    “Is that your strange way to say that you care?” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I also care that Lady Marina and her family are not made a spectacle of, especially when you are in such a state.” 
 
    “I will assume that was a yes,” he slurred slightly and left the parlor. 
 
    Unfortunately, the bourbon and cigar smoke stench did not leave the room along with Lord Munster, and Lord Desmond made his way out of the townhouse. 
 
    In all honesty, Lord Munster’s behavior did not surprise or shock Lord Desmond anymore. This had been going on for such a long time that Lord Desmond had become quite immune. 
 
    Lord Munster was not only a rake by nature, who loved women, particularly the younger ones, but he also had two other vices; alcohol and gambling. 
 
    His parents had both passed without ever seeing their only son marry and settle down, but they were well aware that it would not happen anytime soon. He dabbled too much in those vices, and it did not even bother him. 
 
    Lord Desmond could barely contain his anger when he thought back to all the instances when he had made excuses for his cousin, but tonight would be the worst of them all. 
 
    The Duke and Duchess of Dartrey had made an arrangement with Lord Munster to marry their daughter. The arrangement was accepted by Lord Munster, as the Duke and Duchess’s daughter was a beauty. 
 
    Lady Marina was a delightful young woman, whose intelligence surpassed her beauty, and that was an impossible task. Lord Desmond still remembered the day he met Lady Marina nearly five years ago when she was still a young girl, but he had never seen a more beautiful young lady in his entire life. Now, five years later, she was even more beautiful than she had been. 
 
    Lord Desmond climbed into his coach and as it rode away from Lord Munster’s townhouse, he stared out the window pensively, conjuring up a suitable excuse why his cousin was not attending his own engagement ball. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Lady Marina was not a fan of looming eyes and long stares that rested on her. In fact, it made her rather uncomfortable as she greeted her guests while at her mother’s side. She nervously glanced around her in a pursuit to see Lord Munster, but he was nowhere to be found. She was secretly relieved, but she felt the tension every time her glance met her mother’s, however swiftly. 
 
    The Duke approached them and asked, “Has he arrived?” 
 
    “No. He has not.” 
 
    “Perhaps he is not coming, Mother.” 
 
    Her mother narrowed her eyes briefly at Lady Marina but turned her attention back to the Duke. “I am certain that he will be here. Perhaps he is outside, conversing with an acquaintance.” 
 
    The Duke nodded and disappeared into the crowd again. 
 
    “Mother,” Lady Marina said and turned to the Duchess. 
 
    “Not now, Marina.” 
 
    “I simply wanted to ask if I may go to the powder room. I am feeling rather nervous.” 
 
    The Duchess touched her cheek and nodded. “Certainly. You may go but hurry back. Lord Munster may arrive at any moment.” 
 
    Lady Marina smiled weakly and hurried to the powder room. She closed the door behind her and stared at herself in the mirror. Tears welled up in her eyes, but she wiped them away before they stained her cheeks. She did not want her mother or the rest of London to know that she was unhappy with her upcoming marriage to Lord Munster. Her father had assured her that this was the best thing that could ever happen to her, and to their family. They were both of noble lineages, and their union would open many doors not only to possible business ventures but also socially. 
 
    Despite Lady Marina’s efforts, it seemed as though the wedding would follow shortly. 
 
    She was well aware that she had not made it easy on her parents when they told her about the arrangement, and she recalled being rather abrupt with Lord Munster when he had accused her of speaking without proper thinking. 
 
    She realized that there was, in fact, no way to sway her parents, and she would be doomed in a loveless marriage until her time on Earth ran out. 
 
    Rather dramatic, she thought to herself and shook her head. She powdered her nose to hide the pink flush that had crept from under her eyes to the bridge of her nose and glanced at herself one last time. 
 
    As she returned to where she had left her mother, she saw a young man standing beside the Duchess and the two were engrossed in a rather serious discussion. As Lady Marina came nearer, she recognized the man as Lord Desmond, the cousin of her betrothed. 
 
    “Lord Desmond, what a surprise,” she beamed as his emerald gaze met hers. 
 
    She was rather taken aback by how bright his eyes were, and his face had lit up tremendously when he saw her. 
 
    “Lady Marina,” he said as he took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “You look magnificent.” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders modestly but straightened them when she saw her mother glance at her with slight disapproval. 
 
    “Lord Desmond has told me something rather terrible.” 
 
    “What did you tell her, my lord?” 
 
    “Lord Munster will not be making it to the ball, unfortunately.” 
 
    “Why on earth not?” she asked and looked at her mother. 
 
    “It was rather short notice. One of his business partners was threatened by a worker, and he had to travel to Surrey to calm the man down.” 
 
    “That is terrible,” Lady Marina said. 
 
    In all honesty, Lady Marina was not as upset as she made herself out to be. In fact, she was rather thrilled that Lord Munster would not be making an appearance. Lady Marina had dreaded this evening, as she could barely stand being with Lord Munster in a crowded room. She had only been alone with him for a short while and even then his presence was ominous, and she felt very uncomfortable. Luckily, her father entered the room before Lord Munster could attempt anything, but the look in his eyes had told Lady Marina that she should, in fact, be afraid. 
 
    She had addressed this issue with her father, but he simply fobbed it off and accused her of being defiant. 
 
    “I do hope they are alright,” the Duchess said. 
 
    “I have not heard any word from him, Your Grace, but I am certain he will be back soon.” 
 
    “It is such a pity that he will not be joining us tonight,” Lady Marina said. 
 
    “Indeed. He was looking forward to tonight.” 
 
    “Of course he was. He is such a gentleman,” the Duchess gushed. 
 
    Lady Marina and Lord Desmond exchanged brief glances that were quite similar, and Lord Desmond cleared his throat. “Your Grace, may I dance with your daughter?” 
 
    “Of course, Lord Desmond. She would be delighted, would you not, Marina?” 
 
    “Indeed, and if it sits well with my mother, you can be my escort for the evening,” Lady Marina said and glanced at her mother. 
 
    “Let it be so,” the Duchess said with a smile as Lord Desmond and Lady Marina walked to the center of the ballroom. 
 
    “My mother seems to be very fond of you,” Lady Marina said with a smile as Lord Desmond held out his hand to her. 
 
    “I should consider myself lucky,” he said with a gallant smile as she placed her hand on his. 
 
    “Indeed you should. You are in the company of Dukes and Duchesses,” she said with a smirk. 
 
    “Perhaps I am the one who should feel out of place here.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You are much better company than anyone at this party.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She eyed him as they danced, and she asked, “Is it true?” 
 
    “Is what true?” 
 
    “Your story why Lord Munster is not here.” 
 
    “Why would it not be true?” 
 
    “Because I have known you for a while, and every time your cousin does something, you lie about it, and I can see it in your face right at this moment.” 
 
    “I know not what you mean, my lady.” 
 
    “You are not going to tell me, are you?” 
 
    “It is not my place to interfere.” 
 
    “It is not an interference, my lord. I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “Even so, perhaps you wish to speak with him personally.” 
 
    Lady Marina shuddered and despite her best efforts to hide it, Lord Desmond noticed it. “You despise my cousin that much?” 
 
    “I cannot answer that.” 
 
    “Yet you expect me to truthfully answer your question.” 
 
    She glanced at him and sighed. “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, what?” 
 
    “Yes, I despise him that much.” 
 
    Lord Desmond’s jaw clenched and he said, “It is not.” 
 
    “What is not?” 
 
    “My story of why Lord Munster is not here is not true.” 
 
    She pursed her lips slightly and nodded. “Despite how much I loathe the idea of becoming his wife, your words stung.” 
 
    “I can only imagine.” 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “At his townhouse.” 
 
    “You were there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He noticed her brow furrow and tipped her chin upwards until her light blue eyes met his. “Do not let him sour this joyous evening.” 
 
    “Perhaps you have a different definition of the word joyous,” she retorted, rather breathless. 
 
    He laughed with amusement and lowered his hand. “Perhaps, but for now, let us enjoy the evening, without my cousin.” 
 
    She smiled as they danced around the ballroom, and Lady Marina watched him. He was such a well-mannered young man, only a few years older than her, although he was much more mature than any of the young men of the same age. He was always immaculately dressed, and she felt at ease while in his presence, unlike his cousin. 
 
    Lady Marina was not ignorant, nor deaf, to the rumors and tales she had heard about Lord Munster’s rakish behavior, and she feared that not even a marriage arrangement could make him change his ways. 
 
    As she glanced at Lord Desmond, who seemed blissfully unaware of her thoughts or her racing heart for that matter, she studied his features and secretly wished that she was marrying him instead. 
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    A pain erupted inside Lord Munster’s head, and he groaned as he rolled over in his bed. There was a loud pounding, but it did not come from his head. The loud bashing came from his chamber doors, and he quite literally fell out of bed to open the door. 
 
    “Good morrow, cousin,” Lord Desmond entered his chambers, and Lord Munster scowled. 
 
    “What are you doing here again?” 
 
    “I was in the area and thought I would stop by to tell you how it went last night.” 
 
    “How what went?” 
 
    “Your engagement party that you did not attend.” 
 
    “Did His Grace cancel the arrangement?” 
 
    “He and the Duchess were very disappointed, but also rather sympathetic.” 
 
    “What did you tell them?” 
 
    “What I needed to.” 
 
    “You are a good man,” Lord Munster said and patted his cousin on the back. 
 
    “A good man does not lie to others,” Lord Desmond said and turned to Lord Munster, “nor does he drink himself into a comatose state and only arise when the sun is due to set.” 
 
    “You’re being dramatic.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Very,” he answered. 
 
    “Where were you last night?” 
 
    “I was here.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I came by to check if you were still breathing, and you were not here.” 
 
    “I was out.” 
 
    “Where were you?” 
 
    “If you have to ask, you are not as intelligent as you claim you are.” 
 
    Lord Desmond scoffed and shook his head in disapproval. “Will this continue even after your marriage to Lady Marina?” 
 
    “It is a marriage of convenience, not of love. I am not devoted to her.” 
 
    “That is essentially what marriage is, Henry.” 
 
    “Do not preach to me, William,” Lord Munster warned. 
 
    “Perhaps I should. What you are doing is wrong, not only to Lady Marina and her family but to everyone else that you deem worthy to share a bed with you.” 
 
    “You are about to cross a dangerous line, cousin.” 
 
    “And you have already crossed it.” 
 
    “Do you not think that it is unfair towards Lady Marina? She is throwing her life away by marrying you and you have no intention of changing your foolish ways.” 
 
    “As I said, cousin, she does not love me, nor I her.” 
 
    “It does not matter. She is the one who will be left feeling empty and alone when you are off sleeping in a light-skirt’s bed.” 
 
    “Rose is not a light-skirt!” 
 
    “I swear on my Father’s grave if any harm is to come to Lady Marina…” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Lord Munster narrowed his eyes and gave him a challenging look. 
 
    Lord Desmond was certainly not afraid or at all affected by his cousin and simply stepped away calmly. “Not at all. Consider it a friendly warning, between cousins. Please do not break her heart, or I will break something of yours.” 
 
    Lord Munster narrowed his eyes at him and said, “Get out.” 
 
    “With pleasure.” 
 
    Lord Desmond swiftly left the townhouse and climbed into his coach, heading back to Berkeley Square. 
 
    He thought back to the events of last night and a smile ran across his lips when he recalled what a lovely time he had had with Lady Marina. When the Duchess had agreed to allow him to be her escort for the evening, he was elated. He could not have thought of a better way to spend the evening than in her company. She was unlike any of the young women he had met, and it was rather refreshing. They had many things in common, and she was one of the very few people he could have a decent and intelligent conversation with. 
 
    When the evening was over, he had been reluctant to leave, but he did not have a choice. 
 
    It angered him that his cousin would still engage in such reckless behavior, even after all this time. Lord Munster was not a young man anymore, he was in his mid-thirties, and the only reason why he had agreed to marry Lady Marina was because she was more than ten years younger than him, and it would be frowned upon if he married someone under the age of twenty, according to his late mother. 
 
    The mere thought of Lord Munster’s hands all over Lady Marina made his skin crawl, and it angered him even more. Unfortunate, Lady Marina spoke her mind, but that would certainly not sit well with Lord Munster. He believed women should obey their husbands, or their lovers, and not contend with them in any way. 
 
    He started to fear for Lady Marina’s life even more, as he knew she would not bow down to him in such a way, and to Lord Munster, that would be the ultimate sin. Lord Munster became violent when things did not go his way, and he would ultimately break Lady Marina. Lord Desmond’s jaw clenched, and he refused to allow that to happen. 
 
    Fear ran through his veins as he glanced out the window, attempting to find a way for Lady Marina not to carry forth with her marriage to his dreadful cousin. 
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    Lady Marina glanced out in front of her, not focused on anything in particular. Her thoughts traveled back to a few evenings ago, and a small smile graced her lips. She was unable to get Lord Desmond out of her mind, even though she was well aware that she should not be thinking of him. She simply could not help it. He was a proper gentleman, and he had even told her that he had lied to her parents for his cousin. She was, however, unable to find out from him exactly where Lord Muster was, as Lord Desmond would under no circumstances tell her. 
 
    Many explanations ran through her mind, but she soon fobbed them off as being utterly absurd. 
 
    What was even more absurd to her was how attracted she had felt towards Lord Desmond. He was charming and possessed an ease that even made her feel at ease. They had danced most of the night, spoke of things that mattered to them, and they realized that they had very much in common. 
 
    She sighed as she realized that she and Lord Munster had very little in common. In fact, they had not even had a proper conversation before, or at least not like the ones she had had with Lord Desmond at the Estate. 
 
    “Marina?” 
 
    The sound of her mother’s agitated voice whirled her back to the present moment and she glanced at her mother, who sat on the opposite side of the tea table in the parlor of their London townhouse. Although it was a lovely townhouse with all the comforts of home, there was nothing like the fresh countryside air and the rolling hills that made Lady Marina’s heart sing. 
 
    She did not dislike the townhouse, but the bustling streets of the city seemed a bit crowded to her. She had lived most of her life at Woolleston Estate and preferred it much more to the city. 
 
    Her father deemed it a wonderful idea to stay at the townhouse for a while to allow Lady Marina and Lord Munster to get better acquainted before their wedding in July. Lady Marina’s chest tightened whenever she thought of the wedding and found it rather difficult to breathe. She had fainted a few times, even in front of her parents, but her father would not be swayed. He was under the impression she pretended to faint for attention. 
 
    “You seek attention in all the wrong places, my dear,” he would say to her in a flat tone, unaware that she was not, in fact, pretending. 
 
    The terror in her heart was authentic, but there was certainly no way that her father would be convinced. 
 
    “Yes, Mother?” she said after a long pause. 
 
    “Where on earth is your mind, my dear child?” the Duchess asked. 
 
    “I was thinking about the ball and how lovely it was, despite Lord Munster not being there.” 
 
    “Oh, you will have plenty of time to get acquainted. In fact, he should be arriving shortly,” the Duchess smiled. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Lady Marina exclaimed. 
 
    “I sent a note to him yesterday, to invite him to tea, and he accepted. Is that not wonderful, Marina?” 
 
    “Indeed. I can barely contain my excitement,” Lady Marina muttered. 
 
    Much to her dismay, there was a knock on the door and her shoulders drooped slightly, luckily unnoticeable to her mother and father’s eyes, as they were much too excited to welcome Lord Munster to their townhouse. 
 
     Lady Marina sat motionlessly on the sofa until she felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise as Lord Munster entered the room. She stood up politely and glanced at him, feeling nauseated by the sight of him. He was not an unattractive man at all, but there was something in his gaze that sent shivers down her spine, and his grey eyes were dull and cold. 
 
    “Lord Munster,” she said and bowed her head slightly. 
 
    Lord Munster took her hand and kissed the top of it. His lips were hard, and the stubble on his chin scratched her delicate skin. She was once again reminded of the gentle manner that Lord Desmond had kissed her hand at the ball, and although she knew that comparing them with one another would not benefit her at all, she simply could not help it. 
 
    “Come, sit down, and join us for tea, Lord Munster,” the Duke said with a warm and polite smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Your Graces,” he said and sat down beside Lady Marina. “I must personally apologize for not attending the engagement party. There was a rather urgent crisis that I needed to tend to.” 
 
    “Ah, indeed. Lord Desmond informed us. Have you managed to get control over the situation?” the Duchess asked. 
 
    “Indeed. It took some time, but things are back to the way it is meant to be,” he answered gallantly. 
 
    “That is wonderful news, Lord Munster.” 
 
    “I do apologize for not being there, my lady,” Lord Munster said as he glanced at Lady Marina. “I do hope you can forgive me.” 
 
    Lady Marina tilted her head to the side and was about to say something that her parents would not be too pleased about when she noticed her mother’s expression, and decided to simply play along, pretending not to know that his story was a complete and utter lie. 
 
    “I forgive you, my lord, but I will not be as forgiving in the future.” 
 
    “You have my word,” he said and bowed his head. “I trust you had a lovely time regardless of my absence?” 
 
    “Oh, indeed I did,” she said with a straight face. She did not want to seem too enthusiastic, or boastful, as she did not wish for Lord Desmond to be in trouble. 
 
    “Lord Desmond was her escort for the evening, and he ensured that she had a wonderful time,” the Duke said with a smile. 
 
    “Did he now?” Lord Munster asked and glanced at Lady Marina. 
 
    “He did, and he is a lovely man. So attentive and…” 
 
    “Careful, my lady. You wish not to give people the wrong impression of your relationship with my cousin,” he warned. 
 
    “May I not compliment his character?” she asked and narrowed her eyes at him. 
 
    “Certainly. I simply do not want any more rumors to surface.” 
 
    “More rumors?” Lady Marina asked, with an intrigued expression on her face. 
 
    “There are rumors?” the duchess frowned. 
 
    “Is there not rumor about everyone at one point or the other?” 
 
    “You are most certainly right, Lord Munster. It was just the other day when I learnt that I was not my father’s son.” 
 
    “What?” Lady Marina exclaimed. 
 
    The Duke laughed heartily and nodded. “Indeed, but most people who knew my father know the remarkable resemblance I have to a younger version of my father. There is no doubt in my, or anyone else’s, mind.” 
 
    The Duchess laughed and placed her hand on the Duke’s shoulder. “Foolish people.” 
 
    “People relish in conjuring stories in their minds and retelling and spreading them to all who will listen. I am not certain why, but they do it.” 
 
    “For sensation, and attention, Your Grace,” Lord Munster answered. 
 
    “Precisely,” the Duke answered with a smile and glanced happily at Lord Munster. 
 
    “My lady, there is a play at Sadler’s Wells. I was hoping that I could interest you in accompanying me.” 
 
    “A play?” Lady Marina asked. 
 
    “Indeed. Have you ever seen a play?” 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “You will love it, my dear,” the Duchess interjected, and Lady Marina glanced at her with a furrowed brow. “Your father and I went to a play right before we were married.” 
 
    “What a coincidence,” Lord Munster said and looked at Lady Marina. 
 
    “A coincidence, indeed,” she agreed and forced a smile. “What play is it?” 
 
    “It is called Naval Pillars, and it is a melodrama.” 
 
    “What is a melodrama?” she asked. 
 
    “It is a recreation of Nelson’s victory at the Nile.” 
 
    “Why on earth would I wish to see that? That was brutal. People lost their lives.” 
 
    “It is merely for entertainment purposes, my lady. If you wish we could go to another play, a comedy if you like.” 
 
    Lady Marina noticed her parents' horrified expressions of disapproval, and she shook her head. “I apologize for my rude comment. I would love to see Naval...” 
 
    “Pillars. Naval Pillars.” 
 
    “I would love to see Naval Pillars with you, my lord.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Lord Munster said with a smile. “I shall fetch you in my coach on Thursday evening.” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    He smiled briefly and glanced at the grandfather clock in the far corner of the parlor. “I hate to do this, but I must go. I have a rather urgent appointment with my attorney, and I must be off.” 
 
    “I shall walk you out,” the Duke said, and the two men stood up. 
 
    “It was lovely to see you again, my lady. I look forward to spending more time with you before the wedding,” he said as he bent down and kissed her hand. 
 
    “As do I, my lord. Safe journey home.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    As the two men disappeared from sight, the Duchess glanced at her with slight disapproval, and Lady Marina frowned. 
 
    “What is it, Mother?” 
 
    “I am well aware that this marriage to Lord Munster ails you very much. I will not pretend that I do not hear your sobs in the middle of the night, and I understand how you must feel, as I, too, have felt the same feelings as you, but perhaps you are blowing this out of proportion. He seems like a wonderful man. The age difference will soon be forgotten, and if you feel that he is not the right man for you, you can rest assured that he will at least pass on long before you do.” 
 
    Lady Marina’s jaw dropped, and she stared at her mother. “Mother...” 
 
    “Do not stare at me with your wide eyes. We both know that is true.” 
 
    “Certainly, but I am shocked that you said it out loud.” 
 
    The Duchess chuckled and reached for her daughter’s hand. “But I am serious when I say it to you, my dear Marina. Please do give this a chance. The plays are wonderful, and I do urge you to enjoy yourself, and not point out the brutality and the bloodshed of Nelson’s victory.” 
 
    “I cannot promise that I will not say anything, but I can promise that I will at least make an attempt to enjoy myself.” 
 
    The Duchess smiled and nodded. “Thank you, dear.” 
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    Lord Munster held his hand out to Lady Marina, wanting to assist her as she climbed out of the coach. She glanced at his hand for an elongated moment but placed her hand on his as she climbed out. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she glanced directly at the large building in front of her. She had never seen anything like it and was in utter awe. 
 
    “It is quite something,” he said beside her, as he stroked her knuckles with the tips of his fingers. 
 
    “I have never seen anything quite like it,” she said and glanced at him. 
 
    He smiled at her, and he seemed different somehow. They walked along the footpath that led to the stone theatre that was beautifully crafted, and Lady Marina wondered whether she had been wrong about Lord Munster. Perhaps he was not the monster she believed him to be. 
 
    “The inside is even better. I have reserved a box for us to sit in.” 
 
    “A box?” 
 
    “A private seating area for us.” 
 
    Lady Marina felt the tension return in her shoulders and feared to be alone with Lord Munster, but she smiled and said, “That sounds delightful.” 
 
    As they stepped inside, Lady Marina was astonished by the magnitude of people that scurried around, parading around boastfully, dressed in their best, and showing it to everyone who was willing to give them a moment’s notice. 
 
    Lord Munster led her to their seating area, but they were interrupted by a young woman, barely older than Lady Marina herself. 
 
    “Lord Munster,” she beamed and threw her arms shamelessly around his shoulders. 
 
    “Lady Catherine,” he said with a smile. “It is nice to see you.” 
 
    “Indeed it is. You have been rather scarce lately. We have not seen you around very often,” Lady Catherine said, in a voice that Lady Marina could only describe as siren-esque. 
 
    “I have been busy,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “As per usual, I see,” she reciprocated his gesture and glanced briefly at Lady Marina with discontent. “And you are?” 
 
    “Lady Marina, daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Dartrey,” she answered and raised an eyebrow at Lady Catherine. 
 
    “I am impressed. You keep far better company than you used to.” 
 
    “I am not simply his company for the evening. I am his betrothed.” 
 
    Lady Catherine’s face paled, and she glanced at Lord Munster. “That certainly is unexpected.” 
 
    “For you perhaps,” Lady Marina uttered. 
 
    “I will leave you two then,” she said as her glare stayed on Lady Marina, and she suggestively touched Lord Munster’s arm. “Enjoy the play, my lord.” 
 
    “Indeed I will.” 
 
    Lady Marina watched as Lady Catherine walked away, and she glanced at Lord Munster. 
 
    “Shall we sit down?” he asked nonchalantly. 
 
    It angered Lady Marina that Lord Munster did not care to either introduce her to this woman or that he simply had a very nonchalant reaction as if nothing had happened out of the ordinary. She did not approve of the way Lady Catherine had looked at him or touched him for that matter. Although she was not in love with Lord Munster, the fact that she had told Lady Catherine that she was his betrothed, and the woman did not care in the least and still touched him in a way that was both disrespectful and troubling, bothered her. What bothered Lady Marina even more, was that Lady Catherine seemed genuinely surprised at the news of their impending marriage. 
 
    Lord Munster led her to their seats in a private box, and Lady Marina glanced at the stage as she sat down. The entire theatre was filled with guests and was lit by candlelight. 
 
    As the play started, she glanced around her, but not many people’s attention was on the actors on the stage. Instead, most people were still conversing, which Lady Marina found rather rude. The actors on stage, however, were even less concerned about the guests than the guests were about the actors on stage. 
 
    It was rather chaotic, as drinks were served, and the men, especially, became rather obnoxious. The women, on the other hand, draped themselves over the men, and it was rather uncouth in Lady Marina’s opinion, but she did not say a word. Instead of focusing all her attention on the play, she kept an inconspicuous eye on Lord Munster, in case he thought that he could also act this way. He had had quite a few drinks already, and it did not seem that he was stopping anytime soon, which worried her even more. 
 
    One can simply not reason with a drunken man, especially if you are a woman. She had seen this one too many times, and it made her nervous. She also did not want to confront Lord Munster about Lady Catherine, specifically not in public, and especially not if he had been drinking, but she felt the need to say at least something about it. 
 
    When the actors delivered their final bows to the audience, the theatre erupted with applause, and Lady Marina had to admit, it was not as bad as she had thought it would be. 
 
    The ruckus inside became unbearable, and she practically had to drag Lord Munster outside. 
 
    “What is your problem, my lady?” he asked her as they stood out in the moonlight, the rest of the guests scattering to their coaches. 
 
    “I wish to go home.” 
 
    “But the evening has only started,” he answered with a smile. 
 
    “It is too noisy in there, and the people...” 
 
    “What of the people?” 
 
    “They are intoxicated, my lord, and conversations will lead to nothing, as they usually do in such a case.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have a drink.” 
 
    “I think not, my lord. I do not touch liquor.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should, it is quite effective to loosen one up.” 
 
    “Like all the women who drape themselves over the men in the theatre?” 
 
    “My lady is displeased.” 
 
    “You have good eyes. Shall we go?” 
 
    Lord Munster’s jaw clenched, and he grabbed her wrist. She let out a surprised shriek, and he narrowed his eyes at her. 
 
    “Lord Munster, you are hurting my arm,” she uttered with a low tone. 
 
    “That was my intention,” he hissed and loosened his grip. “Very well, if the lady wishes to leave, then we shall leave.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    Once inside the coach, Lady Marina wrapped her shawl around her shoulders in an attempt to warm herself, as the night’s air was cooler than she had initially thought. Being inside the theatre for a few hours made her forget how cold it was out in the open air. Even the coach was cold and it made her shiver. 
 
    “My lady is cold.” 
 
    “I am fine. It is chillier than I thought it was.” 
 
    “Then perhaps I should warm you up, my dear,” he said, a twinkle in his eyes, which made Lady Marina sit back against the velvet cushion of the coach seat. 
 
    “That will not be necessary,” she said, but he was already beside her. He unwrapped the shawl from her shoulders and smiled wickedly. 
 
    “My lord, this is not appropriate behavior.” 
 
    “I do not care if you deem it inappropriate. You will be my wife soon, and then I may do with you as I please,” he said and ran his fingers down her neck. 
 
    Her breathing was strained, as he could easily overpower her, and she simply sat still, not uttering a word. 
 
    “Now you have nothing to say, my lady? What happened to the fiery young woman I met three years ago?” 
 
    “She knows better,” she whispered. 
 
    His eyes met hers, and he cupped her face rather forcibly. “The terror in your eyes excites me, my lady.” 
 
    “There should be nothing exciting about another person’s terror, especially not that of your future wife.” 
 
    “Let me make this perfectly clear for you, Lady Marina. Once you are my wife, you are to do exactly what I command, and give me exactly what I want, when I want. No arguing, no resistance, no defiance. No woman defies me.” 
 
    “Luckily I am nothing like those light-skirts,” she spat. 
 
    “All women are the same,” he hissed. “In my eyes, you are not better than those whores.” 
 
    Anger boiled up inside her, and she struck him on the left side of his face. 
 
    “How dare you strike me,” he exclaimed and raised his hand to her. 
 
    Even before his hand struck her face, she cried out, and he moved away from her. 
 
    “Stop the coach,” she called out, and Lord Munster grabbed her arm as she opened the small door of the coach. 
 
    “Where do you think you are going?” 
 
    “Anywhere, as long as it is far away from you,” she said and broke free of his grasp. She climbed out of the coach and took hasty steps to get as far as possible from Lord Munster. 
 
    “Get back in this coach!” 
 
    She did not answer him; she simply kept walking, still feeling the burning in both her hand and her cheek. 
 
    He yelled profanities at her, but she refused to react, although the tears streamed down her face. It was only until she heard the hooves of the horses, that she turned around and watched as his coach disappeared into the night. 
 
    Tears continued to stream down her face, and she felt safer outside on the streets of London than she had felt inside that carriage. Lord Munster was indeed a monster. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lord Desmond turned the page of his notebook as he scanned through the entries made by himself a few years ago while sitting in his carriage on the way home. He had visited with his mother at her home in Islington, and she had come across a few of his possessions, which included this notebook. 
 
    It contained rather fond memories of the summer that he had met Lady Marina. It even documented what she wore, and the books she read that summer. He still saw her clearly in his memory, and even his mother had seen the faint smile on his lips as he had paged through it. Of course, when she insinuated that he was possibly in love with Lady Marina, he had fobbed her off and changed the topic of conversation immediately, and in a rather abrupt manner. 
 
    He glanced out the window of his coach and stared into the darkness. As the coach approached a curve in the road, he noticed a young woman on the side of the road. He sat up and glanced out the back window. 
 
    “Lady Marina,” he gasped and called out to the coachman. “Frederick, please stop the coach!” 
 
    The coach came to an abrupt stop and Frederick stepped to the side, where he could see Lord Desmond. 
 
    “Is something the matter, my lord?” he asked. 
 
    “I saw a woman on the side of the road.” 
 
    “I noticed her as well, my lord. She looked rather familiar.” 
 
    “It is Lady Marina. I will be back shortly, stay here.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Desmond climbed out of the coach and proceeded down the curve of the road until he saw her as she walked towards him. She looked frightened and tired, and there were tear stains on her cheeks. 
 
    “Lady Marina,” he said, and she glanced at him. 
 
    “Lord Desmond,” she gasped and approached him. 
 
    Much to his surprise, she put her arms around his shoulders and sighed in relief. Lord Desmond held her for a few moments, wishing that moment would never end, but sadly, it did. 
 
    “What are you doing all alone on this road?” 
 
    She gasped for air as tears filled her eyes, and he put his arm around her shoulders. “Allow me to take you home.” 
 
    She nodded simply and together they walked back to his coach. 
 
    Frederick glanced at them with a worried expression, but Lord Desmond gave him a reassuring look. “Frederick, please take us to the Bartlett Townhouse in Mayfair, if you will.” 
 
    “Certainly, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Desmond gave him a grateful nod as he helped Lady Marina into the coach. He sat down opposite her and as the coach started to move, he asked, “My lady? Are you alright? Are you harmed?” 
 
    She shook her head simply, but he immediately noticed the redness on her cheek and reached for her. 
 
    “Who did this to you?” he asked but he already knew the answer to his own question. “My cousin.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and glanced at him. 
 
    “Was he drinking?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Because he is a violent drunk.” 
 
    “That information could have been useful if given at an earlier stage.” 
 
    “It was not my place to say anything, my lady.” 
 
    “You prefer me to be attacked by my soon to be husband to figure out what kind of man he is?” 
 
    “My lady...” His voice trailed and he pursed his lips briefly. “He struck you.” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Did he...” 
 
    “He only struck me. I called out to the coachman and left the coach before he could do anything else. He said that I was his to do with as he pleased.” She averted her eyes away from him and inhaled deeply. 
 
    Lord Desmond’s blood seethed in his veins, but he attempted to keep himself composed. He did not wish for Lady Marina to be even more upset than she already was, and perhaps she would think that aggression was a family trait. “I am relieved you were unharmed, in a manner of speaking.” 
 
    “What matters it to you anyway?” she muttered and crossed her arms. 
 
    “No woman should have to go through what you have been through this evening.” 
 
    “Once again, a warning would have been appreciated.” 
 
    “I sincerely apologize. I never thought that it would come to this.” 
 
    She glanced up at him and said, “There are a few things I must know about your cousin that he simply would not answer.” 
 
    “You wish to ask me, about my cousin?” 
 
    “You know him better than anyone, and you know exactly the type of man he is.” 
 
    “What do you wish to know?” 
 
    “Is this the type of man your cousin is?” 
 
    “It is. He is violent and has no tolerance for defiance, especially not from a woman.” 
 
    “And he thinks that he can get what he wants whenever he wants?” 
 
    “Indeed. When there are alcohol and money involved, people will do anything.” 
 
    She shuddered and shook her head, wishing she had not visualized it in her mind. “Who is Lady Catherine?” 
 
    “How do you know of Lady Catherine?” 
 
    “She was at the play in Sadler’s Wells Theatre.” 
 
    “I cannot believe he took you there,” he muttered. 
 
    “Answer my question, Lord Desmond.” 
 
    “They were lovers a short while ago, and I assume they still are.” 
 
    “That does not surprise me.” 
 
    “Are there any others?” 
 
    “A few.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “I am uncertain, but there are quite a few.” 
 
    Lady Marina bit down on her lower lip and shook her head. “What am I to do, Lord Desmond? I cannot marry a man like that.” 
 
    “Then do not go through with the marriage.” 
 
    “It is much more complex than that. “ 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My parents made this arrangement with him, and...” 
 
    “Is it set in stone?” 
 
    “If you are well acquainted with my parents, then you should know the answer to that question.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to them?” 
 
    “Many times, and it results in a battle of words every single time. My father believes I am being defiant for no reason, and that Lord Munster is a fine man, who will make a wonderful husband.” 
 
    “Have they not heard the tales of his behavior, his gambling, and his promiscuity?” 
 
    “My father does not listen to tales and rumors, even if they are true. He thinks people are simply seeking attention when they spread stories of others.” 
 
    “Your father has clearly not been exposed for something that is true.” 
 
    “Indeed,” she answered and wiped a tear from her cheek. “Perhaps you could speak to them.” 
 
    “I cannot do that, my lady, even though I would do anything to free you from the clutches of my cousin. It simply is not my place.” 
 
    “You are far too well-mannered sometimes, Lord Desmond.” 
 
    “I am aware of that.” 
 
    “Perhaps the right motivation will make you change your mind,” she said and turned her red cheek towards him. 
 
    She was well aware how he felt about violence aimed at women, as she had seen his jaw clench on more than one occasion where they witnessed a similar event. 
 
    “My lord,” she said and leaned forward. “I cannot do this without you.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry, my lady. I simply cannot.” 
 
    “I understand.” She sat back against the cushion and sighed. “What is this?” 
 
    She motioned to the notebook and before he could answer, she reached for it. 
 
    “It is an old notebook of mine.” 
 
    “Are you a writer now as well,” she asked as she flipped through the pages. 
 
    “I like to pretend that I am.” 
 
    “Is it a story?” 
 
    “A love story that I attempted to write.” 
 
    “You wrote a love story?” 
 
    “Attempted, to be more specific.” 
 
    “May I read it?” 
 
    “I do not think there is anything worthwhile inside.” 
 
    “Please, my lord? I will return it the moment I finish. You have my word.” 
 
    Lord Desmond wanted to respond, and take the book from her, but he did not. In fact, he was rather relieved that she would find out of his feelings for her in the words of his hands, rather than him having to say it to her face. 
 
    “Alright,” he answered as she smiled and placed the book on her lap. 
 
    The rest of the way to Lady Marina’s parents’ townhouse was spent in silence, and as the coach came to a stop, Lord Desmond climbed out. He held out his hand and assisted Lady Marina. 
 
    “Thank you, for aiding me in my time of need”, she said. 
 
    “It is only my pleasure, my lady.” 
 
    “I will speak to my parents again, bringing forth some new information regarding your cousin. Perhaps now they will believe me.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry that you had to go through that, my lady.” 
 
    “As am I,” she whispered. She leaned in close to him and kissed him on the cheek. “Good night, Lord Desmond.” 
 
    “Good night, Lady Marina,” he said and watched as she walked up the front steps of the townhouse. He watched her as she unlocked the door and gave her a small wave before she stepped inside. The door closed, and he let out a miserable sigh. 
 
    “Is the lady alright?” 
 
    “She wishes me to think that she is, but I know that deep down inside she is not.” 
 
    “As long as she has that notebook, my lord, she will be alright.” 
 
    He glanced at Frederick, who winked at him, and he climbed back into the coach, with a slight smile. 
 
    After what had happened that evening, Lord Desmond was more adamant to stop Lady Marina from marrying his cousin. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    May 1813 
 
    Bartlett Townhouse
Mayfair
London, England 
 
      
 
    Lady Marina had never been anxious to speak to her parents about anything. She had been raised to express herself when she needed to by her paternal grandmother, and she had always been that way. 
 
    This was precisely the reason why she found it very strange as she made her way from her bedchamber to the parlor where her parents were reading. She knew this for two reasons; it was their early morning ritual, and she heard her mother as she read out loud. 
 
    Lady Marina inhaled sharply as she entered the parlor. “Mother, Father, may I speak with both of you for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course, my dear,” her mother answered and closed the book on her lap. “But first, how was the play last night?” 
 
    “The play was good, but…” 
 
    “I knew Naval Pillars would not be your cup of tea, dear.” 
 
    “Perhaps another play will be better suited for your particular interests.” 
 
    “It was not the play.” 
 
    “I hear there is a rather good comedy at the Pantheon…” 
 
    “It was not the theatre, either,” she said with agitation in her voice. “May I speak without being interrupted?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Our apologies.” 
 
    “Something terrible happened last night. Lord Munster had a bit too much to drink, and he became violent with me. He threatened me multiple times and even raised his hand to me,” she spoke softly and attempted to keep herself from bursting into tears. 
 
    Her parents exchanged glances, and her father shook his head. “My dear Marina.” 
 
    “Father, I cannot…” 
 
    “The lengths you are willing to go to persuade us to call off this arrangement is rather impressive.” 
 
    “Drastic,” her mother chimed in. 
 
    “But impressive nonetheless.” 
 
    “I do not understand. You should be horrified. He attacked me, struck me like a Cheapside light-skirt.” 
 
    “That is quite enough, Marina,” the Duke said and glared at her. “When will your defiance against this marriage stop?” 
 
    “When will the veil be lifted from your eyes for you to see what kind of man Lord Munster is?” she exclaimed. “He left me on the side of the road last night after the play, alone and after dark.” 
 
    “Marina...” the Duke warned. 
 
    “If it were not for Lord Desmond riding past in his own coach, I would have still been stranded in Islington.” 
 
    “Marina, stop.” 
 
    “Why do you not believe me? I am your daughter!” 
 
    “That is quite enough, Marina,” the Duke exclaimed angrily, and he stood up from the sofa. “You will marry Lord Munster, and that is final. These lies must come to a stop, right this moment!” 
 
    “I refuse to marry that monster! I would rather die than become a wife to a man like him!” 
 
    “No need for drastic measures, Marina,” the Duchess said with a frown. 
 
    “Mother, he…” 
 
    “Frankly, I have had quite enough of you, Marina.” 
 
    Lady Marina could not fathom what she had just heard her parents say to her. “I am not lying, Father. Why on earth would I lie about something like that?” 
 
    “To make me feel guilty.” 
 
    Lady Marina frowned and glanced at her father. “Why are you so determined to marry me off to this man?” 
 
    “Because he paid us an exuberant amount of money if you must know.” 
 
    Lady Marina blinked and looked at both her mother and father. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Marina, dearest, you must understand,” her mother started. 
 
    “Is our family in financial trouble, Father?” Lady Marina asked. 
 
    “Marina...” 
 
    “No, I deserve to know the truth, since it is my life on the line here.” 
 
    “No, we are not.” 
 
    “Then why did you accept the money?” 
 
    “Your father and I did not wish for you to marry Lord Munster at all. He is much too old for you, in our opinion, and we had heard many tales of his indiscretions. He was rather insistent, but when we refused after the umpteenth time, he threatened to ruin our family name if we did not accept.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He paid us the money for our silence.” 
 
    Tears filled Lady Marina’s eyes, and she shook her head. “I cannot believe this. You would rather your only daughter marry that monster than to have your family name in shambles.” 
 
    “Marina, you must understand the difficult position he had put me in.” 
 
    “But you made the wrong choice, and now your daughter will suffer at the hands of that man.” 
 
    “I cannot idly stand by while that man ruins my family.” 
 
    “But he is allowed to ruin your daughter?” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Marina, please…” 
 
    “No, I have heard quite enough. I will be in my bedchamber if it matters to you,” she said angrily and turned on her heel. She left the parlor and stomped to the second floor, tears of anger and betrayal running down her cheeks. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    May 1813
  
 
    The Streets of Chelsea
Chelsea
London, England 
 
      
 
    Lord Desmond waved at his life-long friend, Lord Dunlop, the Marquess of Dunlop as he climbed into his carriage. Lord Desmond had spent the day with his friend to take his mind off of the terrible situation he had found himself in. He had even asked Lord Dunlop for advice regarding his cousin and Lady Marina. 
 
    Of course, Lord Dunlop saw right through the facade that Lord Desmond simply wanted to play the part of the hero without any personal gain in the matter. Of course, Lord Desmond denied it with his life, but deep down, he knew that Lord Dunlop knew him better. 
 
    It had been an otherwise pleasant visit, and Lord Desmond vowed to visit with Lord Dunlop more often. 
 
    He sat back in his coach as he noticed the rain starting to fall down outside. He shivered slightly, and the coach rode along the busy streets of Chelsea. His thoughts immediately ran back to Lady Marina, and he wondered how she was feeling. He also wondered whether she had spoken to her parents about the events of that night, and how he had come to her rescue. He also wondered what their reactions were to the news of Lord Munster’s actions and whether they were concerned at all. They had made it perfectly clear that they thought Lord Munster was a perfect gentleman, but the truth was that he only pretended to be. He had no regard for others feelings but his own, and his determination made him ruthless and dangerous, especially to women. He was a wealthy man and used his money and his charm to get exactly what he wanted. 
 
    Lord Desmond sighed as he glanced out the window of his coach and noticed a woman walking hurriedly along the side of the road, attempting to hide away from the rain. 
 
    “Lady Lichfield,” he called out, and the woman stopped abruptly. 
 
    “Lord Desmond?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “Lovely weather, is it not?” 
 
    “Hardly,” she scoffed. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I had a visit with Lord Dunlop.” 
 
    “That friendship has lasted the test of time.” 
 
    “It certainly has.” 
 
    “You have a rather long walk ahead of you, my lady.” 
 
    “Indeed. These boots are without a doubt the most uncomfortable things I have ever worn,” she muttered. 
 
    “Would you accept a ride in my coach?” 
 
    “That is awfully kind of you. Yes, before my feet fall off.” 
 
    Lord Desmond opened the door for her, and she climbed inside. 
 
    “Thank you ever so much, Desmond.” 
 
    “It is simply my pleasure. I would not want my wife to walk around in the rain, as I know Lord Lichfield would not care for it either, especially not in your condition.” 
 
    “What do you speak of, Desmond?” 
 
    Lord Desmond glanced briefly at the slight bulge of her stomach and pursed his lips. “You are with child.” 
 
    “It does not surprise me that you are aware of this, although Martin and I had only announced our news earlier this week,” she answered nonchalantly as she wiped the drops of rain from her cheeks. 
 
    “I have known both of you for a very long time, and he seems to trust me.” Lord Desmond reached for a handkerchief and handed it to her. 
 
    “It would seem so.” She took it from him and patted it against her skin. “Why do you look so concerned?” 
 
    “Oh, I think you know, my lady.” 
 
    “I am not certain what you mean, my lord.” 
 
    “You have been in a secret affair with my cousin.” 
 
    “Your cousin is ridiculous,” she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    Her shoulders tightened, and she narrowed her eyes slightly. “This is not any of your business, Desmond.” 
 
    “I agree, but perhaps your dear husband would be interested to know that his child might not even be his.” 
 
    “How dare you make such accusations!” 
 
    “Perhaps it is not true, but I heard rumors that you and Lord Lichfield had not been getting along very well over the last few months. In fact, I heard from a rather reliable source that your marriage was in trouble.” 
 
    “It seems that Martin is as discreet about our relationship as your cousin is reliable.” 
 
    “Indeed, but you are the one at fault to think that he was indeed reliable.” 
 
    Lady Lichfield sighed and glanced at him. “What do you want from me, Desmond?” 
 
    “I require your assistance with something. Something extremely important.” 
 
    “I am listening.” 
 
    “As you may or may not know, your dearest Henry is set to marry the daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Dartrey in July.” 
 
    “The Duke’s daughter,” she gasped and glanced at him. “Now this makes sense. I heard of such things, but I was convinced it was a lie. People lie more often than not.” 
 
    Lord Desmond nodded and said, “Unfortunately, this is not a lie.” 
 
    “What do you need from me? I am not in an ideal situation to fight to the death.” 
 
    “There’s no need for drastic measures. I wish for you to assist me to make the Duke and the Duchess see what a mistake it is for their daughter to marry my cousin.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Your question is very vague.” 
 
    “Why are they so insistent on her marrying him?” 
 
    “I am not certain, Rose, but they seem to think that he is the perfect gentleman. I have lied for him, made excuses for him, I even paid some of his gambling debts, but I am done with all that. I cannot pretend that this is alright any longer. I cannot watch as he marries her and ruins her, breaks her. I would not survive it, and neither will she.” 
 
    "She is a strong woman." 
 
    "No one is that strong, my lady." 
 
    “The love you have for her is truly heartwarming, and you deserve to be happy, Desmond.” 
 
    Lord Desmond sighed and looked somberly out of the window. “He was violent towards her; he raised his hand to her and left her stranded on the side of the road after dark.” 
 
    “The man is a monster, Desmond.” 
 
    “Though you love him, and will have a child with him.” 
 
    “He is my greatest vice, and it is rather unfortunate that I am not his.” 
 
    “It is not your fault.” 
 
    Lady Lichfield laughed bitterly and shook her head. “Of course it is. I knew who he was before all this happened, yet I snuck out at night or while Martin was at work, or in Southampton on business. I could have stopped it a long time ago, but I did not. He made me feel alive even if it was for a fleeting moment, then he manipulated me into thinking that I was nothing without him, and I was foolish enough to believe it. It is my own fault that I am in this situation,” she confessed and glanced at him. She studied his expression for a moment, and she smiled. “You are in love with her; your eyes are brighter than the morning sun.” 
 
    “I am. I have been since the moment I saw her.” 
 
    “I am aware. I had heard this story so many times.” 
 
    “I wrote it in a notebook. Every single thought I had of her, I wrote it down.” 
 
    “And where is it now?” 
 
    “In her possession.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The night I drove her home, I had it with me. She asked me what it was, and I told her it was a love story that I had written. She wanted to read it.” 
 
    “Has she?” 
 
    “I am not certain. I doubt it because if she had, she would have said something.” 
 
    “Everything will turn out the way it should, Desmond.” 
 
    “Do you believe that to be true?” 
 
    “I do, and you should believe it as well.” 
 
    Lord Desmond pursed his lips briefly and nodded after a long pause. 
 
    “You are lucky, though.” 
 
    “In which possible way am I lucky?” he scoffed. 
 
    “Not many people experience first-sight love. Usually, it all falls apart once you realize that he is a lying, cheating man who will say anything and promise you the moon and the stars to make you give him what he wants.” 
 
    “I am sorry for the actions of my cousin.” 
 
    “You are not to blame for his shortcomings, so there is no need for apologies, my lord.” 
 
    “Will you assist me?” 
 
    “And what if Martin finds out that the child is not his? He will be devastated.” 
 
    “He will not find out, I will make certain of that.” 
 
    “Is that a promise?” 
 
    “Indeed it is, and unlike my cousin, I never break my promises.” 
 
      
 
    
  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Dodge Townhouse
Chelsea
London, England 
 
      
 
    Lord Munster glanced at the empty glass in his hand and scowled heavily. A pulsating pain had been perched between his eyes even before he had opened them this morning. The only remedy had been swallowed away a few moments ago, but it was yet to work. 
 
    He glanced at the empty coin purse that lay to his right and muttered incoherently. He had spent the better part of the evening betting away his money, and he did not even care that he had come back to his home with nothing to show for it. He ran his fingers through his hair and swatted at the coin purse, sweeping it off the desk. If fell onto the floor with nothing more than a dull sound, as empty purses have no weight to them. 
 
    A sudden knock on the door blazed inside his head, but he answered in an agitated tone. 
 
    “I am busy.” 
 
    The door opened regardless of his answer, and as he glanced up, Lord Desmond stood in the doorway. 
 
    “I am not in the mood, William,” he muttered as Lord Desmond entered the study. 
 
    “I do not care in the least whether you are in the mood or not,” Lord Desmond replied and closed the door behind him. “I am here to speak with you.” 
 
    “Or preach to me.” 
 
    “Whichever comes first, I suppose.” 
 
    “What do you wish to speak to me about this time? My gambling? My drunken behavior last night? My empty coin purse on the floor?” 
 
    “I had addressed those issues more than was necessary. It does not concern me what you do with your money, or your drunken shenanigans.” 
 
    “Then why are you here?” he asked with an agitated scowl. 
 
    “How was the play at Sadler’s Wells?” 
 
    “Entertaining. Lady Marina enjoyed it almost as much as I did,” he smirked. 
 
    “I highly doubt that.” 
 
    “If there is something you wish to say to me, cousin, please do so. This conversation is becoming rather tiresome.” 
 
    “You left her on the side of the road, after dark.” 
 
    “She climbed out of the carnage on her own. I tried to stop her.” 
 
    “You struck her.” 
 
    Lord Munster shrugged nonchalantly and said, “She deserved it.” 
 
    “No woman deserves that, even the ones who, in your opinion, do,” Lord Desmond said with thick disapproval in his tone. 
 
    He crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes with bitter amusement. “Did she run to you and tell you these lies?” 
 
    “No, I found her on the road back from Islington.” 
 
    “You found her?” 
 
    “Indeed, and she told me what you did.” 
 
    “Did she tell you how she disrespected me as well?” 
 
    “I believe that she was disrespected first because you are not the type of man who respects women to start off with.” 
 
    “How can you say such a thing? I am a perfect gentleman. Her parents adore me.” 
 
    “They must be blind, or entirely oblivious to the world. There are tales of your malicious mischief all over England.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are blowing this completely out of proportion, cousin. Especially that Lady Marina is involved.” 
 
    “What are you insinuating?” 
 
    Lord Munster scoffed as he rolled his eyes. “That is rather typical that you pretend it is not true.” 
 
    “Typical of what?” 
 
    “You have always had your eye on her, but you were too afraid to tell her how you felt. Now that I am to marry her, you will stop at nothing to see that it does not happen.” 
 
    “My feelings for Lady Marina have nothing to do with the fact that you do not deserve a woman like that, and that a woman like her deserves a much better man than you.” 
 
    “And, you think you are better than me?” 
 
    “I certainly do.” 
 
    Lord Munster scoffed once more and rose to his feet. 
 
    “I know about Rose.” 
 
    Lord Munster froze for a moment and furrowed his brow. “I do not know what you are referring to.” 
 
    “I know that she is with child, and it is yours.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “You should know by now, cousin, I am very resourceful. My scholastic reports showed I had a very keen sense of logic, and a curious mind, above my intelligence and wit, of course.” 
 
    “Boasting is not an attractive trait, cousin.” 
 
    “Neither is being denounced as a criminal.” 
 
    “I am not a criminal.” 
 
    “I have at least three women who would most definitely disagree with that statement.” 
 
    “You would never do such a thing. We are family.” 
 
    “Regrettably, the latter is true, but I have watched, idly I may add, as you ruined countless lives, and the women who desperately attempted to regain them.” 
 
    “You have no business to preach to me.” 
 
    “You are wrong, cousin. I have every right to. When the woman I love is in danger of being treated like a disposable item, it is my right to do everything in my power to stop that from happening, and I do mean everything in my power.” 
 
    “You are not capable of doing anything drastic.” 
 
    “With proper motivation, I can assure you that I am capable. You will release the arrangement between Lady Marina and yourself.” 
 
    “My arrangement is not only with her but with the Duke as well,” Lord Munster said with a smirk. 
 
    “Then relieve that arrangement as well.” 
 
    “I invested too much money on that.” 
 
    “Whatever amount you gave him, I will give you double, or I will have to expose your terrible deeds, and allow you to rot in prison for the rest of your days. There are no women to manipulate in prison.” 
 
    “You certainly are adamant, little cousin.” 
 
    “You will never speak to me in such a patronizing way again, or as God is my witness, you will regret it,” Lord Desmond muttered, his eyes dark and stormy. 
 
    “You threaten me in my own home.” 
 
    “I will do whatever I need to. I am not afraid of you,” Lord Desmond said. 
 
    “Get out of my house; you are no longer welcome here.” 
 
    “And you can be certain that I will never lie for you again,” Lord Desmond said and walked passed Lord Munster, “or make excuses for you ever again, or give you the benefit of the doubt ever again, because the only thing that you can do well, is deceive, lie and hurt everyone around you. You deserve to be miserable.” 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    “You are no longer a part of my family, and please do not be in contact with me ever again. You will regret that you ever lived if you do.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, little cousin?” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Lord Desmond growled and left the study as swiftly as how he had entered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    
May 1813
Bartlett Townhouse
Mayfair
London, England 
 
      
 
    Lady Marina paged absentmindedly through the pages of her favorite book but did not seem to possess the mental strength or focus to read the words on the pages. The conversation she had had with her parents still distressed her, and it was still unclear to her how her parents could allow her to marry that terrible man at the expense of her happiness, to keep their family pride. Lady Marina felt much like a sheep or a horse that was sold off to the highest bidder, with no opinion on the matter. She had never considered her parents to be heartless people, but she was very much wrong. 
 
    There was a soft knock on the door of her bedchamber, but she chose to ignore it. She was certainly not in any mood to have a civilized conversation with either her mother or her father. 
 
    The door opened, much to Lady Marina’s dismay, but she did not bother to look towards it. 
 
    “Marina, may I speak with you for a moment?” the Duchess asked in a calm and soothing voice. 
 
    “If you must.” 
 
    The Duchess sat down on the low stool that stood at the end of the bed and glanced at her daughter, but did not speak immediately. 
 
    Lady Marina, who still pretended to be engrossed by her book, glanced at her mother, and slowly lowered the book. 
 
    “Your father and I have spent many nights fretting over this decision that we had made. We worried that we made the wrong choice and that you would never be able to forgive us for making this arrangement with Lord Munster.” 
 
    Lady Marina shook her head but did not say a word in return. 
 
    “It ails me deeply to see you this way, my dearest Marina. You are my daughter, and I love you very much.” 
 
    “Yet you feel compelled to ruin my life by insisting that I marry Lord Munster, a man who struck me once and will most likely do it again. A man who lies and cheats. A man who loses his money so vicariously and carelessly. A man who thinks that women are beneath him and that he can control them and treat them as he wishes. Is that the kind of man you wish me to marry? The kind of man who you wish to be a part of our family, the family he is so set on destroying? That seems rather hypocritical, Mother.” 
 
    “Marina...” 
 
    “No, Mother. I am not interested in anything you have to say because there is not a single thing you can possibly say that will make this all go away.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry, Marina.” 
 
    “As am I,” she answered, her voice still and low, and she lowered her gaze as a tear ran down her cheek. 
 
    The Duchess stood from the stool and quietly left Lady Marina’s chamber.  Lady Marina wiped the tears from her cheeks and angrily placed the book on the table beside her bed. She noticed the brown leather-bound notebook that she had taken from Lord Desmond on the night that she was struck by Lord Munster, and she reached for it. She had forgotten that she was still in possession of it, as she had promised him she would return it as soon as she had read it. That was more than a fortnight ago, and she suddenly felt guilty for not reading through it yet. 
 
    She opened it on the first page, and she read the words formed in his mind, traveling back to the summer spent in Brighton. 
 
    I had met the most beautiful young woman I had ever laid eyes on. Her skin was bright and golden, much like her hair in the sunlight. Her eyes were bright and filled with happiness, her infectious laugh was even more welcoming than the cool breeze to ease the heat of the July sun. She was the daughter of the Duke of Dartrey, and she was perfection personified in a crisp white dress, like an angel. 
 
    I barely had the courage to greet her, as my knees buckled at her beauty, but the manner in which she spoke to me made me feel at ease and from the very start, I knew she was the woman of my dreams. 
 
    Lady Marina’s eyes filled with tears, and she smiled softly. She could have never predicted that Lord Desmond felt the way he did about her, but then as she recalled the events of the last three years, it all made sense. It fit together so perfectly, and she scolded herself for being so blind to his subtle gestures. He loved her, and despite being betrothed to his awful cousin, he still respected her enough to not meddle in her affairs. For a brief moment, she wished he had. Perhaps then, they would be on the verge of marriage or would have been married already. 
 
    She paged through the book, reading brief passages, and she realized that with the passing of time, Lord Desmond had fallen even more in love with her. 
 
    She read the last line on the last entry, and her heart shattered slowly. 
 
    She is now betrothed to my cousin, and I pray with all my might she learns what kind of man he truly is before the wedding, as there is no returning from there. 
 
    A tear ran down her cheek as she slammed the book shut and stood up from her bed. She had to see him, to speak to Lord Desmond. Her eye caught movement from her window, and she glanced down to see Lord Desmond’s coach parked across the street from their townhouse. “What a coincidence,” she gasped. 
 
    She then saw Lord Desmond with a woman walk up to their front door. Who was the woman he was with? Certainly, he had not mentioned a woman in his life, but in all fairness, she was never aware of his feelings for her either. As she pressed her nose against the window, she recognized the woman as Lady Lichfield, wife of Lord Lichfield. She sighed a breath of relief, but her brow furrowed after a moment. What was Lord Desmond doing at her family’s townhouse with the Countess of Lichfield? 
 
    She slowly stepped away from the window as she heard them entering the townhouse, and she wondered what was about to happen. 
 
    She quietly made her way down the stairs and when she stepped onto the rug on the ground floor, her mother came into view. 
 
    “Mother, who was at the door?” she asked. 
 
    “Perhaps you should come and see for yourself.” 
 
    Lady Marina nodded as she followed her mother into the drawing room, where her father and their guests waited. The Duchess joined the Duke on the large sofa, and Lady Lichfield was seated on the sofa opposite them. Lord Desmond stood closest to the window and as he glanced at her, a smile formed on her lips. 
 
    It had been the first time in over a week that she had smiled in such a way. 
 
    She turned her attention to Lady Lichfield and greeted her politely. “Lady Lichfield, welcome to our home.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Marina,” she answered with a smile and glanced at Lord Desmond. “I can see why,” she said under her breath. 
 
    Lady Marina’s eyes averted towards Lord Desmond and noticed the same smile on his lips. 
 
    “Sit down, Marina,” the Duchess urged. 
 
    “I would rather stand, Mother, but thank you.” 
 
    “Very well,” the Duchess muttered and turned to their guests with a smile. “Lord Desmond, Lady Lichfield, to what do we owe the pleasure of your visit?” 
 
    “Regrettably, it is not a pleasurable visit, your grace,” Lord Desmond answered. 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Has something happened?” Lady Marina asked, and Lord Desmond glanced at her briefly. 
 
    “Indeed there has.” 
 
    “What happened?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “Your Graces, I have never been a man who intervened and interfered with others’ issues and personal business. I have always respected the choices people made, as they were ones that would have to live with the repercussions of their choices and of their actions for that matter,” Lord Desmond said. 
 
    The Duke held up his hand to quiet Lord Desmond and said, “If this has something to do…” 
 
    “With all due respect, Your Grace, I would appreciate it if I could speak first, without being interrupted.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell over the room as the Duke’s mouth snapped shut, but he nodded and allowed Lord Desmond to speak. 
 
    “I had contemplated for nearly a fortnight now whether I should get personally involved in this matter, as I did not wish to disrespect anyone. I have realized, however, that in doing nothing, I am as guilty as he is.” 
 
    Lady Marina pursed her lips and glanced at Lady Lichfield, who gave her a reassuring nod. 
 
    “You have doomed your daughter into marrying a man who has no conscience, no respect and no regard for anyone’s feeling except his own. I cannot allow Lady Marina to marry Lord Munster.” 
 
    “What on Earth makes you think that you have a say in this matter? This is none of your business.” 
 
    “It became my business the moment I found Lady Marina stranded on the side of the road, cold, alone and tired. Humiliated by a man who raised his hand to her because she fought him off when he attempted to attack her.” 
 
    The Duke and Duchess glanced at their daughter with horrified expressions, and Lady Marina felt the tears well up in her eyes. Only then did she see the sorrow in their eyes. Only then did they realize that she had told the truth all along. 
 
    “Marina…” her father gasped. 
 
    Lady Marina shook her head and turned away, not wanting to burst out into tears in front of their guests. 
 
    “We did not realize this was happening.” 
 
    “It did, and I will make sure that it will never happen again.” 
 
    “Lord Munster had done the same to me, Your Graces,” Lady Lichfield said. “I allowed him to manipulate me into thinking that he loved me, but he only loved himself. I am now carrying his child, and I fear not even that will make him change his ways. Nothing will.” 
 
    “Is your husband aware that the child you carry is not his?” 
 
    Lady Lichfield glanced apologetically at Lord Desmond. “Indeed he does.” 
 
    “What?” Lord Desmond frowned. 
 
    “He is aware, as he cannot have children of his own.” 
 
    “I am sorry, I did not know,” Lord Desmond said. 
 
    “It does not matter.” 
 
    “Lord Desmond, as much as we appreciate your honesty and your noble intentions, we have an arrangement with Lord Munster.” 
 
    “He paid them an exuberant amount of money to keep quiet of his indiscretions,” Lady Marina pointed out bitterly. 
 
    Lord Desmond glanced at the Duke and Duchess and pursed his lips briefly. “It does not matter. I had a few words with him, and he is willing to let go of this arrangement.” 
 
    “What?” Lady Marina gasped. 
 
    “You are under no obligation to marry Lord Munster any longer, my lady.” 
 
    A relieved smile graced her lips, and she let out a sigh of utter relief. 
 
    “But what of the money?” the Duke asked. 
 
    “I will take it upon myself to straighten it all out.” 
 
    “Why? Why would you do such a thing? Why would you go to such lengths to ensure the happiness of our daughter?” the Duchess asked. 
 
    “Because he loves me,” Lady Marina said, as she revealed the notebook from the pocket of her skirt. 
 
    Lord Desmond smiled shyly and nodded. “I do.” 
 
    The Duchess smiled happily as she clasped her hands together. “How wonderful.” 
 
    The Duke stood and said, “Lord Desmond, could we speak in private?” 
 
    “Certainly, your grace.” As he walked past Lady Marina, he whispered, “We will speak soon.” 
 
    She nodded simply and watched as her mother and father led Lord Desmond to the parlor, and she glanced at Lady Lichfield. 
 
    “You must think I am a fool,” Lady Lichfield said as she stood from the sofa. 
 
    “Not at all. I merely feel women who get involved with men like Lord Munster need to know what they are getting themselves into. I feel pity for them, but not for you. You are brave for standing up to him, for exposing him. There are no words to adequately express how thankful I am that you came here today.” 
 
    “I simply wanted to ensure your fate would be different than mine,” Lady Lichfield said with a tender smile as she took Lady Marina’s hand. 
 
    Lady Marina smiled and put her arms around Lady Lichfield in a warm and thankful embrace. 
 
    “Plus, finally I wanted to see the woman that Lord Desmond had spoken about and been in love with for so long.” 
 
    “He spoke of me?” 
 
    “You are all he ever speaks of.” 
 
    Lady Marina smiled happily and said, “Thank you, my lady.” 
 
    “And thank you for being such a strong woman. We certainly need more of your sort.” 
 
    “My lady?” 
 
    Lady Marina and Lady Lichfield glanced over their shoulders and saw Lord Desmond in the doorway. 
 
    “Desmond,” Lady Lichfield smiled. 
 
    “You lied to me, about your husband knowing.” 
 
    “Indeed. I wanted to be certain you could be trusted, and you proved to me that you can,” she answered and turned to Lady Marina. “He is one of the noble ones; do not let him out of your sight.” 
 
    “I do not intend to, my lady.” 
 
    “Please excuse me, I would like to have a word with Her Grace,” Lady Lichfield said and excused herself. 
 
    Lady Marina and Lord Desmond watched as the Countess left the room, and she turned to him. 
 
    “You read my notebook.” 
 
    “I did, and your words were beautiful.” 
 
    “They were true then, and they are true now.” 
 
    “You certainly know how to sweep a woman off her feet.” 
 
    “You are not a woman, you are the woman.” 
 
    “And you never had the courage to tell me all this sooner?” 
 
    He chuckled and shook his head. “You seemed rather out of reach, being the daughter of a Duke.” 
 
    “That should not matter, as your title does not matter to me. It is your heart that I am after, not your title.” 
 
    “You truly are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, with the most wonderful heart, and I will spend the rest of my life acting silly so that I can hear your laugh every single day of my life.” 
 
    “Your words are like food to my soul.” 
 
    “My lady?” he asked as he stepped closer to her. 
 
    “My lord?” 
 
    He brushed a lock of wayward hair from away from her face and whispered, “Would it be presumptuous if I asked for a kiss?” 
 
    “I have been waiting for that question for nearly three years.” 
 
    He leaned in, and their lips touched in a sweet and tender moment, and Lady Marina had never felt love as she did at that moment. 
 
    Lord Desmond had managed to make all her troubles vanish with his courage, and she was certain that she would, indeed as her favorite book, live happily ever after.

                                    The End 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    January 1814
Warburton Estate
Warwickshire 
England 
 
      
 
    The Duke of Warwickshire entered through the front door of his stately home, feeling the chill in his bones. He was not certain why but something felt rather amiss. It was eerily quiet around him, which he found rather odd. He glanced around him with utter paranoia as he made his way through the hallway. A maidservant appeared at the other end of the hallway, and the duke called out to her. 
 
    “You there,” he called out, not certain who the maidservant was at that particular moment. There were a few of the young women who bared a striking resemblance to one another and the duke had made the error of mistaking the one with the other more than once. 
 
    The maidservant turned on her heel and glanced at the duke. “Your Grace?” 
 
    “How is she?” he asked. 
 
    “Still no change, Your Grace,” she answered. “My mother is with her as we speak.” 
 
    “May I see her?” he asked. 
 
    The maidservant nodded and said, “Certainly, Your Grace.” 
 
    The duke followed the maidservant, who he had now identified as Bridget, daughter of Nurse Diana who had assisted her with the birth of their son five years ago, down the hallway towards the bedchamber of Her Grace, the Duchess of Warwickshire. 
 
    His wife lay on the bed, pale and motionless, and the duke’s jaw clenched from both concern and guilt. Despite the nature of their marriage, in the eight years that the duke had spent with the duchess, he had come to care for her, and seeing her this way was heartbreaking. Nurse Diana stepped aside as soon as he entered the chambers, and she allowed him the privacy he requested with merely one look. 
 
    The duke sat beside the bed where the duchess lay and glanced at her. Her pale skin appeared translucent and her dark hair that delicately framed her face contrasted highly against the paleness of her skin. He touched her hand and her skin was cold, colder than the last time he touched her, which truly felt like an eternity past. 
 
    “I am sorry, Joan.” 
 
    His voice was soft, yet filled with the intense emotions he felt inside him. He was on the verge of falling apart when he heard the door open, and he was rather horrified to see his five-year-old son standing in the doorway. 
 
    The duke immediately let go of the duchess’s hand and stood up. “David, my son, you should not be here.” 
 
    “I sincerely apologize, Your Grace,” Bridget said as she stood in the doorway, holding up her hand apologetically. “I tried to-” 
 
    “I want to see Mommy,” the young marquess said adamantly. 
 
    “It is alright, Bridget,” the duke said with a dismissive nod and glanced at his young son. 
 
    “Your mother is sleeping, my son,” the duke said as he approached him and placed his hand on the boy’s head. “You should be sleeping as well.” 
 
    “I am not tired,” he said, but sleepily rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “Shall I take him back to his chambers, Your Grace?” Bridget asked from the hallway. 
 
    “No, that is quite alright. I will take him myself,” the duke answered, but as he turned to his son beside him, he was no longer there. The duke glanced at the bed and found the boy standing by the bed, holding his mother’s hand. 
 
    “Wake up, Mommy.” 
 
    “Let us not wake your Mother. She must rest,” he said in a kind and soothing tone. “I will take you back to bed.” 
 
    The boy nodded, reluctant to leave his mother’s side, but not wishing to be disobedient to his father.  
 
    Together, they left the duchess’s chambers and walked back to the room where the young marquess slept. After the duke had him climb back into bed, he sat beside him and smiled warmly at him. 
 
    “Is Mommy going to be alright?” 
 
    “She will be just fine. She simply needs to rest for a little while.” 
 
    “I miss her stories.” 
 
    “As do I, my son. Now sleep, and in the morning everything will be better,” the duke said. 
 
    The young marquess nodded and rolled over onto his side as the duke smiled at him, stood from his bedside and left the room. 
 
    The duke closed the door and felt terrible for lying to his son, but there was no other option. The duke was well aware that the duchess would not be fine and that no amount of resting would change the situation. 
 
    He stood in the hallway for a few minutes and returned to the duchess’s chambers. As he was about to enter, Nurse Diana approached him with a sorrowful expression on his face. 
 
    “Your Grace,” she said and pursed her lips. 
 
    “Is she...” 
 
    “I am sincerely sorry, Your Grace. There was nothing I could do for her. She succumbed to her injuries as they were too severe.” 
 
    The duke nodded wordlessly and lowered his gaze. “Thank you for everything you did for her, Nurse Diana.” 
 
    “I truly wish there was more that I could do.” 
 
    “You did your best and for that I am truly grateful,” he answered. “I trust you will-” 
 
    “I will take care of whatever needs to be done, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the duke said dismissively and stood in the doorway. He was not quite certain which emotions were valid, and which were simply conjured in his mind. The duchess had been his wife for quite a few years, and even though they had not shared a bed for most of their years together, the duke still felt a sense of loss in his heart. She had been the one who had supported him all these years. She was the mother of his child, a son. She had produced him an heir and in his own unique manner, the duke did love her, hence a sense of loss was entirely justified. 
 
    He wandered aimlessly through the dark hallways, proceeding to figure out exactly how he would explain the duchess’s death to his beloved son. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    January 1814
Warburton Estate
Warwickshire 
England 
 
      
 
    Lady Leah stepped out of her coach and wrapped her fur shawl around her shoulders as the winter air made her shiver. Her coach had followed the many others who were on their way to Warburton Estate after the burial of the Duchess of Warwickshire. She had not known the duchess personally, and had only met her briefly on a few occasions, but she was a childhood friend of the duke, and felt obligated to attend both the burial as well as the vigil of the late duchess.  
 
    She followed the other mourners into the great hall, where the vigil was to be held. The entire room was draped in black velvet, and candles graced the chandeliers and the candelabras that stood on the tables. White rose petals were scattered on the tables and a large portrait of the duchess stood on a wooden easel in the front of the hall. 
 
    Lady Leah smiled sadly, as she had always considered the duchess a very beautiful woman, and the duke had been blessed to have had a woman such as her by his side. She had heard the tales of their marriage, and it had always seemed very much perfect. The duke had been happy with his lovely wife, and Lady Leah noticed this on those occasions where she met with them briefly. 
 
    Lady Leah was happy for the duke, as he was rather quiet and reserved when they were children, and she was delighted that he had managed to grow up and transform into such a gallant and self-assured man. 
 
    Only now, after losing the duchess, she hoped he would retain that sense of self-assurance, and not allow himself to lose himself during his time of mourning. 
 
    She glanced around her, searching for a familiar face and noticed the duke’s younger brother, Lord Hugh, standing all alone in the corner of the hall. 
 
    She approached him with a slight smile, and he glanced at her.  
 
    “Do my eyes deceive me?” he asked, looking rather shocked to see her. “Lady Leah?” 
 
    “Indeed,” she answered with a smile. “Lord Hugh.” 
 
    She embraced him, and he smiled at her. “How wonderful it is to see you, my lady.” 
 
    “Likewise, my lord,” she answered. 
 
    “I was told you were in Paris,” Lord Hugh said. 
 
    “I had returned nearly a year ago.” 
 
    “Why have you not come for a visit?” he asked. 
 
    Lady Leah sighed to herself and attempted to answer it as truthfully as she could, but her words failed her. “I did not wish to impose on His Grace’s life.” 
 
    This was the truth, but it was not the proper reason for her absence.  
 
    Lady Leah had been in love with the duke for a very long time, and was rather shocked, and saddened, when he told her of his plans to marry the late duchess. Lady Leah had left for Paris soon after, not attending their wedding, as it would have been rather painful for her to experience. She had never intended on telling the duke of her feelings for him, ever, nor had she any intention of allowing herself to tell Lord Hugh. 
 
    “You must be aware that according to His Grace, you would never impose. You have known one another most of your lives, and you are a dear friend of his,” Lord Hugh said with a slight scoff. 
 
    Lady Leah inwardly cringed at his words, but showed no sign of her feelings to Lord Hugh. He was a rather perceptive man, and she could not allow her emotions to seep through the facade she had come here with. This was neither the place nor the time to allow her emotions and disappointment to get the better of her. 
 
    “I appreciate your words, my lord,” she answered with a smile. 
 
    “You are most welcome, Lord Hugh said and turned to his left. “His Grace is over there if you wish to speak with him.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord. If you would pardon me for a while,” she said gratefully. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Lady Leah stepped away from Lord Hugh, and as she turned around, she saw the duke standing close by, speaking to an older woman, dressed entirely in black. Lady Leah noticed the woman was rather heartbroken, and as she walked closer, she heard her refer to the late duchess as her daughter. 
 
    Lady Leah stopped midway and bit her lip, wondering whether it would be proper if she interrupted the duke’s conversation with his late wife’s mother. Luckily, the older woman stepped away from the duke, which allowed Lady Leah to stop holding her breath and approach him once again. 
 
    The duke had become even more handsome than the last time she had seen him, even in his state of mourning, and as he glanced at her, his face seemed to light up. Not entirely, but Lady Leah did not expect him to show any excitement upon gazing at her. He had lost his wife, and if he showed no emotion towards her or anyone, she would accept it. 
 
    “My goodness,” he uttered and placed his hand on his chest. 
 
    Lady Leah smiled warmly and took his outstretched hands. 
 
    “My lady,” he said and embraced her, taking her entirely by surprise. “You are here.” 
 
    “Indeed. I came to pay my respects to Her Grace.” 
 
    “I am glad that you have come, my lady. How are you?” 
 
    “I am well, thank you,” she answered. “I will not ask how you are, as it is rather clear.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “I am truly sorry about your wife, Your Grace. She was a wonderful and remarkable woman.” 
 
    “You did not know her well enough to make that kind of assumption, my lady,” the duke said with a frown. 
 
    “Perhaps, but you married her, and I know you well enough that you would only pick someone wonderful and remarkable to spend the rest of your life with,” Lady Leah answered. 
 
    The duke smiled slightly and nodded. “Thank you, my lady. It means the world to me that you have come. Where are you residing?” 
 
    “At my parents’ estate for the time being. My mother insisted that I spend some time with them, but it has been more than a year since I have returned from Paris, and no sign that my mother wishes me to leave,” Lady Leah said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, my lady, but it seems as though your mother does not wish you to leave just yet,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Or ever for that matter.” 
 
    Lady Leah and the duke chuckled, and she glanced at him. “I had missed the sound of your laugh, Your Grace. It has been too long.” 
 
    “It certainly has.” 
 
    “Daddy,” a young voice said suddenly beside the duke, and Lady Leah glanced down at the young boy who stood beside the duke. 
 
    “My lady, I wish to introduce you to my son, Lord Warburton, or David, if you will,” the duke said proudly. 
 
    Lady Leah smiled and said, “Lovely to meet you, my lord.” 
 
    “And you, my lady,” the young marquess said politely before turning to the duke. “Daddy.” 
 
    “Yes, David?” the duke asked and crouched down beside his son. 
 
    The boy whispered something to the duke, and Lady Leah focused her attention elsewhere, not wanting to eavesdrop on their conversation. She did, however, notice that the young marquess looked nothing like the duke. His hair was very dark, as opposed to the duke’s light brown hair. She glanced at the portrait of the duchess and immediately saw that David resembled his mother. 
 
    “My lady,” she heard the duke say and glanced back at him. 
 
    “Your Grace?” 
 
    “I apologize for cutting our conversation short, but there is something I must attend to,” he said with an apologetic expression on his face.  
 
    “I wish to steal him away,” David said gallantly, over-enunciating his words. 
 
    Lady Leah smiled and said, “He is as gallant and self-assured as you are, Your Grace.” 
 
    “I will gracefully accept that compliment,” the Duke said. “I do hope we can continue our conversation.” 
 
    “Of course. I will be here,” she said. As I had always been. 
 
    His conversation with his son had taken much longer than the Duke anticipated, which he certainly did not mind. His son had been his top priority ever since he was born, and that was not about to change merely because Lady Leah had arrived out of the blue. Despite being even more beautiful than she had been the last time he saw her, her long golden hair and bright emerald eyes, he had to now think of his son, and their lives without the duchess. He noticed that most of the mourners and guests had already left as he stepped back into the great hall, but Lady Leah stood beside Lord Hugh, talking quietly amongst themselves. He stood in the doorway, watching her for a while until he decided that at any given moment she could notice him and think that his behavior may be strange. 
 
    He approached her and Lord Hugh, and she smiled as soon as she saw him. 
 
    “Pardon my long absence,” he apologized. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Lady Leah asked. 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    “That is good to hear.” 
 
    “Did I miss much?” the duke asked. 
 
    “Apart from Lady Newton saying more than a few emotional words about her daughter before bursting into a fit of tears, you did not miss much at all, Your Grace,” Lord Hugh answered. “Lord and Lady Fillingham send their regards. They had to leave earlier and apologize that they could not speak with you before they left.” 
 
    “That is a pity. Lord Fillingham has a comforting way about him. He reminds me much of Father at times,” the duke answered. 
 
    “Indeed he does,” Lord Hugh answered and turned to the duke. “I invited Lady Leah to join us for dinner this evening. I do hope that sits well with you, Brother.” 
 
    “Of course. Lady Leah is always welcome here at the estate.” 
 
    “Are you certain, Your Grace? I understand that this time is very delicate and private, and I would certainly not wish to impose,” Lady Leah said. “I would entirely understand if you have any objections towards the idea.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” the duke said with a scowl. “I would not dream of objecting. It has been such a long time since we saw one another, and I think spending some time with you this evening will be exactly what I need.” 
 
    Lady Leah smiled slightly and nodded in gratitude. 
 
    *** 
 
    After dinner, the duke and Lady Leah sat in the parlor in silence. David had gone to bed early, and Lord Hugh left the estate in a bit of a hurry after dinner. 
 
    “Is David alright, Your Grace?” she asked and placed her hands on her lap. She sat on the sofa opposite the duke’s leather wingback chair, and glanced at him with a worried expression. 
 
    “He is rather quiet these days, but I certainly do not blame him. He had a very close relationship with his mother. She spent her time looking after him ever since he was born. She did not believe that anyone else should raise him but her, and no-one could ever convince her otherwise,” the duke answered as he glanced at his hand that rested on the armrest. 
 
    “She sounds persistent.” 
 
    “She was. I admired that about her. She stuck by her decisions, no matter what anyone else had to say about it. Not even I could sway her,” the duke said. 
 
    “She married you, Your Grace, so you certainly made an impression on her,” Lady Leah said with a smile. 
 
    The duke glanced at her and nodded.  
 
    The shadows danced across the room as the fire in the hearth filled the parlor with warmth and even in the dimly lit room, the duke marveled at Lady Leah's beauty. 
 
    “Why did you not attend our wedding, my lady?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    His question surprised her, and she cocked her head at him. Before she could answer however, the duke glanced at her. 
 
    “I am aware of your reason why when you had your father make an excuse for you, but was that the true reason?” he asked. 
 
    “What does it matter now? It was such a long time ago, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Indeed. I still wish to know.” 
 
    “I felt it was not my place,” she answered. 
 
    “How on earth could it not be? We have known one another all our lives,” he stated. 
 
    “That was perhaps a part of the reason.” 
 
    “I do not follow.” 
 
    “It was your time with your new wife, and I simply thought that I would be out of place there.” 
 
    “That is certainly the most ridiculous thing you have ever told me,” he said. “Even more ridiculous than the time you told me that there was a sea monster living in the lake behind the estate.” 
 
    Lady Leah giggled at the memory of that day so long ago. “You were convinced for a moment that the sea monster was real.” 
 
    “Indeed I was. I am not certain to commend your ability to fabricate such a story, or scold myself for being naive enough to believe it,” the duke chuckled. “What on earth made you confess?” 
 
    “My mother found out, and she forced me to come clean.” 
 
    The duke laughed and nodded. “Your mother was a saint.” 
 
    “She still is. She has not changed at all, and I doubt she ever will,” Lady Leah smiled. 
 
    “How is she, and your father?” 
 
    “They are well. They send their apologies for not attending the funeral.” 
 
    “That is quite alright. You are here, and I am grateful for that.” 
 
    She smiled simply and lowered her gaze. 
 
    “There is something I must confess to you, my lady,” the duke’s voice pierced the silence once again. 
 
    “You certainly do not need to confess anything to me, Your Grace,” she answered with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “But I must.” 
 
    “Very well. If you feel the need to,” she said as she glanced hopefully at him. Was he to confess that he had always loved her? Was he to stand from his chair, take her in his arms and hold her as she had longed him to ever since the day she realized she loved him? 
 
    Was he finally to tell her that he had loved her all along and kiss her the way that she had been dreaming of for more than twenty years? 
 
    “I murdered my wife,” he said flatly. 
 
    Lady Leah’s jaw dropped, and she glanced at him. “What?” 
 
    “I murdered my wife,” he repeated. 
 
    She shifted in her seat and glanced around her. “What do you mean you murdered her?” 
 
    “It is my fault that she died,” he spoke slowly. “She and I were to take a ride on our horses along the trail that led to the lake at the bottom of the estate. She was excited about the outing, as she had been cooped up inside due to a brief illness. I distracted the stable hand as he was readying Joan’s horse for the ride.” 
 
    “How do you know this, Your Grace?” 
 
    “Her saddle came loose midway to the lake, and she fell. She hit her head on an overturned tree trunk.” 
 
    “That is not your fault,” Lady Leah pointed out. 
 
    “If I had not distracted the stable hand, he would have correctly and securely fastened her saddle. If it were not for me who badgered him about his duties, he would not have rushed to ready her horse,” the duke said and glanced at Lady Leah with tears in his eyes. “If it were not for me, she would still be alive. I am the reason why she is dead.” 
 
    Lady Leah sighed a breath of relief, but her heart broke seeing the duke in tatters as he blamed himself for the tragic death of his beloved wife. She stood from the sofa, walked towards him and knelt down in front of him. She took his hands in hers and looked into his sad brown eyes. 
 
    “Your Grace,” she whispered as his sad eyes made her heart ache, “you cannot blame yourself for this. It was an accident. You could not have stopped this in any way, or by changing your actions. This was not your fault.” 
 
    The duke glanced at her and nodded slowly. A tear ran down his cheek, and Lady Leah brushed it away with her thumb. 
 
    “She was your wife, and she loved you. She would most certainly not approve of you saying such ridiculous things,” Lady Leah whispered. 
 
    “She would certainly not. She would probably scold me for being overly worried and critical over my own actions.” 
 
    “She would be right as well.” 
 
    The duke tilted his head and glanced at Lady Leah. “I have missed you very much, my lady.” 
 
    She smiled warmly and squeezed his hand. “I think I must be going. It is rather late.” 
 
    She stood, but he grabbed her hand. “Wait.” 
 
    “What is the matter, your Grace?” she asked. 
 
    “May I see you again tomorrow?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course. I am here whenever you need me.” 
 
    “Perhaps you could stay here, for the night?” he suggested. 
 
    Lady Leah stepped back and shook her head. “I cannot do that, Your Grace.” 
 
    “I will let Bridget ready a place for you to sleep,” he offered. 
 
    “No. I cannot.” 
 
    “My lady,” he said, desperately reaching for her. 
 
    “Your Grace, this is rather inappropriate. I am sorry but I cannot stay,” she said. 
 
    “I apologize. I...” 
 
    “I understand your need to not be alone, but I cannot be the one who offers you comfort when you have lost the woman you love,” she said. 
 
    “I do not know what to do, my lady,” he said and dropped his head in shame. 
 
    “You need time to mourn, Your Grace. Your loss is great, and it cannot be measured by time.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant,” he whimpered. 
 
    “Your Grace?” she asked. 
 
    “Sit down, please, my lady.” 
 
    She nodded and did as she was told. She rested her hands on her lap and waited for the duke to continue. 
 
    “Joan had been the one who took care of David ever since he was born. She taught him to walk, to talk; she fed him, she taught him to spell. I simply watched her do all these things. She loved him more than anything in the world. She was his mother, his teacher, his provider, the one person he could always count on. She consoled him when he was sad, she laughed with him when he was happy. She calmed him when he was upset, and she loved him unconditionally,” the duke said. 
 
    A sad smile formed on Lady Leah’s lips, and her heart ached for both the duke and young David. 
 
    “Who will take care of him now that she is gone?” 
 
    “You are his father.” 
 
    “Yet I know nothing about how to console my own son.” 
 
    “It will come with time.” 
 
    “He needs consolation now, not with time.” 
 
    “May I make a suggestion, Your Grace?” 
 
    “Of course. I trust your judgment more than I do my own,” he answered. 
 
    Lady Leah smiled inwardly as that had been one of the heartwarming and entrusting things that she had ever been told by anyone. “Perhaps it would be a good idea for you to find a governess for David. To teach him all the things his mother will not be able to.” 
 
    “That is a perfect suggestion, my lady.” 
 
    Lady Leah smiled and shrugged modestly. 
 
    “When can you start?” he asked. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “If not you, then who?” 
 
    “Your Grace, with all due respect, have you gone mad?” she asked. 
 
    “My sanity certainly is debatable at this very moment, but I do not have a shred of doubt that I will find anyone better to be my son’s governess.” 
 
    “You rely too much on your confidence in me, Your Grace,” Lady Leah sighed. “I am not a governess.” 
 
    “You are wonderful with children.” 
 
    “Those were my cousins. They are family.” 
 
    “And I am not?”  
 
    Lady Leah sighed, conflicted at the duke’s proposal, and she answered, “Of course you are.” 
 
    “Please, do this for me, and for David.” 
 
    She sighed once again and pursed her lips. “Your Grace,” she whispered. 
 
    “Please, Leah.” 
 
    The mention of her name and the desperation in his eyes, as well as his voice, broke her heart once again, and it would certainly break his if she did not agree to do this for him.  
 
    She nodded slowly and said, “Very well.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lady. You can't possibly fathom how much this means to me,” he said with a relieved tone. 
 
    She nodded and stood once again. “I must be going now.” 
 
    The duke stood as well and nodded. “Certainly. I will make preparations for your arrival in the morning.” 
 
    “I would require to inform my parents regarding this, Your Grace. I do not wish for them, or anyone else for that matter, to think the reason why I will be residing here is because you and I...” Her voice trailed and even the thought of the possible rumors that may circulate due to their arrangement, made her shudder. 
 
    “Of course not. It is strictly professional, I assure you. You are my closest friend, and as I mentioned before, there is no-one that I would rather have teaching my son than you, my lady.” 
 
    “You are most gracious,” she smiled at him. 
 
    “And honest, as well,” he said as he left the parlor with Lady Leah. 
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    Lady Leah smiled at David as he sat before her counting out loud as she had instructed him to. The young boy glanced at her as he held his hand up, attempting to recall which number followed. 
 
    “Nine?” he asked, questioning himself. 
 
    “Very good, David. I see you have been practicing,” Lady Leah said with a proud smile. 
 
    “Thank you, my lady.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and she glanced up as it opened. The duke stood in the doorway with a smile and David also glanced at him. 
 
    “Did my ears deceive me, or did you count to nine?” the duke asked. 
 
    “I did, Daddy.” 
 
    “Well done, my son. I am proud of you.” 
 
    “My lady? May I go play outside?” David asked. 
 
    “Of course. We will be out shortly.” 
 
    David nodded as he stood from his chair and ran out the door. 
 
    “No running, David,” Lady Leah said. 
 
    “Sorry,” the young boy called out as he disappeared from sight. 
 
    Lady Leah chuckled and glanced at the duke. “He is a fast learner.” 
 
    “He must take after his father,” the duke chuckled modestly. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she said with a nod. “Is everything alright, Your Grace?” 
 
    “Indeed. I was about to take David out for a ride on his horse. Would you care to join us?” 
 
    “Me, on a horse?” she chuckled. 
 
    “You have been on once before, if my memory serves me right,” he said. 
 
    “It does, but that was a very long ago. I doubt I even remember how to steer,” she answered. 
 
    “Please join us.” 
 
    “I would rather not, Your Grace. I spend all this time with David, and now I will allow you to spend time with him. It is only fair,” she insisted. “I promise to join you on your next out-of-doors adventure. Preferably in the summer when it is warmer. I have never been fond of the cold air.” 
 
    “I remember. You refused to play in the snow, and I found it rather odd when you watched me from the window, smiling.” 
 
    “I was warm,” she chuckled. 
 
    “That’s a pity.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I was under the impression you watched me with a smile because you enjoyed watching me.” 
 
    “I never denied it.” 
 
    “Nor did you confirm it,” he said. “Ever.” 
 
    “A lady does not reveal all her secrets,” she whispered. 
 
    “You do not have secrets. You were the most honest person I had ever known, and you meant the world to me, my lady.” 
 
    “Thank you, Your Grace,” she said. 
 
    He stood in front of her gazing upon her for a moment before he turned away and cleared his throat. “I will see you at dinner?” 
 
    “Certainly. Have a wonderful time with David.” 
 
    “I will,” the duke said with a nod and turned away, leaving the room. 
 
    Lady Leah turned to the window and after a short while, she saw the duke and David walking along the path that led to the stables. 
 
    Despite the urge to join them, Lady Leah was adamant to allow them to spend much needed time together. She did not wish to get in the way. Despite being one of the duke's very good friends, she was also David’s governess. 
 
    She stepped away from the window and left the room. She wandered through the halls, not in any particular direction, and found herself in the great hall, glancing at all the portraits on the walls. 
 
    There were many painting of the duke’s family members, and Lady Leah studied each one of them intently, recalling the tales the duke’s mother had told them. She smiled as the tales reminded her of much simpler times. Times when she was allowed to sit beside the duke, or fall asleep on his shoulder in the coach on their way home. When they were allowed to play outside, only the two of them, without curious stares and muffled whispers, questioning their relationship. 
 
    Lady Leah longed for those times, and sighed sadly. She came to a stop in front of the portrait of the beautiful late duchess, and she tilted her head. 
 
    “Her Grace was a true beauty,” a voice suddenly pierced the silence, and Lady Leah whirled around in surprise. 
 
    The young maidservant, Bridget, stood on the other side of the hall, and Lady Leah let out a slow breath. 
 
    “You certainly gave me a startle,” Lady Leah said. 
 
    “My apologies, my lady.” 
 
    “You are right,” Lady Leah said as she turned back to the portrait. “She was a true beauty.” 
 
    Bridget nodded and slowly approached her. “She was kind as well.” 
 
    “His Grace was a lucky man to have had a woman such as her,” Lady Leah said with a nod, “but it is tragic that he has lost the woman he loved so abruptly.” 
 
    Bridget seemed confused and glanced at Lady Leah. “My lady, I wish not to speak out of place, but you seem to be unaware of their marriage.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Bridget?” she asked. 
 
    “I am sorry, my lady. I should not say anything.” 
 
    “It will stay between us, I promise.” 
 
    “You will not tell His Grace that I cannot keep my mouth shut?” Bridget asked. 
 
    “Of course not. You have my word,” Lady Leah answered. 
 
    “Very well,” Bridget said and glanced around her to ensure that there was no-one able to eavesdrop on their conversation. “His Grace and Her Grace did not share a bedchamber for the entirety of their marriage. They were not in love, they only tolerated one another.” 
 
    “I was not aware of this.” 
 
    “Not many are. The duke and the late duchess only acted a certain way in front of people, as they agreed to. They never had any intention of letting people be made aware that their marriage was a loveless one,” Bridget said and glanced at the portrait of the late duchess. 
 
    “That is rather sad.” 
 
    “Indeed it is. I cannot imagine what it would be like to marry someone I did not love and be forced to pretend that I did.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “It does help that His Grace is a handsome man,” Bridget sighed. “Even I could pretend that.” 
 
    Lady Leah chuckled softly and glanced at the young maidservant, who seemed slightly embarrassed at her own words. 
 
    “I do apologize, my lady. Sometimes I tend to speak without thinking.” 
 
    “I have that same problem, Bridget, so there is absolutely no reason to apologize,” Lady Leah said. 
 
    “Pardon me, my lady. I must get back to the kitchen.” 
 
    “It was lovely speaking with you, Bridget.” 
 
    “Likewise, my lady,” Bridget said as she disappeared out into the hallway. 
 
    Lady Leah glanced once more at the late duchess’s portrait and smiled slightly.  “What other secrets lie behind your smile, Your Grace,” Lady Leah whispered before she turned away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Later that evening at dinner, the duke and David were laughing and telling Lady Leah all about their excursion into the valley with their two horses. She had not seen the two as excited as they were before, and it warmed her heart to see them this way. She knew she had made the right choice to allow them time on their own.  
 
    “You must certainly join us the next time, my lady. We had a wonderful time,” the duke said. 
 
    “I am not certain that I could provide more excitement or pleasantries, Your Grace, but I will certainly consider it,” Lady Leah answered. 
 
    The duke glanced at her with an assuring smile and continued to converse with his son regarding the events of the day, while Lady Leah quietly listened. 
 
    After dinner, Lady Leah ensured that David was bathed and dressed warmly. He quickly fell asleep while Lady Leah read him a tale of a rabbit who searched for his home, and she quietly left the room, closing his door behind her. 
 
    She walked along the hallway and saw the door of the duke’s study was slightly ajar.  He sat behind his desk, and the candle on the candelabra lit the room in soft ambient light, and Lady Leah’s heart started to pound in her chest. Seeing him at his desk, with a content expression on his handsome face made her realize exactly how much she still cared for him. 
 
    She leaned against the doorframe and accidentally pushed against the door, causing it to attract the duke’s attention, and he glanced at her. 
 
    “My lady?” he asked. 
 
    Lady Leah smiled sheepishly and opened the door completely. “It is I.” 
 
    “Come inside,” he said. 
 
    “I do not wish to disturb you, Your Grace,” she said apologetically. 
 
    “You were not at all disturbing me, my lady. I merely needed a few moments to myself, and my study provides me with that.” 
 
    She nodded and entered the study. “I can certainly see why you would retreat here.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “The fireplace, for one, and the books that cover nearly all the walls,” she pointed out. “You had always been a fan of being surrounded by works of literature.” 
 
    “You certainly know me well.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “You still do.” 
 
    She scoffed slightly and glanced around the study. 
 
    “If I may ask, what are you doing roaming the hallways in the dark?” he asked.  
 
    “I was not roaming the halls, not intentionally any way.” 
 
    “Is everything alright? You seem distracted, my lady,” the duke said. 
 
    “Not at all,” she said, “but there is something on my mind.” 
 
    “Would you care to share it with me?” he asked. 
 
    “I would like to, but you should feel in no way obligated to answer any questions.” 
 
    The duke glanced at her and smiled slightly. “You always have questions.” 
 
    She shrugged modestly and nodded, delighted that the duke remembered after all these years that they had been apart. 
 
    “I have an inquisitive mind.” 
 
    “Indeed you do,” he said and motioned towards the empty chair in front of his desk. “Please.” 
 
    She nodded and sat on the chair, resting her hands on her lap. 
 
    “What ails that beautiful mind of yours, Leah?” he asked. 
 
    She smiled slightly, adoring the sound of her name on his lips, and glanced at him. “You seem to be coping well with the duchess’s death.” 
 
    “That is not a question,” he stated. 
 
    “Indeed. I do not wish to accuse you of anything, or make insinuations regarding your relationship with the duchess, because it is not my place,” she said. 
 
    “If there is something you wish to say, please do,” he said, his jaw clenching slightly. 
 
    “I am relieved that you are doing as well as you are, although it does worry me as well. I anticipated that you would be more emotional. David still cries sometimes, he tells me that he misses his mother dearly, and why would he not? She was his mother. She was also your wife, and you are allowed to feel sad and empty, and if you feel the need to cry, you may do so. I do not want you to keep your sadness inside you at my expense. I have had my share of heartbreak and tears,” she said in a soft and kind tone. 
 
    He glanced at her for a while, as if mesmerized by her voice and then lowered his gaze, not uttering a word. 
 
    “I do realize as well that you are a proud man, and the position you are in may make you feel as if you are not entitled to mourn and be sad, but you are allowed to show your emotions. Shedding tears for your late wife does not make you weak, or unable to carry out the duties of the title you possess. You are a man, a human being, and if you feel-” 
 
    “I did not love her,” he said suddenly, interrupting her. 
 
    “Your Grace, I-” 
 
    He held his hand in the air and shook his head. “There is no need to keep this a secret any longer, especially not from you, my lady. I had never kept anything from you in the past, and I do not intend on doing it now.” 
 
    Lady Leah pursed her lips and glanced at the duke, who now stood from behind the desk. “As you may know, Joan and I met through mutual acquaintances, but it was only after a year that our parents decided that we should marry. It would ensure a strong and solid coalition between our families and the future of our family would be prosperous.” 
 
    He stopped talking and sighed, running his fingers through his light brown hair. 
 
    “Our marriage was never intended for love, but we cared for one another. We slept in separate chambers, but we shared many nights of good conversation and laughter. She had been my companion for more than six years and despite what you may think, I do miss her presence here. I miss the sound of her voice as she sang lullabies to David even when he had been asleep for hours. I miss hearing her play the piano in the dead of the night; the soothing melodies filled the empty hallways. I miss listening to the stories she told David, carrying him into the imaginary world that she so loved to immerse herself in. I miss the conversation we had on the terrace while we watched the stars flicker against the velvet night sky. I miss the way she always treated me the way she was expected to, and knowing it was the only thing she wished of me. She did not ask for love, or to be in love. She merely wanted us to live in harmony with one another,” he said and closed his eyes for a moment. 
 
    Lady Leah stared at the duke from behind her own tear-filled eyes and pursed her lips, attempting desperately to contain her own emotions. She had expected the duke’s complete honesty, but she certainly had not expected him to cut himself open in front of her, showing his absolute vulnerability at that moment. 
 
    She stood slowly, approached him and put her arms around him, holding him in a loving embrace.  
 
      
 
    The duke folded his arms around Lady Leah’s shoulders and held her as well, listening to the sound of her breathing, feeling her warm breath on his neck. He ran his fingers through her long, golden hair and felt a wave of calm wash over him. He had never kept any secrets from Lady Leah, and now that he had told her this, he felt lighter, freer. 
 
    He could no longer lie to her of the nature of his marriage to the duchess, and he knew her well enough to know that she would never judge him, regardless of what he had done. She had seen him do much worse things, and never had she judged his actions. She had always been there to provide him with a shoulder to cry on or an ally whenever he needed assistance in a matter. She had never let him down, and he knew deep inside his heart that she would never. 
 
    She lifted her head up and gazed into his eyes. “Why did you not tell me, Your Grace?” she whispered. 
 
    “Perhaps I was too afraid that you would think that I was a fool,” he answered. 
 
    She smiled slightly and answered, her voice still hushed, “I would never think that of you, Simon.” 
 
    He glanced down at her and felt his heartbeat speed up again.  
 
    She pulled away suddenly, and he wondered whether he had overstepped a boundary. Instead of asking, he simply stepped away, as he did not wish to make her uncomfortable. He still mourned the death of his wife, and he should not be embracing another woman as intimately this soon after the death of the duchess. 
 
    “I apologize, my lady,” he said and turned away from her. 
 
    “No need to apologize. You did nothing wrong,” she said and shook her head, seeming as ashamed as he felt.  
 
    “Why does it feel that way?” he asked, and she glanced at him, unable to answer. 
 
    She took a deep breath, and her brow furrowed, as she turned to the door. 
 
    “Leah?” 
 
    She spun around and glanced at him, causing his heart to pound in his chest, and his breathing turned ragged rather rapidly. There was a fire in her eyes that was undeniable, and he silently urged her to act upon that fire. He was equally relieved and terrified as she approached him, and he took her in his arms, kissing her with a passion that he was not certain he even possessed. Her lips were sweet, as he had imagined it all these years, or sweeter even, and he wondered why it had taken him this long to kiss her this way. 
 
    The kiss simmered down, and she pulled away, glancing up at him with wide eyes.  
 
    “I apologize, Your Grace,” she said breathlessly and wiped the side of her mouth as she backed away from him. 
 
    “There is no need to apologize,” he said, equally breathless, and placed his hands awkwardly on his hips. 
 
    “Of course there is. That was not supposed to happen. Not like this,” she muttered and ran her fingers through her hair. 
 
    “What do you mean, Leah?” he asked. 
 
    “Your wife passed away nearly two months ago, and I had the audacity to kiss you in such a way,” she answered, her breathing still ragged. “I am a terrible person.” 
 
    “As am I, as I kissed you, as well,” the duke pointed out. 
 
    “That is not helpful, Your Grace,” she muttered and turned back to the door, as she had before she made the mistake of kissing him. “I must go.” 
 
    “Leah, no,” he said, and she stopped abruptly with her back towards him. “We should talk about this.” 
 
    “There is nothing to talk about, Your Grace. I was foolish and...” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head. “I must go.” 
 
    “Leah, wait, please.” 
 
    His words seemed to fall on deaf ears, and she left without saying another word, or glancing back at him. His shoulders slumped, and he felt defeated. He had not realized that she had been holding in those kinds of emotions towards him.  
 
    Perhaps she had been emotional, and it seemed the most viable option to let go of those emotions, but the duke wondered whether she had only done so to do just that, or was there more? 
 
    Did Lady Leah possibly have feelings for him that she had never had the opportunity to express? 
 
    The duke desperately wished to know the truth, but he realized that he would not find it by putting pressure on Lady Leah.  
 
    All he could do now was wait. 
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    It had been a week since their passionate and emotional kiss in the duke’s study, and Lady Leah still had great difficulty looking the duke in the eyes. She was well aware that he was anxious regarding the silences they shared, and that he wished to discuss what it meant with her, but she was not in the right frame of mind to discuss it with him.  
 
    Not yet. 
 
    Thankfully, he did not press her, and she was truly grateful that he gave her the space she needed, but she also knew that there would come a day where she had no choice but to talk to him about it. If she could postpone it as long as possible, then so be it. 
 
    It was a lovely Spring morning when the duke entered the parlor where Lady Leah and David ate breakfast with a cheerful smile on his face. 
 
    “Good morning,” he greeted and kissed David on the top of his head. 
 
    “You certainly are cheerful this morning,” Lady Leah said with a perplexed look on her face. 
 
    “Indeed, and I have reason to be cheerful,” he answered and smiled at David, who was equally as amused. 
 
    “Why, Daddy?” he asked. 
 
    “Today, you, Lady Leah and I are going horse riding to the meadow,” the duke answered and glanced briefly at Lady Leah. 
 
    Of course, young David cheered enthusiastically, but Lady Leah seemed not as filled with excitement. 
 
    “Your Grace, I do not think that is such a good idea,” she countered but he was not hearing any excuses today. 
 
    “I refuse to accept your words of decline. You will join us, and that is the end of it,” he said. 
 
    “Please, Lady, Leah?” David asked and glanced at her with a doe-eyed expression. 
 
    “How on earth can you possibly say no to that precious face,” the duke said and glanced at her. 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and studied the duke for a few moments. “Seems like he is more like his father than I initially anticipated.” 
 
    The duke chuckled and tilted his head at her. “Will you be joining us?” 
 
    “Indeed,” she answered. 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, they rode their horses through the meadow. The weather was perfect for the excursion, and even Lady Leah had to admit that the fresh air was lovely. She had forgotten how beautiful the meadow was, as she had been cooped up inside the estate for the last two months.  
 
    The horse she rode, Autumn, a chestnut-colored mare with a snow-white mane and tail was mild-mannered and easy to ride. The duke’s stallion, Thunder, was not as pleasant, but the duke certainly knew exactly how to handle him. Young David rode on a young mare who he had gallantly named Lord Snow, as the horse was completely white, and David pointed out that he resembled a snowflake.  
 
    Lady Leah glanced over at David and Lord Snow as they calmly made their way through the long grass, and she smiled happily. 
 
    “You seem more at ease on that mare than you initially let on, my lady,” the duke said, suddenly beside her, and she glanced over at him.  
 
    “I must admit, you were right,” she said with a playful cringe. 
 
    “That must be difficult to admit,” he answered with a chuckle. 
 
    She laughed and pouted slightly. The duke smiled and noticed David and Lord Snow approaching the lake. 
 
    “David, do not go too close to the waterside,” he warned. 
 
    “I will not,” David called out. 
 
    The Duke nodded and glanced back at Lady Leah. “Are we not going to discuss what happened in my study, my lady?” 
 
    “I had hoped you had forgotten about that,” she admitted. 
 
    “How could I?” he asked and reached his hand over to touch hers. 
 
    “Please, Your Grace, not here,” she said and glanced away. 
 
    “We must speak of this.” 
 
    “What are you referring to?” she asked. 
 
    “This thing between us.” 
 
    She glanced at him and frowned. “There is nothing between us,” she answered. 
 
    “I do not believe that to be true, not for a single moment,” he answered with utter confidence. “And I know that you do not believe that either.” 
 
    “Even if there is something between us, it is not appropriate,” she said. 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    “I am your son’s governess,” she answered. 
 
    “You are the daughter of the Duke of Wiltshire. You are not merely a governess,” he defended. 
 
    “That does not make it any less scandalous, or wrong,” she muttered under her breath. 
 
    “Why is it wrong? Why is it wrong for us to have a relationship?” 
 
    Lady Leah hushed him with wide eyes and shook her head. “Your Grace, we cannot do this here. Not in front of-” 
 
    A frantic scream suddenly sounded across the field, and the duke and Lady Leah glanced in the direction of the scream just as David fell off Lord Snow and onto the ground. 
 
    “David!” she called out frantically, and the duke quickly jumped off his horse. 
 
    She also climbed off her horse, not as fast as the duke had, and she watched as the duke ran past her towards David. 
 
    She was uncertain of what to do, but ran after the duke, who was halfway across the field at that stage. 
 
    She frowned as she did not realize that he was such a fast runner, but when the life of one’s child was in danger, it certainly came naturally. She was halfway across the field when she saw the duke coming back towards her, carrying an unconscious, or at least that was what she hoped he was, David, in his arms. There was blood on his face and on his clothes, and she gasped. 
 
    “Is he breathing?” she asked as he came closer. 
 
    “He is, but we need to get him back to the estate at once,” the duke answered, concern on his face. 
 
    Lady Leah nodded and followed him back to the path that led back to the house. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was late that evening when Lady Leah sat alone in the parlor, staring out into the darkness. She bit her bottom lip as worry consumed ever cell in her body, and she could not help but feel slightly responsible for what had happened to the young marquess. If she and the duke had not involved themselves in such an intense conversation and had kept an eye on David, as they should have, none of this would have happened.  
 
    Her eyes filled with tears once again, as they had been during the entire duration of the evening. The duke had called upon the family physician to examine David, but Lady Leah had felt too nauseated and exhausted to stay in the marquess’s chambers. She was heartbroken and could not imagine what the duke felt at that very moment.  
 
    She heard footsteps coming down the hallway, and the duke stepped out of the shadows and into the dimly lit parlor. She glanced at him, and her heart broke once again. His face was pale, and his eyes were tired. She stood up and approached him. 
 
    “Your Grace?” 
 
    “The physician examined him.” 
 
    “What did he say?”  
 
    “David is unconscious, but his heartbeat is still strong. The bleeding has stopped, and the physician says that it is a good sign. Nothing seems to have broken. David has hit his head rather hard and only time will tell whether he will make a full recovery or not.” 
 
    “He will make a full recovery, Your Grace,” she said, her voice soft and tender. 
 
    “I cannot lose him as well, my lady,” he said. 
 
    “You will not lose him. He will be fine. He simply needs to rest.” 
 
    The duke nodded and scowled slightly. “I feel very guilty.” 
 
    “As do I,” she agreed, and he glanced at her. “We were not paying attention as to where he was. We were too immersed in our own conversation, and I will never forgive myself for that.” 
 
    “We are both at fault; that is for certain.” 
 
    She nodded sadly and glanced at him, his sad eyes were dull and lacked their usual spark. This did not surprise Lady Leah at all. First, he had lost his wife in a horse riding accident, and now his son was lying unconscious in his chambers with a similar injury. Her brow furrowed, and she bit her lip briefly. 
 
    “Your Grace, how did he fall?”  
 
    “I did not see. Neither of us did,” he said and glanced at her. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Do you not find it rather odd that both your wife and your son were involved in a horse riding accident?” she pointed out. 
 
    “What are you insinuating?” 
 
    “I am not insinuating anything, Your Grace. It merely seems rather coincidental.” 
 
    The duke’s jaw clenched as he followed her as she paced around the room. She abruptly came to a stop in the middle of the room and turned to him. “If I may ask, Your Grace, which horse was your wife riding on the day of her accident?”  
 
    “I am not certain. Her usual mare was not at the stables, and she took...” his voice trailed as he recalled the memories. 
 
    “Your Grace?” Lady Leah asked and glanced at him, searching his face. 
 
    “I do not recall which horse it was.” 
 
    “Are you merely saying this to dismiss the idea that your wife’s accident, and your son’s for that matter, was not, indeed, an accident?” 
 
    “How dare you make such accusations?” 
 
    “I am not accusing anyone, Your Grace. It does not make sense that such bad luck will befall you twice.” 
 
    “I will be in my study,” he said, distancing himself from the situation, as well as from her. 
 
    “Your Grace...” 
 
    “You should get some rest, as well,” he said curtly and quietly left the parlor. 
 
    A tear ran down Lady Leah’s cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. There was something regarding this situation that did not sit well with her, and it made her feel very uneasy. She glanced out the window and noticed the stables. A thought occurred to her, and she left the parlor, making her way outside. She followed the cobblestone path that led to the stables and went inside. It was quiet, apart from the occasional neighs of the horses. She walked along the stalls, desperately attempting to figure out exactly what had happened, or whether there was a chance for her to find any kind of evidence that those two accidents were related, making neither of them accidents in the first place. 
 
    She wandered through the stables, rather unsure of what she was looking for, but as she approached Lord Snow’s stall, she noticed the empty space where the saddle ought to be hung. Her brow furrowed, and she entered the stall slowly, as to not startle the young horse. 
 
    “Good evening, my lord,” she said in a whispered tone. “My sincerest apologies for the unannounced visit.” 
 
    The horse neighed softly as she gently stroked its nuzzle. She smiled slightly and glanced around the stall. There must be something that would satisfy her uneasy feeling. It was too much of a coincidence that both the duchess and the marquess were involved in a similar accident, with similar injuries. 
 
    She suddenly heard the doors of the stables open abruptly and immediately crouched down beside Lord Snow. She crawled into a dark corner out of sight and hunched her body into the corner. She pressed her hands over her mouth and stayed as quiet as possible. 
 
    She heard two different voices, one male and one female, and listened intently.
“Any news on the marquess?” the male asked. 
 
    “He is unconscious. He had an injury to his skull, and the physician is unsure of how long he will remain unconscious,” the woman’s voice said. 
 
    Lady Leah’s eyes widened as she immediately recognized the voice of Bridget, the young maidservant. 
 
    “Where is the saddle?” the man asked. 
 
    “It is in the shed, I will dispose of it with the ash.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “This does not feel right, James.” 
 
    James? The stable hand? 
 
    “It does not feel right?” he hissed. “Bridget, she denied me, she threatened to take away everything I had accomplished my entire life, everything I had worked for, and you think it does not feel right?” 
 
    “You put an innocent child in danger,” Bridget whispered. 
 
    Lady Leah gasped, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “What was that?” Bridget asked, and Lady Leah froze.  
 
    She sat motionless, pressing her hands over her mouth once again. The last thing she needed was to be found hiding in the stalls, eavesdropping on an apparent conversation that would implicate the stable hand, as well as Bridget, being responsible for the accident of the marquess.  
 
    But how? Lady Leah wondered to herself. 
 
    “Horses make sounds, Bridget.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” she whispered. “I do not think we should be here.” 
 
    “Run back to the safe confines of the mansion, Bridget. You leave the dirty work to me.” 
 
    “James, do not be this way.” 
 
    “I must go,” he muttered, “as should you. We cannot be seen together.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    Lady Leah heard them leaving and waited until they were gone before she stood from the ground. She dusted the hay off her skirt and glanced at Lord Snow. “That certainly changes things,” she whispered. “I must find that saddle.” 
 
    She left the stables and made her way to the shed behind the stables. She opened the door and stepped inside. It was a small shed, dark and cramped, but luckily the moon shone through a small window providing her with at least a shred of light. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could direct herself without hurting herself, or causing unnecessary noise that would attract the wrong person to the shed. She searched for the saddle, and after a while, she found it. She noticed nothing out of the ordinary but as soon as she examined it more thoroughly, she felt a sharp edge on the inside, protruding through the leather. She only imagined that it had been tucked into the leather, and with the constant movement of the saddle against the horse’s flank, it would eventually shift and pierce into the flesh of the horse.  
 
    “That was what caused Lord Snow to throw David off,” she whispered. 
 
    At that moment, she heard someone approach the shed and realized that if she did not sneak out of the small door at the back that she would be spotted. Perhaps James would then kill her and make it appear as an accident. Her heart pounded in her chest as she left the saddle on the small table and quietly escaped through the small door. Luckily, the grass and foliage were thick around the shed, providing her with enough coverage to stay concealed. Shuffling noises came from inside the shed and a short while later, she heard the shed door open and the person left. She peered around the corner and saw the stable hand, James, walking to the servants’ quarters holding the saddle. 
 
    “Drat,” she whispered and shook her head. That was the only evidence she had to prove that the saddle had been tampered with. 
 
    *** 
 
    At breakfast the next morning, Lady Leah glanced at the duke sitting on the opposite end of the table and pursed her lips. They had not spoken a single word to one another, and it made Lady Leah feel rather upset, but she allowed him the necessary space to cope with the current situation at hand. She also contemplated whether she should tell the duke what she had discovered last evening, but she did not wish to seem as though she lurked around the estate in the midst of the night. 
 
    “How is David this morning?” she asked. 
 
    “His condition remains unchanged,” the duke said and glanced at her. “My lady?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said and looked at him expectantly. 
 
    “I must apologize to you,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    “What on earth for, Your Grace?” she asked. 
 
    “I treated you rather unfairly last evening.” 
 
    “There is no need to apologize, Your Grace. You had been through a terrible time and-” 
 
    “It is still no excuse for treating you badly, or speaking to you in the manner in which I did.” 
 
    “I accept your apology, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lady. I do not wish for us to be awkward and tense in one another’s company.” 
 
    “I fully agree.” 
 
    “And about what happened between us in the study,” he continued and glanced at her. “If you do not wish to speak of it, then I will accept it as such.” 
 
    “If we do not speak of it, Your Grace, should we then acknowledge that it never happened?” 
 
    The duke glanced at her and shook his head. “I cannot do that, my lady. I cannot pretend that it did not happen, because it is all I have thought about since it happened.” 
 
    She smiled slightly and nodded. “That is such a relief. I feel that very same way.” 
 
    The duke smiled and lowered his gaze.  
 
    There was a knock on the door of the parlor, and the duke glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “Pardon the intrusion, Your Grace,” Bridget said and glanced briefly at Lady Leah. “The physician has arrived.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Thank you, Bridget,” the duke said and glanced at Lady Leah. “I must go meet with the physician.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Can we continue our conversation later?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace,” she answered with a nod. 
 
    “Wonderful. I will meet you in the library at noon.” 
 
    “I will be there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said with a nod before leaving the parlor. 
 
    “Have you finished your breakfast, my lady?” Bridget asked as she approached the table. 
 
    “Indeed. You may clear the table,” Lady Leah answered. 
 
    “Thank you, my lady.” 
 
    Lady Leah sat back against the backrest of the chair and glanced at Bridget. “May I ask a question?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lady.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about horses?” she asked. 
 
    Bridget’s shoulder stiffened, and she shook her head. “Not enough to speak of, my lady.” 
 
    Lady Leah nodded wordlessly and pursed her lips. “It is very tragic what happened to the marquess.” 
 
    “Indeed. He is such a young boy. Lovely child.” 
 
    “There is one thing that I do not quite understand,” Lady Leah said and glanced at Bridget, 
 
    “And what is that, my lady?” she asked. 
 
    “How does a perfectly broken in horse throw a person, or a child off its back?” she asked. 
 
    “I would not know, my lady,” Bridget answered. 
 
    “Are you certain of that, Bridget?” 
 
    “Indeed, my lady.” 
 
    “I do not think you are being very forthcoming,” Lady Leah said and slowly stood. 
 
    Bridget placed the crockery on the table and glanced at Lady Leah. 
 
    “Who tampered with the saddle?” 
 
    “How on earth would I know? How can you ask me such a thing?” 
 
    “Because I know you had something to do with the marquess’s accident, or shall I rather say the sabotage of his saddle,” she said in an ominous tone. 
 
    Bridget stepped back and shook her head. “I do not know what you speak of, my lady, and I certainly do not appreciate being accused of this. His Grace will certainly hear of this.” 
 
    “Perhaps, you should tell him. Perhaps he can search the servants’ quarters,” Lady Leah said, and she noticed Bridget’s eyes widening slightly. 
 
    “If you are seeking a confession, you speak with the wrong person.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but something is amiss here, Bridget, and you cannot tell me that those two accidents, which are similar in nature, are mere coincidence.” 
 
    “Pardon me,” Bridget said, collecting the crockery from the table and rushing out of the parlor. 
 
    Lady Leah sighed as she ran her fingers through her hair and pursed her lips. 
 
    She left the parlor, feeling angered that Bridget had admitted to nothing, and she wondered whether she should speak with James personally. She shook her head at herself as she dismissed that idea, as she did not know how dangerous James could possibly be. She certainly did not wish for her lifeless body to be found drifting in the lake one morning. 
 
    *** 
 
    The duke stepped into the library at noon and smiled as he noticed Lady Leah wandering through the aisles. 
 
    “I have kept you waiting,” he said, and she turned to him. 
 
    “Not at all. I was merely browsing,” she said. “Your collection has certainly expanded.” 
 
    “Indeed. You are well aware how I relish in being surrounded by such genius,” he answered. 
 
    “Indeed, I do. Some things never change, do they?” she asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Your Grace-” 
 
    “I have been patient the last two days, but I respected your need for space,” he said and stepped closer to her, “but I cannot do it any longer.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “May I kiss you, my lady?” 
 
    She raised her brows, equally delighted and surprised by his sudden frankness. She smiled slightly and nodded. “You may.” 
 
    His face lit up with happiness as he walked towards her, took her in his arms and pulled her close to him. Their lips met in a wonderful and tender moment that nearly made her forget about everything that was on her mind. The warmth of the duke’s arms around her enveloped her, and she truly wished this moment could last forever. 
 
    The duke was the one to back away first, and Lady Leah glanced up at him. 
 
    “I had waited a very long time for you to kiss me in such a way, Your Grace,” she whispered. 
 
    “My sincerest apologies, my lady,” he whispered in return. 
 
    “You are forgiven,” she said with a smile and slid her hands down his shoulders. 
 
    “Is everything alright, my lady? You seem distracted.” 
 
    She shrugged and slowly pulled away from his embrace. 
 
    “What is the matter?” he asked once again. 
 
    “There is something I must discuss with you, Your Grace, and unfortunately it is not regarding us,” she answered. 
 
    “Can it not wait?” 
 
    She pursed her lips, wondering whether it was a good thing to tell him about the saddle. She did not have any evidence, and she would certainly look foolish if he insisted on it. 
 
    She sighed and shook her head. “It can wait.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, my lady, we can speak of it later.” 
 
    “Your Grace! Your Grace!” 
 
    The duke and Lady Leah turned abruptly to the door where Nurse Diana stood, catching her breath. 
 
    “Diana, what is it?” 
 
    “It is David,” the old woman huffed. 
 
    “I am on my way,” he said and turned to Lady Leah. “My sincerest apologies.” 
 
    She fobbed him off, and he hurried out of the library. Lady Leah sighed, feeling miserable, but adamant to find out the reason why James sabotaged the saddle, and whether he was connected to the death of the duchess. 
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    Lady Leah snuck out of her chambers, quietly closing the door behind her. She made her way through the hallways, glancing around her regularly to ensure that she was not seen.  She had remembered that James had told Bridget that someone, the duchess no doubt, had threatened to take away everything that James had worked for. Lady Leah thought to herself that she would search the late duchess's chambers for something that could possibly give her an indication as to what James had meant by that. Clearly, Bridget did not wish to disclose any information, possibly at the risk of losing her job, and her relationship with James. 
 
    She stopped in front of the closed door of the late duchess’s chambers and quietly went inside, closing the door behind her again. The roof was left untouched, and Lady Leah felt rather strange to be there in the first place. The bed had been made, pristinely laid out, as if expecting the duchess as any given moment. Lady Leah felt a shiver run up her spine, but refused to allow her beliefs in spirits to overshadow her reasoning and prevent her from doing what she had planned to do. 
 
    She searched the drawers of the dressing table, as well as the light wood dresser that stood in the corner of the room. She searched all the bookcases, the trunk, and even checked the floorboards for a hidden compartment, but there was nothing. Nothing that could possibly prove why James would harm David. 
 
    Feeling rather defeated, she sat down on the bed and sighed miserably. She was about to leave, when she felt something under the mattress and reached her hand under it. She felt the soft leather against her fingers and pulled out an old leather diary. She smiled hopefully and opened it. Her eyes widened as she started to read the words written by the duchess, six years ago. The contents did not only shock her, they also clarified many things. All she had to do was tell the duke of what she had found. She bit her lip as she closed the diary and quietly left the chambers of the late duchess. What she had just read in the duchess’s diary would change both the duke’s life and the life of his son. In fact, every person who was mentioned in the duchess’s diary, their lives would never be the same again. Lady Leah feared that this information would break the duke, but she had to inform him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lady Leah paced around nervously as she waited for the duke in his study. She had finally built up the courage to tell him, and as she saw him enter with a smile, she took a deep breath. 
 
    “My lady,” he said as he approached her. “What a pleasant surprise.” 
 
    “I must speak with you, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Certainly,” he answered cheerfully, but as he noticed the pensive expression on her face, his smile faded. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “I wish I could answer that with a yes, but I am afraid everything is not alright, Your Grace.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “After David’s accident and hearing of his injuries which are painfully similar to Her Grace's injuries, it made me think whether either of their accidents were truly accidents.” 
 
    “You are implying that it was done on purpose?” 
 
    “Indeed. That is why I went to the stables two nights ago. I wished to see for myself what the saddle that David had rode on looked like, but it was gone. Then I heard James and Bridget speaking of it in secret, and I figured it out. They sabotaged the saddle, causing his accident.” 
 
    “That is preposterous. Why on earth would they do that?” 
 
    “Because David is not your son.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your wife had an affair with James.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” he exclaimed, shocked. 
 
    “She discovered that she was with child, and it was not yours. Her Grace refused to have anything to do with James, knowing it would destroy the wealthy lifestyle she enjoyed with you. She planned to have James terminated as the stable hand, but then she feared that he would find out about it. She was afraid of him, Your Grace. He was the one who sabotaged her saddle, causing her death because he was angry that she denied him what was rightfully his. The right to see his son,” Lady Leah explained. 
 
    “I do not believe this.” 
 
    “It is true, Your Grace. I found her diary in her chambers-” 
 
    “Wait. You were inside her chambers?” he asked angrily. 
 
    “Indeed, I was. I needed proof that it was in fact-” 
 
    “How dare you desecrate the memory of Joan in such a way?” 
 
    “It is the truth, Simon. I am not lying. She wrote it in her diary.” 
 
    “First, you sneak around on the estate, and then you scour through my dead wife’s belongings.” 
 
    “It was with good reason.” 
 
    “You are to pack your bags and leave.” 
 
    “Your Grace,” please-” 
 
    “I will not say it again, Leah. I wish for you to pack your things and leave my estate, immediately.” His voice was stern and raw, and Lady Leah nodded, defeated. 
 
    “I am sincerely sorry, Your Grace,” she said quietly, without any contention from her, and she left the study. She knew that she had caused the duke much heartache and unpleasantries, but she also felt helpless, as there was nothing she could do to persuade him that she was telling the truth. 
 
    A short while later, she watched as the coachman carried her trunk towards the coach that stood close to the stables, and she ran her fingers irately through her hair. 
 
    She glanced around her and when she saw James entering the stables and discreetly wandering off, inconspicuously, she followed him. She peeked out from behind the wall and watched him as he placed the tampered saddle in Thunder, the duke’s black stallion’s stall. She continued to watch as Bridget also entered the stables and gave James a nod of acknowledgment. She approached him and said, “His Grace ordered her to leave.” 
 
    “Excellent. That means we can now go forth with our plan to eliminate the duke as well.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Bridget said with an uncomfortable nod. 
 
    “Do not fret, my dear,” he said with a smirk, “before the sunrise, the estate will be ours.” 
 
    Lady Leah’s eye widened, and she quickly stepped away from the stables. She walked back to her coach and glanced at the coachman. “Is there a chance that I may possibly speak with His Grace before I leave?” 
 
    “You wish me to disobey the orders of His Grace, my lady?” 
 
    She scowled and sighed miserably. “I cannot ask you to do such a thing.” 
 
    “Very well, my lady. Allow me to take you home.” 
 
    Lady Leah sighed once more and climbed into the coach. She glanced out the window and noticed Bridget staring at her with a smug expression on her face. 
 
    Lady Leah turned and sat back against the velvet cushioning inside the coach; she knew she had to do something to stop James.  
 
    Frankly, she was torn, but she knew that the consequences for disobeying the duke would be far less than allowing him to be murdered by James. 
 
    “Coachman! Stop the coach,” she called out and repeatedly slammed her fist against the wooden door, attempting to make as much noise as possible. 
 
    To her relief, the coach came to an abrupt stop, and she climbed out of it. 
 
    “What is the matter, my lady?” he asked rather frantically. 
 
    “His Grace is in danger.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “It is a long story,” she sighed. “Would you please help me?” 
 
    “My lady,” he answered hesitantly. “His Grace gave me orders-” 
 
    “And those will be your last orders if you do not help me. James plans to murder His Grace, as he murdered Her Grace.” 
 
    “That was an accident.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    “Why on earth would James...” the coachman’s voice trailed, and he nodded knowingly. “Her Grace had been fond of spending time in the stables. She had a love for horses.” 
 
    “And stable hands it may seem,” Lady Leah muttered incoherently. 
 
    “I will help you, my lady. Please tell me what you wish me to do.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Edward, my lady.” 
 
    “Come along, Edward. We have much to do,” Lady Leah said with a smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    The duke closed the door of the marquess’s chambers and walked along the hallway towards his own. He was truly exhausted after the long day he had had. He had spent most of the day at David’s bedside, and he wished to only spend the duration of the evening in his bed. He worried about David’s health and his recovery. He could not lose his son. He had already lost his wife, and he would certainly not survive losing David as well. His mind was in a whirl over what Lady Leah had told him and instead of going to his chambers, he went to the late duchess's chambers. He saw the diary sticking out from under the mattress and walked over to retrieve it. He paged through the diary, and the words written inside coincided with the things that Lady Leah had said to him. Everything she had told him was true, and despite being shocked and disappointed at the things that the late duchess confessed in those pages, he was disappointed in himself that he did not believe Lady Leah. She had never given him reason not to trust her; in fact, she had been honest with him ever since they had become friends. She was the most trusting, and trustworthy, person in the entire world, and he had chased her away without even thinking, or even considering that there may be truth to what she had told him. He had been a fool, and he felt ashamed of himself. 
 
    Truthfully, when he thought back to the times when he and the duchess were married, they had never truly discussed the prospect of having children. In fact, there was only one occasion where the duke recalled that she insisted that they attempt to have a child. It was only one night, but now it all made sense to the duke. As far as he was concerned at that very moment, the duchess was already with child when she had requested that of him. She was, perhaps, only trying to make it seem as though he was the father after all and gave absolutely no indication, or clue, that her son was not his.  
 
    The duke should have known that something was amiss, but he never truly took it seriously. He had been very surprised, and shocked for that matter, when she had told him that she was with child, but he had never, for one moment, doubted that he was the father.  
 
    He had known that their marriage was of convenience, arranged by their parents, but he had never thought that she would lie to him. He would certainly not have minded if she had fallen in love with someone else, but of course, she would never have told him that. Her diary was rather enlightening, despite the fact that David was not his son, and he could not, for certain, say that he knew his late wife as well as he wished he could have. It was simply unfortunate that he felt this way after she had passed. 
 
    The duke heard the floor creak outside the door and glanced up. He walked closer and opened the door, glancing out into the dark hallway. 
 
    “Is someone there?” he called out. 
 
    He heard a soft cry and frowned. His eyes widened when he realized that it came from David’s chambers, and he quickly ran down the hallway, dropping the diary in the process. David’s door was ajar, and as the duke stepped inside, he saw David was awake, but held against the wall with a knife to his chest, by James, the stable hand. 
 
    “James,” the duke said and held up his hands. 
 
    “Do not come any closer, Your Grace,” he said as he pressed the blade against David’s neck. 
 
    “You will not kill him.” 
 
    “You do not know what I am capable of.” 
 
    “I do know the love of a father, regardless of how things ended with the mother,” the duke said. 
 
    “I thought she loved me, but she loved your wealth more.” 
 
    “You threatened her,” the duke said. 
 
    “I had no choice. She threatened to terminate my employment here. Everything that I had worked for. My entire life is here.” 
 
    “I am aware of that,” the duke said. “Please, let the boy go. He is innocent in this matter. Your anger is aimed at me, so instead of taking it out on him, take it out on me.” 
 
    James smirked and threw David to the ground. “Very well, Your Grace.” 
 
    The duke had not been very skilled at combat, but he did know how to incapacitate a man. The trouble with that was James was much larger and brawnier than he was, to his dismay. 
 
    James came at him with the knife, and the duke lunged away. The duke searched nearby for a weapon and realized that he still had his letter opener in his pocket. He was not certain why it was there, but it did not matter. As he pulled it from his pocket, James came at him again, but he managed to grab his arm, and they fell to the floor. After a few punches were thrown from each one, James seemed to overpower the duke and had him pinned to the ground. 
 
    “Not as powerful as you thought you were, Your Grace,” James said with a smirk. 
 
    The duke heard footsteps, and to his surprise, Lady Leah appeared in the doorway holding a musket that pointed straight at James. 
 
    “Let him go, James,” she ordered, her voice rather shaky. 
 
    James glanced at her over his shoulder and laughed. “My lady. I thought I recognized your perfume. It was the same perfume I smelt in the stables a few nights prior.” 
 
    “Step aside, James, or I will shoot you in the head,” she said, her voice sounding much steadier now. 
 
    “Leah, put down the musket,” the duke ordered. 
 
    “Do as he says, my lady,” James smirked. “You do not have the tenacity to pull the trigger.” 
 
    “You do not know me well enough to make that assumption,” she said and pulled the trigger, firing a warning shot into the floor close to their feet. 
 
    James loosened his grip on the duke and staggered backwards in shock. 
 
    “Drop the knife, or I will shoot you, and it will not be the floor.” 
 
    James still smirked at her, unconvinced that she would pull the trigger and grabbed the duke, pressing the knife against his throat. “Shoot me, my lady.” 
 
    Lady Leah stared at him in anger, as she was well aware that she would never shoot James without harming the duke, and she lowered the musket. 
 
    “I cannot,” she said, sounding rather defeated. 
 
    “But I can,” Edward the coachman suddenly appeared in the doorway, holding a blunderbuss and shot James in the shoulder. His grip loosened on the duke, but the knife managed to cut the duke. 
 
    James fell to the floor, shortly followed by his knife, and Edward stomped toward him, kicking the knife across the room. 
 
    The duke fell to the floor as well, but scrambled away where he was reminded of David, who still lay on the floor on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    He rushed to David’s side the same moment that Lady Leah did and glanced at her. She smiled slightly before turning her attention towards David. 
 
    When James had thrown David to the floor, the child was knocked out, but he seemed to have regained consciousness when the duke called out his name. 
 
    “Daddy...” he muttered. 
 
    The duke put his arms around him and held him close. He glanced at Lady Leah who sat on the floor beside him and smiled gratefully at her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lady Leah watched as the sun rose out from behind the hills and glanced over her shoulder at the duke standing on the cobblestone path, speaking to the authorities regarding the events of last night. After James had confessed to what he had done, and after Bridget had come forward and was revealed as his accomplice, much to the dismay of her mother, Nurse Diana, the pair were escorted to the authorities’ coach and locked securely inside. 
 
    Lady Leah glanced at Edward as he approached her and smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Edward.” 
 
    “You seemed to have had the situation under control for a while,” he said with a grin. 
 
    “Only for a while. I would have shot both James and His Grace in the face. I am certainly not as familiar with a musket as I had appeared to be,” she scoffed.  
 
    “You certainly had me fooled, my lady,” Edward answered and placed an encouraging hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “You are a very brave man, Edward.” 
 
    “As you are a very brave woman. I am certain that very few women would point a musket at another man as gracefully as you did while mouthing off to him in the process,” Edward pointed out. 
 
    “I will graciously accept that compliment,” she chuckled. “But I am serious, Edward. I would not have been able to have done all of that if it were not for you. I will be forever grateful towards you for that.” 
 
    Edward smiled at her and nodded, while glancing over her shoulder. 
 
    Lady Leah glanced back and saw the duke approach them. There was a trickle of blood that ran down his neck onto his shirt, and Lady Leah reached out to touch his collar. “You are bleeding.” 
 
    “It is merely a scratch,” he said as glanced at Lady Leah with a smile and turned to Edward. “Edward, could I perhaps have a word with Lady Leah?” 
 
    Edward nodded, “Certainly, Your Grace.” 
 
    “Thank you, Edward, for everything.” 
 
    “You are most welcome,” Edward said and glanced at Lady Leah. “As are you, my lady.” 
 
    Lady Leah smiled, stepped forward and kissed Edward on the cheek. 
 
    Edward’s cheeks colored slightly, and he turned away, allowing them the privacy the duke had requested. 
 
    “How is David?” Lady Leah asked as she turned to him. 
 
    “The physician is happy with his progress. There seems to be no long-term damage.” 
 
    “I believe I told you that he would be fine,” she said to him with a smile. 
 
    “You were right, as usual.” 
 
    She grinned and shrugged modestly. 
 
    The duke’s smiled faded, and his expression grew serious. He reached for a strand of wayward hair and tucked it behind her ear. “You saved us, Leah.” 
 
    “I did not. Edward did nearly everything,” she shrugged and motioned to Edward standing near the stables. 
 
    “I must apologize to you. I told you to leave and did not wish to believe the things you said. You had never, not even once, given me any reason to doubt you,” he said to her. 
 
    “Not even when I told you about the sea monster?” she chuckled. 
 
    “Not even then,” he answered. “My lady, I am truly sorry for the way I treated you.” 
 
    “You are forgiven, Your Grace, as long as you promise to never doubt my word again,” she said. 
 
    “Never again, you have my word,” he said as he placed his hand on his chest. “I must admit, I had never in my entire life imagined that you would come to our rescue carrying a musket and threatening to shoot a man in the head.” 
 
    “Nor did I, but when the people you love are in danger, then you will stop at nothing to ensure that they are safe,” she answered. “It did feel rather invigorating to shoot that musket.” 
 
    “It is rather, but in the future, I think you ought to leave the musket to me,” the duke suggested. 
 
    “I think that would be best,” she chuckled. “Or, perhaps, you could teach me to fire the musket.” 
 
    “Or perhaps not,” he answered and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “I feel rather ashamed to have been saved by a woman.” 
 
    She glanced at him with an expression of disbelief, and he shook his head.  
 
    “Do not misunderstand me, my dear. It is I who must protect you. I am the man after all.” 
 
    “That may be true, Simon, but I protect the ones I love, no matter what.” 
 
    He smiled at her and pressed his forehead against hers. “I had wanted to tell you this for such a long time, Leah.” 
 
    “And what is that?” she asked. 
 
    “I love you very much, and there is nothing that I would not do for you,” he whispered. 
 
    “That is a terrible coincidence, Your Grace, as that was exactly what I wished to say to you.” 
 
    He touched her chin and tilted it upwards, staring deeply into her eyes. He leaned in slowly and kissed her softly and tenderly; a kiss filled with all the love that had built up inside his heart ever since the moment he first saw her. 
 
    The End 
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