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      Kintail Had Reached the Bed…


      He was about to set Molly down when he paused, stiffening, suddenly alert.


      “What is it?” she asked.


      “I thought I heard voices,” he said, looking around as if he expected to see someone step forth from the shadows. They both

         remained silent for a time, but in the flickering light only the shadows moved, and all Molly could hear was the crackling

         of the fire.

      


      “Doubtless, it was just my imagination,” he said, setting her gently on the bed where she could lean back against the pillows.

         Then, fetching the pewter goblet, he handed it to her, saying, “Don’t drink too fast now.”

      


      She sipped, watching him strip off his clothing. That he was in a hurry was plain. When he was naked he turned toward the

         bed. Molly stared. He was magnificent…
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      Sleat = Slate


      Ceilidh = K[image: art]´-lee


   

      Prologue


      Dunsithe Castle, the Scottish Borders, 1527


      When they came for her, she was sleeping. Her dreams were untroubled, for she did not yet clearly understand that her father—the

         big, laughing, teasing man she adored with all her heart—was gone from her life forever.

      


      Powerful Adam, Lord Gordon, having against all odds survived the Flodden bloodbath at fourteen, had died at twenty-eight of

         a knife wound suffered at the hands of a common reiver—and that after he had granted the villain the mercy of branding rather

         than death. After his death, Gordon’s men had rectified their master’s error, but that had made no difference to Gordon, for

         by then he was beyond caring, and he did not know what a quandary his dying would create. Things might have been different

         had he left a male heir, but he had not.

      


      “Wake up, lassie.” The strange voice was insistent. “Ye mun come wi’ us.”


      Ineffectively, Molly tried to shrug away the big hand that shook her shoulder. She was five years old and sleeping the heavy,

         deep sleep of an innocent child, so waking was not as easy for her as the man seemed to think it was.

      


      “For Christ’s sake, just pick her up, Davy.” Another voice, another stranger. “His lordship wants her straightaway, below.”


      “But she’ll need proper clothing,” protested the first.


      “Whisst! D’ye think the wee lass kens where her clothes be kept? Take her up, man. She’s sleepin’ like the dead.”


      Cold air enveloped her when one of them threw back the coverlet, but she was still too sleepy to care, even when he picked

         her up. He cradled her small body against his broad chest, but hard points jabbed her tender skin through the thin shift she

         wore as a bed gown, making her squirm to avoid them.

      


      She blinked groggily. It was dark in the room, but where was her nurse? Her father’s men did not look after children.


      “She’ll be cold,” the man holding her said. “Mayhap I should take along the blanket, too.”


      “His lordship will say what the lass needs,” the other said gruffly.


      She was more awake now and feeling querulous. “Put me down, you,” she muttered. “Who are you? You should not touch me.”


      “Hush, lass,” growled the man who carried her. “Ye’re tae do as ye’re bid.”


      His curt command silenced her, but it did not ease her annoyance. She was not accustomed to rudeness.


      The stranger was carrying her down the torchlit, wheel stairway, into the great hall. It was cold there, too, for although

         several torches burned in their holders on the arras-draped walls, the hall fire had burned down to embers. She shivered.

         She should not be here.

      


      “Here be the Maid, m’lord,” the man carrying her said.


      “Put her down.”


      That voice was one she recognized. It was her uncle, the Earl of Angus.


      More disoriented than ever, because Angus rarely visited them, she watched him, trying to gauge his mood, as the man who held

         her set her on her bare feet.

      


      Then, seeing her mother in the shadows near the great fireplace, and being a well-trained child, she curtsied hastily and

         said, “Good evening, Uncle.”

      


      Though she stood on a carpet, her feet were cold, and she knew that her mother would condemn her untidy appearance and the

         fact that she had come downstairs in her bed gown. Nonetheless, her gaze fixed itself on her uncle.

      


      Angus was a handsome, fair-haired man in his late thirties, but his penetrating blue eyes were as cold as the hall, and they

         stared unwinkingly at her. When he did not respond to her greeting, apprehension stirred within her.

      


      His expression was stern and his voice grim when at last he snapped, “Where the devil are your clothes?”


      Swallowing hard past a sudden ache in her throat, and trying to ignore the tears welling in her eyes, she said, “N-no one

         fetched them to me.” She did not dare even glance at her mother.

      


      To her surprise, Lady Gordon said tartly, “Pray, Archie, what did you expect? The child is not yet six years old. Truly, sir,

         I do not know why you are bent on this dreadful course, for she is far too young to be taken from her home.”

      


      Molly tensed and rubbed one cold foot against the other, but she did not protest. Although she was young, she knew better

         than to complain. Her mother was as unpredictable as Uncle Archie and would not thank her for voicing an opinion.

      


      The earl regarded her mother with disfavor. “You will not set yourself in opposition to me, Eleanor,” he said. “You will do

         what is best for your family, and I will determine what that must be. I have a new husband in mind for you, and although he

         is willing to take a woman born on the wrong side of the blanket if she is my sister, he is not a man I can allow to control

         the Maid of Dunsithe or her present heir. I shall control their destiny myself.”

      


      “You cannot take Bessie, too,” Lady Gordon protested. “She’s but a bairn.”


      “Of course, I will take her. Children die, madam, and if Mary dies, her sister becomes Maid of Dunsithe and inherits all of

         this.”

      


      Had he been anyone else, Molly would have told him quite firmly that she did not like to be called Mary. Her father had always

         called her Molly.

      


      “You do not care one whit about my daughters,” Lady Gordon said resentfully. “You care only about controlling Dunsithe and

         its wealth, just as you have controlled the King’s grace these past years. I am Mary’s mother. Surely, I am the one best suited

         to look after her and to tend to my late husband’s property as well.”

      


      “Don’t be daft,” he retorted. “Dunsithe is a Border stronghold and requires a strong man to control it. The King has granted

         me a writ of wardship and marriage for Mary, so you will do exactly as I bid you, or you will soon find yourself in sad straits

         indeed.”

      


      He paused, watching her, but the child was not surprised when her mother questioned him no further. No one argued with a man

         when he spoke in that tone.

      


      “That’s better,” Angus said. “Take the lass and see her warmly dressed. And see to the bairn, too.”


      “What of their nurse?”


      “Keep her here. I’ll provide them with nurses I can trust at Tantallon. Now, go, for I’ve other matters to attend to before

         I can depart.”

      


      Without another word, Lady Gordon snatched up her daughter, and Molly pressed her lips tightly together to keep from crying

         out at such rough handling. As she was carried up the twisting stairway, she heard her mother mutter, “Other matters, indeed.

         He wants only the fortune and control of Dunsithe’s heiress.”

      


      Upstairs, Lady Gordon shouted for her woman, and when that worthy appeared, said angrily, “We’re to dress her to travel, Sarah,

         so tell their nurse to give you warm clothing for Mary and to dress Elizabeth warmly, too, and to pack more for them to take

         with them. They go with Angus.”

      


      Tears sprang to Molly’s eyes at the thought of going away with her grim uncle.


      “His lordship be takin’ both o’ the wee lassies then?”


      “Aye, he is,” Lady Gordon said, “and I am to marry someone else of his choosing, if you please. Molly is an heiress now, after

         all, and my esteemed brother does not consider me worthy to look after her. He wants Elizabeth, too, in case Molly should

         die. By rights, that fortune should be mine to control until Molly is grown, but I am to have naught but what Angus and my

         soon-to-be husband choose to allow me. Poor Molly will doubtless be married off soon, too.”

      


      “Och, but she be gey young for marriage!”


      “A girl with a fortune like hers is never too young to marry,” Lady Gordon said tartly. “Angus will use her and her fortune

         to serve his own interest.”

      


      “He willna let her go if Dunsithe’s treasure goes with her, I’m thinkin’.”


      “No, but the course of history seldom runs smoothly, Sarah, and young King Jamie does not like my brother. For all that his

         grace must answer to him now, in time, Jamie will win free, and when he does, Angus will no longer wield the great power he

         wields now. What if something happens to Molly? What if someone should contest her claim?”

      


      “But who would do such a thing?”


      “Oh, think, woman!” Lady Gordon said impatiently. “Such things happen whenever men desire aught that belongs to someone else.

         It would require only that someone declare her an imposter or suggest some other deceit or conspiracy afoot.”

      


      “But ye’ll set matters straight if they do, madam. Ye’re her mother, after all.”


      “Aye, but I’ll not be surprised if Angus forbids me any contact with her. This abduction—for it is no less than that—does

         not mean he believes that he is better suited to raise her. He simply does not want me to control Dunsithe and her wealth.

         Now go and fetch her clothing, or they’ll come and take her without it.”

      


      The woman hurried away, and the child was left alone with her mother.


      “Molly, listen to me,” Lady Gordon said. “You are going away with your uncle Archie, and you must be a good girl. Obey him

         always, for he is very stern.”

      


      “But I don’t want to go away,” Molly said, fighting tears again. “I live here, and I don’t like Uncle Archie.”

      


      “You must go, so you can look after Bessie.”


      “But why cannot we both stay here with you?”


      “Because you can’t, that’s all.”


      Her tears spilled over, and hastily she wiped them away. Only babies cried.


      The door opened, and both child and mother turned to see the tirewoman enter with Molly’s clothing. Sarah looked distraught.


      “What is it?” Lady Gordon demanded. “What’s amiss?”


      “Men came and took the bairn, my lady! They just walked into the nursery and snatched Elizabeth from her cradle.”


      “Faith, what can he be thinking?”


      Sarah had tears in her eyes, and seeing them, Molly began to tremble. Tears trickled down her cheeks again, unheeded now.


      Sarah began deftly to dress her as she said sadly to Lady Gordon, “Why would the earl take one as small as wee Bess, my lady?”


      “Because if anything should happen to Molly, Bessie will become the Maid of Dunsithe, and he means to maintain control of

         the Maid’s fortune. Indeed,” she added thoughtfully, “I would not put it past Angus to create his own heiress if both of the

         girls should die. If he were to keep them secluded and shift them about from one of his castles to another, who would know

         the difference? ’Tis likely that as the years pass even I would fail to recognize the true Maid of Dunsithe.”

      


      “Surely, that could never happen!”


      “We cannot let it happen,” Lady Gordon said grimly. “I can do nothing about Bess if Angus has already taken her, but I will know Molly,

         one way or another.” Reaching for the ring of keys on her belt, she removed one of the smaller ones and handed it to Sarah.

         “Stir up the fire and heat this red-hot. I mean to see that no one will ever have cause to doubt the identity of the true

         Maid of Dunsithe.”

      


      “Mistress, ye’ll no hurt the wee lassie!”


      “Hold your tongue, woman, and do as I bid you. I’ll go and hurry Nurse with their clothing, but I’ll be right back. Molly,”

         she added sharply, “you stop your weeping if you don’t want to feel my hand when I return.”

      


      Her tummy clenched, her breathing came too fast, and her hands felt prickly, but dashing an arm across her eyes to wipe her

         tears away, the child watched silently as the tire-woman stirred up the fire.

      


      Sarah put another log on and blew expertly on the embers to encourage more flames. When the fire was burning lustily, she

         slipped the little key onto the end of the poker and held it right in the heart of the flames. By the time Lady Gordon returned,

         the key was red-hot.

      


      “Find me something to hold it with then bare her chest for me,” she ordered. “I’ll do the rest myself.”


      Only then did Molly realize her exact intent. Screaming, she tried to free herself from Sarah’s grip. Though she was tiny,

         it took both of them to hold her.

      


   

      Chapter 1


      The Isle of Skye, Scotland, 1539


      Outside the little thatched cottage, wind blew and sleet-filled rain pelted down from a lightning-lashed black sky. The rain

         pattered noisily against the straw thatch, and thunder rolled after each bolt of lightning, but the crofters inside the cottage

         were used to such sounds. The single, crowded little room beneath the thatch was quiet except for the noise of the storm,

         the rhythmic whir of a spinning wheel, the crackling and sizzling of the peat fire in the center of the hard-packed dirt floor,

         and the voice of the long-bearded old man sitting in the place of honor.

      


      “Years ago,” he said, “my father did tell me about a woman who were in a great hurry to ha’ her wool spun and made into cloth.”


      Pausing to shoot a twinkling look at the woman seated at the spinning wheel, he drank thirstily from his mug. Then, cradling

         the mug in his lap between two gnarled, liver-spotted hands, he went on in a more ominous tone. “One nicht,” he said, “against

         advice, she made a wish for someone to help her, and next day six or seven fairy women in long green robes appeared at her

         house, all chanting magical words that only they could understand. Taking up her wool-cards and spinning wheel, they set to

         work, and by midday, the cloth were on the loom. When they finished, they asked her for more work, but she had nae more spinning

         or weaving to do, and she began to wonder how she would get them out o’ her house.”

      


      Seventeen-year-old Molly Gordon sat on her cloak on the dirt floor near a corner of the room, leaning contentedly against

         the wall. Arms hugging her knees, she listened to the familiar tale, contented and filled with a rare sense of almost fitting

         in, belonging, if only for a short time. She knew everyone in the room well, as well as the family that had raised her, and

         she cared for them deeply.

      


      The fragrance of burning peat wafted through the air, mixed with odors of food cooked earlier over the fire, the damp fur

         of the dogs curled near their masters, and the wet wool smell of rain-damp clothing. Although everyone in the cottage had

         heard the tale many times, each listened as intently as if it were the first time.

      


      Everyone had brought food to share, and now that they had finished eating and darkness had begun to fall, the ceilidh, or folk gathering, had begun in earnest. While they ate, the conversation had been all gossip, as everyone shared any news

         gleaned since the last gathering. Then men had heaped the peat higher, and as it flamed and then smoldered, the tales had

         begun.

      


      Nearly a score of people filled the room, adults and children, most of them sitting close together around the fire, albeit

         leaving sufficient space between it and themselves for any wee folk who might care to join them and hear the stories. Girls

         snuggled with family members or friends, and boys perched wherever they found space—three on the solid, square table pushed

         against one wall and several more in a tangle beneath it.

      


      Near Molly, a man twisted twigs of heather into rope to tie down his thatch while he listened. Another twined quicken root

         into cords to tether his cows, and yet another plaited bent grass into a basket to hold meal.

      


      At her spinning wheel, their hostess’s hands moved deftly through their familiar motions while her eldest daughter carded

         wool beside her. Another teased the nap on a piece of finished cloth. Other women sewed, knitted, or tended small children.

         Babies nursed or slept, and on a bench in the corner opposite Molly, an elderly man dozed, his snores occasionally punctuating

         the fairy tale.

      


      Molly had no task to occupy her hands, no knee to lean against, and no hand to hold. She sat apart from the others, but even

         so, the evening warmed her heart and contented her restless soul.

      


      The storyteller had reached the point in his story where the housewife complained to her neighbor about the exasperating fairy

         women.

      


      “ ‘Get ye inside,’ the neighbor said to her, ‘and tell them to go down to the sea and spin the sand into cloth. That’ll keep

         ’em busy and out o’ your house.’ And so it did,” the storyteller added. “For all we ken, they be there to this verra day.”

      


      Chuckles greeted the end of the tale, just as they always did, and before they had died away, another man said matter-of-factly,

         “Me father and grandfather knew a man wha’ were carried by the Host all the way from South Uist to Barra.”

      


      “Aye, then, tell us aboot it, man,” murmured several members of the audience in a chorus.


      After that, the old man told the tale of the Dracae, or water fairies, which was one of Molly’s favorites. Even the children were silent, eager to hear what happened to the woman

         seized by the water fairies and taken to their subterranean depths to act as nurse to their brood of fairy children. Then

         one small lad, who had been struggling to stay awake, fell asleep and toppled over just at the part where the now-escaping

         captive acquired the ability to see the Dracae whenever they intermingled with men. The hoot of laughter from the lad’s brothers brought quick shushing noises from their

         father and several of the other adults. Molly smiled.

      


      As the water fairies’ tale reached its happy conclusion, she drew a deep breath of delight. It did not matter how many times

         one heard the tales. Knowing how each would end only added to one’s enjoyment. She could even be grateful for the rain. No

         one would expect her to walk back to Dunakin Castle until it stopped.
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Despite the driving black storm from the Atlantic that raged with unabated fury around the flat-bottomed fishing coble, the

         little boat’s oarsmen moved it with remarkable steadiness from the Kintail mainland toward the looming dense shape of the

         Isle of Skye. Lightning flashed, revealing the boat’s six occupants, one hunched in the bow, one manning the tiller, and the

         four others manning the long sweeps.

      


      Thunder rolled and rumbled as driving sleet pelted them. The wind carried gusts so fierce and high that the coble’s square

         lugsail was useless and was rolled up and strapped tightly to the beam of the mast.

      


      The next flash of lightning revealed white sea foam billowing like snow around them. Then thunder crashed, and darkness enveloped

         them again.

      


      In the bow, his oiled woolen mantle gripped tightly around him and his head turned away from the wind, Sir Finlay Mackenzie,

         Baron Kintail, enjoyed mixed feelings about the wintry weather. He was cold, and despite his heavy mantle, he was wet. This

         was not the way he had imagined restoring stability to his life.

      


      Earlier, horses had carried him and the five others to the village called Kyle from Eilean Donan Castle. From Kyle, they had

         taken the coble into the teeth of the storm. Normally, the trip across the strait would have been quick, for the distance

         was only half a mile. However, they headed almost due south, so the full fury of the Atlantic storm blasted them from the

         right, and with the storm thus trying to force them off course, the journey was taking an eternity.

      


      Fin glanced over his shoulder, ignoring the sting of sleet against his face as he searched the darkness ahead. Through the

         black tempest, a tiny cluster of lights gleamed—their beacon, Dunakin Castle, perched high on its promontory. They were on

         course despite the storm’s attempts to drive them back to Eilean Donan.

      


      He hoped he was doing the right thing. To attempt his mission in such a hazardous way was perhaps foolhardy, especially with

         so few men in his tail. He was a Mackenzie chieftain, after all, a baron with the power of the pit and the gallows, and therefore

         a man of considerable authority. Perhaps he might have done better to await a calm day and transport horses to Skye along

         with a full contingent of menat-arms to act as a proper chieftain’s tail.

      


      However, by the time he could mount such an effort, every man on Skye would know he was coming, and not all were friendly

         to the Mackenzies of Kintail.

      


      Instead, he had decided that the mission he undertook was best done speedily and without warning, let alone any fanfare. He

         would stir a hornet’s nest, even so, but that did not concern him. In truth, it pleased him that his greatest enemy, Donald

         of Sleat—the very man who had brought such heavy responsibilities crashing down upon his shoulders—was about to lose one of

         his most valued assets. The Maid of Dunsithe, greatest heiress in the land, was about to change guardians, and Donald of Sleat—known

         in the western Highlands and Isles as Donald the Grim—knew nothing yet about the exchange.

      


      The taking of the Maid would stand for little enough in the grand scheme of things, but it was something, and Fin Mackenzie

         owed Donald the Grim much more. Only months before, in the depths of winter, Donald and others of his clan had murdered Fin’s

         father in cold blood. Vengeance, in any form, was sweet.

      


      It was hard to tell the difference between the seawater dousing him and the driving sleet, but as they drew nearer, the Isle

         of Skye began to protect them from the worst of the storm. Now, compared to being on the open sea, they were sheltered, and

         despite the roar of the wind, he could hear the creaking of the rowlocks and the lashing of water against the sides of the

         boat. In lulls, he could even hear the labored breathing of his oarsmen. Being men who lived by the sea, they all were skilled

         at rowing, but they were also experienced men-at-arms.

      


      Lightning flashed again, and his gaze met that of Sir Patrick MacRae, his closest companion and best friend. In the Highlands,

         the MacRaes were called the Mackenzies’ “shirt of mail,” and Patrick was a true MacRae. Much the same age as his master, he

         had served Fin since childhood, even accompanying him to St. Andrews University, where they had enjoyed a good many adventures

         together.

      


      Patrick was grinning, as usual, and Fin automatically smiled back. But when thunder clapped and blackness swallowed them again,

         his thoughts returned to the Maid of Dunsithe. Specifically, he wondered what he was going to do with her.

      


      His greatest loves were his home and his people. James, fifth of that name and by grace of God High King of Scots, had granted

         him the right to marry the Maid off wherever she could do him the most good. He could even marry her himself if he chose,

         but he had no interest yet in marrying anyone.

      


      Fin was more interested in the Maid’s fortune, because it could do much to protect his people and add to Eilean Donan’s fortifications.

         There was a problem, though. Men everywhere, from the Borders to the Highlands, agreed that the Maid of Dunsithe was the greatest

         heiress in all Scotland, which, under normal circumstances, would have meant that one of her earlier guardians—and she had

         enjoyed several—would have married her off long since. The enticement for each, and the greatest deterrent, was her fortune.

         It was said that no one had actually ever laid eyes on it, but that tale sounded apocryphal to him. If there was treasure,

         he would find it, but even so, he was certain that over time men had exaggerated the size of it many times over. Still, whatever

         it comprised, he would see it, touch it, and take control of it before he did anything else with her.

      


      He could not help but wonder at his fantastic luck. After months of uncertainty and concern over whether he would succeed

         in filling his powerful father’s shoes, he had somehow drawn the King’s notice and could now claim a connection to the powerful

         Earl of Huntly, chief of the Gordons. Huntly ruled the eastern Highlands and was some sort of cousin to the Maid.

      


      Thus, the heiress had grand connections in Edinburgh and elsewhere, but she belonged now to a Highland baron with few influential

         connections outside the Highlands. Fin was uncomfortably aware that it would take a miracle to hold her if other, more powerful

         men discovered what James had done and decided to claim her for themselves. He would have to fight to keep her unless those

         others, including Donald the Grim, also believed that her fortune was mythical.

      


      Unfortunately, the King was fickle in his choice of friends. He loved pitting his nobles against each other, but if there

         was trouble, Fin believed he could hold his own. Even without the improvements the Maid’s fortune could provide, Eilean Donan

         was a stronghold worthy of the name, and he was a warrior, able to guard what was his. With the Maid to strengthen his position,

         who knew what blessings might follow?

      


      The oarsmen shipped their oars, and the boat scraped on shingle. Atop the steep bank above them reared the lofty curtain walls

         and angle towers of Dunakin Castle, stronghold of the Mackinnons of Skye. Below the castle, huddling between the steep bank

         and the shore, Fin could make out the dense shadows of the fishing hamlet called Kyleakin. It comprised no more than a row

         of cottages, hovels, and tarred shacks used for smoking fish, but here at last the noise of the storm was muted. All was dark

         and still, for the village seemed already to be sleeping.

      


      A flutter of eagerness stirred. Mackinnon was unknown to him, but Fin loved a challenge. He did not doubt his ability to take

         what was his.

      


      A lone dog barked when Fin jumped out on the shingle, then other dogs joined in, but no one stirred from any of the cottages.


      His men followed him, and together they dragged the coble high onto the shingle, where it would be safe until they returned.

         Then, savoring the sweetness of winning a hand without his opponent realizing he was even in the game, Fin set his sights

         on the towering fortress above and strode forth to claim his prize.
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“Wake up, Claud! Drat ye, ye worthless dobby, wake up!”


      Shaken rudely from his comfortable doze on the settle by the parlor fire, Brown Claud opened one eye and looked blearily at

         his tormentor. Recognizing his mother and deducing at once that something had stirred her ever-volatile temper, he said warily,

         “Did ye want summat, Mam?”

      


      “I want ye tae wake up,” snapped Maggie Malloch.


      Before he could so much as stir a muscle, two small, plump, but nonetheless amazingly strong hands grasped the front of his

         tunic and gave a mighty heave. The next thing he knew he was sailing through the air, but his flight was brief. The full length

         of his body hit the stone floor with a bone-jarring thud, leaving him astonished and winded but certainly awake.

      


      Sitting up awkwardly, he rubbed his aching shoulder and tried to gather his wits. His head swam, but it did not ache. He did

         not think that it had hit the floor.

      


      His mother stood, arms akimbo, glaring down at him, her plump figure aquiver with anger and some other, less familiar emotion.

         “The Circle has met,” she said grimly. “They ha’ decided!”

      


      “What did they say, Mam?” he asked. He had meant to sound casual, but the enormity of his recent actions made it likely that

         his entire future depended on what the Circle had decided. Thus, his stomach knotted painfully, and even to his own ears,

         he sounded pitifully anxious.

      


      If his mother detected his anxiety, she ignored it, saying crisply, “Ye ha’ only yerself tae blame, Claud, nae one else.”


      “Am I tae be broken, then, Mam? Will the clan cast me out?”


      “I still carry weight enough in the Circle tae ha’ my say,” she snapped. “For the present, I ha’ prevented the worst, but

         I canna prevent it forever, lad, if ye dinna pull your legs under ye and do your proper, bounden duty.”

      


      “But I thought I were doing me duty.”

      


      “Bah,” she snapped. Her head bobbed forward to emphasize her next words. “Ye be bound tae look after the Maid, tae protect

         her from harm. Instead, ye took on summat well beyond your ability, and grave harm may come of it.”

      


      “I meant tae help! So long as she stayed ward tae Donald the Grim, nowt could happen tae do her good. Ye ken that as well

         as I do!”

      


      She shook her head. “What’s come over ye, lad? Ye were always one tae make mischief now and again, but never were ye so feckless

         afore this. Is it another woman? Ye never think well when there’s a woman in it.”

      


      He hesitated, but her powers were far greater than his and he could imagine no way to avoid telling her the truth. “Aye,”

         he said softly, “but Catriona’s no just any woman, Mam. She’s a wee goddess.”

      


      “Ah, bah,” retorted his mother. She moved nearer, adding grimly, “I thought as much, though. I’ll warrant the whole thing

         were her doing.”

      


      “Nay, then, it were not,” Claud protested. “It were my doing, Mam, all of it.” He did not think it wise to admit that he had

         wanted to see if he could do the thing, to see if his abilities were great enough to influence even the High King of Scots.

         He would not let her spoil the amazing success he had achieved, either, certainly not by suggesting that anyone else had had

         the smallest hand in it.

      


      That Catriona might have put the notion into his head in the first place he would never admit to himself, let alone to his

         mother.

      


      “Aye, sure, I’ve nae doubt that ye believe that, laddie,” Maggie Malloch said with a sigh. Then her voice grew stern again

         when she said, “But ye’ve nae business tae be meddling in the King’s affairs, let alone causing him tae do what he might verra

         well no ha’ wanted tae do. Ye mustna do such a thing ever again, for I’ve given my word tae the Circle that ye’ll not.”

      


      “I’ll thank ye, then, for standing by me, Mam.”


      “Ye’re my son, Claud, but I’ll no ha’ ye shaming our good name.”


      Her bosom swelled with her lingering anger, and that anger gave her greater size, so that she loomed over him. Hastily, he

         scrambled to his feet, hoping thereby to ease the fear she stirred in him at such times. “Even them in the Circle canna see

         the future, Mam,” he said, striving to sound brave and hearing only desperation in his voice. Blustering on, he added, “I

         warrant it’ll all work out for the best. Ye’ll see. And them in the Circle will, too.”

      


      “Ye’d best hope that we do, lad, for the chief himself said that ye’re tae ha’ but one more chance. If ye overstep again,

         they mean tae cast ye out, and ye ken fine what will become o’ ye then.”

      


      Cold terror shot up his spine, making it nearly impossible to speak. He tried, but he could manage no more than a whispered,

         “Aye, I do.”

      


      “Ye’re frightened, and so ye should be,” she said. “But when ye poke your fingers into a stew o’ King Jamie’s brewing, ye

         mustna weep when ye get burnt.”

      


      He was silent for a long moment, striving to calm himself so he could make her understand that he had done the right thing.

         However, when he realized that he could not trust his voice, he moved to pass her, to get away.

      


      “Where be ye going?”


      “Out,” he muttered.


      “Where? Ye’ll no be goin’ tae that wretched lass the noo.”


      “Nay, there’s a ceilidh,” he blurted. “I like tae hear the stories.”

      


      Pushing past her, he left, feeling her angry gaze upon him like a sharp sword against his back.


      Her voice, low-pitched and grim, followed him.


      “Remember, Claud—kings, like dragons and clan chiefs, breathe fire when ye poke at them.”


   

      Chapter 2


      Fires roared at both ends of the great hall at Dunakin Castle, but the reception of six unexpected late visitors was chilly

         at best. The Laird of Mackinnon sat in his armchair on a slightly raised dais at the end opposite the main entrance, his lady

         at his right in a chair almost as elaborately carved as his. To his left sat his two burly sons on armless chairs. The chair

         at her ladyship’s right was unoccupied.

      


      When Fin and his men were admitted at half-past ten, shortly before the laird’s suppertime, their arrival stirred a buzz of

         conversation. But the buzz ended abruptly when the laird’s porter banged his staff of office on the stone floor, demanding

         silence before he announced the name of the visiting chieftain.

      


      Then in stentorian tones, he said, “Sir Finlay Mackenzie, Laird o’ Kintail, declares that he has business wi’ Mackinnon o’

         Dunakin.”

      


      “Welcome t’ Dunakin, Kintail,” Mackinnon said affably. “We’ll be setting aside any business till ye’ve taken your supper,

         though. A man should eat well afore he takes up matters of import. Call in your lads and find places at yon tables.”

      


      Stepping forward instead, Fin said, “I have brought no others with me, sir. An it please you, my business will not take long.”


      “Aye, sure, but what will please me most is t’ take my supper first, and in peace,” Mackinnon said less affably than before.

         “Sit ye down, Kintail, as I bade ye—ye and your lads—and enjoy your meal whilst I enjoy mine. There be naught ye could say

         that can be more important than food, lest ye’ve come t’ beg urgent assistance against a common enemy. Will it be battle,

         then?”

      


      “Nay sir, ’tis naught o’ the sort.”


      “Then sit down, man, sit down. We’ve salmon and fresh lamb roasted whole on the spit, and I’ve a hunger on me grand enough

         to eat it all m’self.”

      


      Left with no other choice, Fin and his men sat down and took supper with the laird and his household. But although Mackinnon’s

         servants offered them much food and drink, the six ate sparingly and drank less, speaking civilly when addressed but otherwise

         remaining silent.

      


      Fin noted that his grizzled host watched him through narrowed eyes and doubtless noted his impatience, but when the servants

         had set fruit and sweets on the tables, instead of permitting him to state his business, Mackinnon called for one of the Dunakin

         men to give them a tune on the pipes. When that was done, he called on another to tell them a tale. Then one of her ladyship’s

         women took up a small harp and played a tune while servants bustled about, clearing tables and beginning to dismantle the

         trestles in the center of the hall. The high table remained as it was.

      


      Fin, sitting on the hard bench and watching the table before him be taken apart, had to exert stern control to suppress his

         growing frustration. Only the suspicion that Mackinnon hoped he would press again to have his business heard, and would then

         counsel more patience, kept him silent. Exerting patience of any sort was foreign to his nature.

      


      The hour had advanced considerably before at last the laird made a slight gesture and said, “Step forward, Kintail, and state

         your business. Ye be Sir Ranald Mackenzie’s lad, be ye not, the one they call Wild Fin?”

      


      “I was called so before my father’s death,” Fin admitted in a commendably calm but carrying voice as he stood up. He saw no

         reason to add that many who knew him still referred to him by that appellation.

      


      Mackinnon nodded somberly. “ ’Twas sorry I were t’ learn o’ his passing.”


      “It was a sad day,” Fin said curtly. Taking the roll of parchment that Patrick MacRae held out to him, he added, “With respect,

         sir, I have come not to speak of past events but to present this document to you and to collect what is mine.”

      


      “What sort o’ document would that be?”


      “’Tis a writ of wardship and marriage from King James, sir, vacating an earlier writ of the same nature, granted a dozen years

         ago to Donald of Sleat.”

      


      “Indeed?”


      “Aye.”


      “Then it seems t’ me that it is t’ Sleat that ye should present your document.”


      “As to that—”


      Cutting him off with a gesture, Mackinnon said, “I expect I can guess the ward named in this writ of yours, Kintail, but ye’d

         best tell me all the same.”

      


      “One Mary Gordon, sir, known also as the Maid of Dunsithe.”


      A surprised murmuring broke out in the hall, but it stilled quickly when Mackinnon glowered at all and sundry and said gruffly,

         “Doubtless yon writ includes her estates and fortune, as well.”

      


      “Aye, it does,” Fin said steadily.


      Mackinnon grimaced. “I’d like fine t’ ken how ye persuaded Jamie t’ make ye such a gift, lad. Ha’ ye become one o’ his favorites

         o’ late? Because if ye have, I’d counsel ye t’ take special care. In my experience, any man who trusts Jamie’s word takes

         a fearful chance.”

      


      “I have no knowledge of how the King came to transfer the writ to me, sir,” Fin said evenly, adding, “A special messenger

         brought it only yesterday to Eilean Donan. On that, you have my word, and you have no experience that can lead you to mistrust me, because when I give my word, I keep it.”

      


      At Mackinnon’s side, Lady Mackinnon looked troubled. Her hands clutched one another tightly on the table before her.


      After a pause, during which Fin could hear angry winds outside hurling themselves against the castle walls, Mackinnon said

         gruffly, “I still say that ye be presenting your writ t’ the wrong man, lad. The Maid be ward t’ Donald of Sleat. He be chief

         o’ all the Macdonalds, and they dinna call him Donald the Grim wi’out cause. Forbye, ye must appeal t’ him, although I’m thinking

         that will do ye nae good at all.”

      


      “With respect, sir, I’m told you foster the Maid here at Dunakin, and the writ directs that I may collect her from her present

         dwelling place and take her to Eilean Donan. It explains his grace’s wishes quite clearly if you’ll only read it.”

      


      Mackinnon smiled wryly, saying, “D’ye expect t’ collect her mythical fortune, lad? Did our conniving Jamie promise ye riches?”


      “As to that, sir, his grace promised me naught, although the writ includes custody of her estate and that which was willed

         to her by her late father. I come only to collect the Maid. I know little as yet about her fortune.”

      


      “Aye, as little, I dinna doubt, as any man in Scotland. Ha’ they no told ye, laddie, that cleverer men than ye ha’ looked

         in vain for the lassie’s grand fortune? For m’self, I believe ’tis nobbut a golden gleam in Jamie’s fertile imagination— aye,

         and in Angus’s afore him.”

      


      “I know from the writ that the Maid is kin to Angus, but all it mentions of her personal history is that James granted Donald

         of Sleat a similar writ of wardship and marriage years ago, which Donald has failed—”

      


      “Och, aye, but then ye must ken that Jamie were nae more than a lad himself when Angus became his stepfather by marrying the

         sister o’ that scalawag Henry of England. Queen Mary soon got shut o’ Angus, o’ course, but he kept young Jamie under his

         thumb for two years after that, and it were during that time that Angus forced Jamie t’ grant him the Maid’s wardship. Her

         father, Gordon o’ Dunsithe, had but just died, ye see, and he were a man o’ parts. ’Twas said he were worth more than any

         o’ the King’s gentlemen, more even than his cousin the Earl o’ Huntly.”

      


      “I have heard such tales, of course,” Fin admitted. “Still, I thought they were most likely untrue, since no one can claim

         to have seen any part of her fortune other than the castle and its lands.”

      


      Mackinnon shrugged. “They do say there were gold and jewelry, chests full of the stuff, but ’tis true that nae man ha’ laid

         eyes on it since Gordon’s death. I, too, doubt that it exists. Still, some do, and nae one who wants the lass cares a whisker

         about her welfare. Why, I heard that when Angus abducted her—”

      


      “Abducted?”


      “Och, aye, did ye no ken that, either? Angus rode t’ Dunsithe not a fortnight after Gordon’s death and snatched her and her

         wee sister from their mother’s arms. The Maid were nobbut five years old at the time.”

      


      “But Angus did not marry her.”


      “Nay, for he were burdened wi’ troubles of his own even then, and the King heaped many more on him when he won free o’ Angus’s

         care. The Maid’s wee sister had died by then—bairns being ever a fragile lot—and one o’ Jamie’s first acts as King were t’

         collect the Maid from the kinswoman into whose care Angus had put her. He didna keep her long, though. He gave her to Donald

         o’ Sleat.”

      


      Resting his elbows on the high table, Mackinnon tented his fingers under his chin, frowned a moment in thought, and then went

         on. “Many men ha’ sought her fortune since, including Donald and Jamie himself, but nae one has found it, so ye’d best leave

         her be, lad. Ye’ll never find it, and nor will anyone else.”

      


      “That may be so,” Fin said, his jaw muscles tightening. “Nevertheless, the Maid is mine now. Will you transfer her custody

         to me peaceably, or will you not?”

      


      “Well, as t’ that, I canna do it straightaway,” Mackinnon said glibly. “Forbye, she isna even here at present.”


      “Where is she?”


      “Aye, sure, ye’ve the right to ask if yon document be what ye claim it be, but I doubt ye’ll like the answer. She’s away t’

         the north end o’ Skye at Dunvegan.”

      


      Lady Mackinnon’s eyebrows twitched, and she glanced quickly at her husband as if she would speak. Then, as casually as if

         the moment had not occurred, she took an apple from a basket on the table before her and began industriously to polish it

         on her sleeve.

      


      Mackinnon did not look at her. His steady gaze held Fin’s.


      Fin said evenly, “Perhaps you can send for her, sir.”


      “Lad, I dinna mind telling ye, ye’ve put me in a bad place wi’ this demand o’ yours. There be three chiefs on this island,

         ye ken—MacLeod o’ Dunvegan in the north, Donald o’ Sleat t’ the south, and m’self here in the middle. I’ve my good relationship

         wi’ Donald t’ consider and that wi’ MacLeod, as well. I suggest, therefore, that ye take this demand o’ yours t’ MacLeod.”

      


      “It is devilish late to be leaving for Dunvegan,” Fin said, thinking swiftly. That the Maid was at Dunvegan was a blow, for

         the MacLeods were unfriendly to the Mackenzies as often as not. Moreover, Dunvegan nestled in a distant, easily defended position

         on a sea loch. “It lies nearly fifty miles north of here, and we cannot go by sea on a night like this.”

      


      “Aye, that be fact,” Mackinnon agreed, “but I’ll gladly lend ye ponies, and the track be plain enough. Ye look t’ be stout

         lads, so I warrant ye’ll make the distance easily afore midday tomorrow. Then ye’ve only t’ wait for low tide. Ye can approach

         the sea gate then wi’out difficulty—if MacLeod welcomes ye, and all.”

      


      Kintail gazed steadily at his host for a long moment, then nodded curtly. “I thank you, sir, and accept your offer to mount

         us. Come, lads. We’ll take our leave now, since we’ve no reason to claim further hospitality here.”

      


      Turning on his heel, he walked away, his companions following quickly after him. As he passed through the tall doorway, Fin

         glanced back and felt his temper stir when he saw Mackinnon exchange a look of profound relief with his lady.
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Inside the croft, Molly realized the rain had stopped. Knowing, however, that it might begin again any moment and continue

         through the night, she got reluctantly to her feet and picked up the cloak upon which she had been sitting.

      


      “Mun ye go the noo, mistress?” the crofter asked, standing at once.


      “Aye, Geordie. I do not want to leave all this warmth and good cheer, but it must be nearly midnight by now, and someone is

         bound to remember that I’m away and come to fetch me if I do not return soon.”

      


      “Ye mun let me walk wi’ ye,” he said, turning to look for his cap and cloak.


      “Nay, then,” she said, smiling as she laid a restraining hand on his arm. “You need not miss the stories. Wee Hobby has not

         yet told the one about Joseph and his wondrous coat, and I know that you always enjoy that one.”

      


      “Aye, well, ’tis a good one, that,” he agreed.


      “The path is clear, and I know it well,” Molly said, smiling again when she saw others getting to their feet to bid her farewell.

         “The rain has stopped, and there is no one out and about now. I shall be perfectly safe.”

      


      “Ye may be safe enough,” one of the other men said, “but the laird will ha’ summat t’ say if ye walk home all alone.”


      “If he does, he will say it to me,” she said calmly, whisking her dark cloak over her shoulders and putting up the hood. Then,

         to the entire gathering, she said, “Thank you, all of you, for inviting me to share your ceilidh. ’Twas a fine night, storm or no storm.”

      


      “Och, lassie, that were hardly a storm, that one,” scoffed the one who had worried about what the laird would say. Shaking

         his head, he added, “Only two or three thunderclaps and a few wee bolts o’ lightning afore supper. A storm be when the waves

         from the sea lash over the mountaintops and swords o’ lightning stab at every door and window. Why, I mind, in the autumn

         o’ twenty-three, when—”

      


      “Hush ye now, Lachlan!” cried several of the others. “Wee Hobby’s going t’ tell us about Joseph’s fine-looking jacket!”


      As Lachlan muttered apologies, Molly moved to thank her hostess and to speak proper words of farewell to each of the others.

         By the time she had spoken to them all, the storyteller had begun. Her host hovered over her until she reached the doorway.

         Then, holding the flap back for her, he bade her good night.

      


      As she stepped into the cold, she heard the storyteller’s voice behind her, saying, “Aye, sure, it didna help that Joseph

         were a wee villain and told his father about all his brothers’ bad habits when they were out working wi’ the sheep!”

      


      The landscape sloped uphill between the croft and the promontory where Dunakin Castle overlooked the strait, and the track

         was rugged. To warm herself, Molly walked at a good pace, but she took no chances. She did not want to twist an ankle. Being

         alone did not bother her. She was accustomed to solitude.

      


      Although the rain had stopped, the night was too dark for good visibility, and the wind still blew in great, noisy gusts.

         It was a high wind, though, roaring through the tops of trees while barely stirring her cloak. She could hear and smell the

         seawater to her left, and despite the wind—or maybe because of it—the hoarse cry of an errant seabird drifted to her ears.

      


      Looking around at the eerie, shadowy landscape, she was reminded of some of the stories she had heard. Throughout history,

         strange things often seemed to have occurred on dark, stormy nights. That thought brought another on its heels, and she looked

         up at the sky just as the moon peeped through the clouds, spilling silvery moonbeams down to dance on the foamy waves.

      


      “A perfect night for heroic deeds,” she murmured to the moon as it showed more of itself, nearly full and lighting the landscape.

         “In a more interesting world,” she added, “ one would know of heroic deeds to accomplish and a proper hero to accomplish them—a

         fine, upstanding man, capable of slaying fiery dragons.”

      


      Since the moon made no reply and the wind’s song did not alter, she told herself to stop being a ninny and to get on home

         before someone came in search of her. No one would be angry, of course, but she would feel guilty at having caused any man

         to leave a warm fire and ride into the night merely to remind her that she should go to bed before morning.

      


      Had Dunakin been her real home, teeming with brothers and sisters to squabble with and her own parents to look after her,

         perhaps she would not feel so beholden to minions who did her a kindness. But she lived there only because Mackinnon and his

         lady had been kind enough to take her in when Donald the Grim hadn’t wanted her, and although they had continued to be very

         kind over the years, she felt a distinct obligation not to be more of a burden to them than necessary.

      


      They knew where she had gone, though, and they knew that ceilidhs frequently lasted into the small hours. Perhaps no one was looking for her yet.

      


      A cloud sped across the moon, causing the night to darken and then grow lighter again. Ahead of her on the track, six riders

         appeared.

      


      They seemed to materialize out of thin air, because with the wind blowing toward them from the west, she had not heard their

         horses’ hoofbeats. Nor had she heard voices, if any of the men had spoken. She could not see them clearly enough to recognize

         them, but there were too many to be searching for her. Rarely was more than one man sent out on such a mission.

      


      A tingling stirred at the base of her spine. Normally, she did not have to concern herself with safety. The three men who

         ruled Skye knew her. Donald of Sleat, the most fearsome, was her titular guardian. Mackinnon of Dunakin was her foster father,

         and MacLeod of Dunvegan was friend to the latter if not to the former. None of them would harm her or allow his clansmen to

         do so.

      


      Likewise, though, she could imagine none of them sending a mounted party into the night for any good purpose. Had Mackinnon

         planned to do so—a remote likelihood at best—she would surely have learned about it before leaving the castle that evening.

         And had either of the others sent out such a party, she would have heard about it at the ceilidh. The most likely explanation, therefore, was that the riders had come from the mainland and were up to no good.

      


      These thoughts sped through her mind in the blink of an eye as she clutched her dark, hooded cloak more tightly around her

         and stepped off the track to the right, away from the water, toward nearby trees and shrubbery. With any luck, the riders

         had not yet seen her against the dark, hilly landscape. Moving as swiftly as she dared and hoping that any movement they detected

         they would credit to wind through the bushes, she made for cover, finding it quickly amidst shrubbery at the edge of the tree

         line.

      


      The men rode nearer. Now she could hear the hoofbeats, a steady drumming that made the ground vibrate beneath her. They were

         not riding swiftly, so it was likely that they did not know the track well. They were strangers then, but they seemed to be

         riding away from Dunakin rather than toward it. Shivering fear shot through her. What if they had attacked the castle?

      


      As quickly as the thought struck, however, she dismissed it. All was quiet behind them, and Dunakin was well fortified. The

         three chiefs on Skye protected themselves well, and Mackinnon was the least likely of the three to suffer attack.

      


      Donald would attack MacLeod, or MacLeod Donald before either would attack Mackinnon. Men called Mackinnon two-faced, but not

         as an insult. The tutor she had shared with Mackinnon’s sons had told them that Mackinnon was like the two-faced Roman god

         Janus. Just as Janus looked forward and backward, at beginnings and endings, Mackinnon kept an eye on MacLeod and Donald,

         and existed on peaceful terms with both.

      


      The riders rode two by two and were too few to be a raiding party.


      She wished that the moon would dive behind another cloud; but perversely now, it shone brightly on the riders and the surrounding

         landscape, revealing that the leaders’ horses had strayed from the track. To her horror, she realized that they were riding

         straight downhill now and would pass within a few feet of her hiding place, but until another cloud hid the moon, she dared

         not move.

      


      She could hear voices now but could not make out what they were saying, because the wind’s song through the trees had grown

         louder. The leaves around her danced and rustled, and the wind was cold against her cheeks.

      


      They were drawing nearer, too near. Tension filled her. She felt as if she should shut her eyes lest her gaze attract someone

         else’s, but no sooner did she shut them than they popped open again. She had to see.

      


      The two riders in front gazed straight ahead. Whoever was talking, it was not either of them. One rode slightly ahead of the

         other, and Molly was certain that he was the leader. His profile against the moonlit landscape was well etched, proud. He

         looked powerful and dangerous, and the way he held himself spoke of great confidence. Broad-shouldered and tall in the saddle,

         he wore no helmet, and his windblown hair gleamed darkly in the moonlight. His horse was larger than the one beside it, and

         both animals looked strangely familiar. Did she know them?

      


      Her fascinated gaze shifted back to the leader as a gust of wind greater than the others roared across the hillside making

         the bush that concealed her seem to part in two. The lead horses were no more than six feet away, the moon was bright, and

         when the leader’s head turned slightly, his gaze collided with hers.
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To Fin it seemed as if the girl’s face had magically appeared in a whirl of color, forming before his eyes out of the black

         night. He had been paying little heed to the route his mount chose, caring only about reaching the foot of the promontory

         before heading back to the beach where they had left the coble, to be sure it was secure where they’d left it.

      


      He reined in at once without taking his eyes from her. Despite the bright silvery moon overhead, he could see only her pale

         oval face and fear-rounded eyes. The face was enough, though. Full, soft lips, flawless skin, and huge black-fringed eyes.

         He wanted her to stand up. His imagination created a slender yet curvaceous, naked body to match the lovely face. His loins

         stirred. It was long since he had enjoyed a beautiful woman.
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Raising his free hand as a signal to the others to halt, he said in a deep voice that carried with terrifying clarity to Molly’s

         ears, “Well now, what have we here?”

      


      Leaping to her feet, she turned to run, but the big horse he rode leaped after her, and she knew that he would easily catch

         her. If she waited until he ran her down, she might be hurt and her dignity certainly would suffer. Therefore, she stopped

         and turned, straightening her shoulders and meeting his gaze boldly.

      


      His dark eyes gleamed, and the way his lips formed a half smile made him look hungry, even lustful. Responding tension made

         her dampen her own suddenly dry lips. She clutched her cloak tighter across her breasts, surprised by the tingling in their

         tips as she did so.

      


      “Why, look at her, Patrick,” he said. “She’s a little beauty.”


      Molly heard the other man chuckle, and annoyance stirred beneath her fear.


      “Let me pass,” she said firmly, taking a step forward.


      The man who had spoken drew his horse across her path. “I thought this expedition would prove a complete waste of time,” he

         said, “but that may not be the case, after all. Possibly, you can amuse me, lass.”

      


      “I shall do no such thing,” Molly said indignantly, trying to ignore her body’s quivering response to his blatant hunger.

         “What manner of man would make such an impertinent suggestion to me?”

      


      He grinned and said, “Why, ’tis myself who speaks to you and no other, so ’tis a fine man, indeed.”


      His voice was low-pitched, and the sound of it vibrated right into her, but the sensation eased when more chuckles from his

         men greeted his sally.

      


      He ignored them, saying curiously, “How is it that you speak Scot instead of Gaelic, lass. Hereabouts most folks of your class

         speak the latter.”

      


      “I speak whatever is spoken to me,” she retorted. “I have always done so, and I rarely pay attention to what language it is.

         Moreover, since our laird’s lady comes from Edinburgh, many at Dunakin speak both tongues.”

      


      The man he had called Patrick said with another chuckle, “She’s a saucy one, Fin. I like a wench with spirit.”


      The one called Fin laughed. “You like anything in skirts, my lad. I’m of a much more discriminating nature, myself, but I

         believe that she might please me.”

      


      “Well, unless you intend to share her, what do you expect the rest of us to do whilst you amuse yourself?” Patrick demanded

         in a less respectful tone. “And, too, you’ll delay us considerably unless you mean to take your pleasure quickly.”

      


      “I’ve no cause for haste,” Fin replied. “If what we’ve seen is aught to judge by, making for Dunvegan now means fifty miles

         of riding across this island in treacherous moonlight. ’Twould be far wiser to make camp hereabouts, and then I can amuse

         myself with the lass until morning. What’s your name, lassie?”

      


      “I won’t tell you, and you will do no such thing,” Molly snapped, ruthlessly ignoring the havoc his attitude, looks, and voice

         were wreaking with her senses. “How dare you even think of trying to take me to your bed!”

      


      “I dare what I like, lassie, and do as I please, so take care how you speak to me unless you want to learn quickly just how

         much I will dare with you.”

      


      Her body’s reaction to his threat startled her, for the feeling was unlike any she had ever felt before. Muscles tightened

         in places where she had not known she had muscles, and jolts of heat flashed through her. At the same time, she wanted to

         slap him for his impertinence, but she was not a fool, and he was out of reach in any case. In frustration, she nibbled her

         lower lip as she tried to think how to escape.

      


      “I see that you do have some sense,” he said. “Now, I’ll ask you again. What is your name?”


      She glowered. “Fin, before you decide to cross the backbone of Skye in broad daylight, perhaps you should consider whether

         you want to explain our journey to Donald the Grim,” Patrick said, making her think for a startling moment that even without

         knowing her name they knew who she was and had the sense to fear her guardian.

      


      But Fin dismissed the suggestion instantly. “Why should I care a whit about Donald?” he demanded.


      “Because,” Patrick said, “if you think we can ride for hours across Skye in daylight without his learning of our presence

         here, you’re daft. Moreover, ’tis as likely as not that MacLeod will refuse to admit us when we get there.”

      


      “He’ll admit us. He respected my father, and when he sees the writ I carry, he’ll have no choice unless he wants to anger

         the King. Donald will not bother us if we camp near Kyleakin, and my bed will be warmer for some company.”

      


      He grinned again at Molly. “You’ve lovely hair, lass. It gleams like molten gold in the moonlight.”


      Trying to ignore a second surge of heat through her body at the unexpected compliment, she told herself he did not mean it,

         that her hood had merely slipped and he was just an unmannerly rogue being overly familiar. She was certainly not frightened

         of him—or the least little bit attracted to him. He was horrid.

      


      “I shall leave you now, sir,” she said, striving for a note of dignity and reaching back to pull her hood forward again.


      “Nay, lass,” he said, bending toward her. “First give me a kiss, and then…”


      As he spoke, he reached to catch hold of her upraised arm, but his gloved fingers no more than brushed her elbow when his

         horse suddenly reared. Caught off balance and off guard, he flew from the saddle and crashed to the ground, his head striking

         it with a sickening thud.

      


      His body lay in a twisted heap, without movement.


      The big horse, calm now, turned its head and looked curiously at the still form of its erstwhile rider.


   

      Chapter 3


      Molly gaped in dismay at the fallen man as the one called Patrick flung himself from his mount and hurried to kneel beside

         him.

      


      “Witch! The lass must be a witch!” The words flew from mouth to mouth, whispers at first, then muttering.


      Another man followed Patrick but kept his eyes on Molly as he said, “It be true, Sir Patrick. The lass must ha’ cast a spell

         over that horse to make him rear so.”

      


      Sir Patrick? Molly stared. If Patrick was a knight, then what was his master?

      


      “Don’t be daft, Tam,” Sir Patrick muttered as he shook the injured man’s shoulder. “Mackinnon’s lads warned us this horse

         had a temper as wicked as our laird’s. Just because he thinks he can ride anything that… Fin, speak to me!”

      


      No response.


      “They did say the beast were unpredictable,” Tam said, “but he recognized his match, for the master did say he were meek as

         a lamb! So there could be no other cause for him rearing like that. The thunder stopped long since, and there were naught

         else t’ fright him but the lass there.” He paused, but when no reply was forthcoming, he bent nearer to Sir Patrick, adding,

         “Be he dead, then?”

      


      Molly shivered. Rogue or not, she did not want the horrid man to die.


      “He breathes,” Sir Patrick said, “but he’s got a lump on his head and he does not stir or open his eyes.”


      “Don’t sit gaping at him then, you cloth-heads,” Molly said, speaking sharply in her relief. “You there, you two,” she said,

         indicating two of the muttering riders. “Go into those woods and cut two saplings of a size a bit longer than your idiot master.

         Have you rope or cording?” she demanded of the nearer of the two.

      


      “Aye, mistress,” he replied, responding automatically to the note of authority in her voice.


      Sir Patrick looked over his shoulder at her. “What would you have us do with saplings, mistress?”


      “You must tie his mantle to them in such a way that you can carry him on it back to Dunakin. He may be badly hurt, but the

         castle has a healer who can help him. I will ride his horse if you like.”

      


      Sir Patrick frowned. “The beast seems temperamental, mistress. I’d not advise you to attempt it.”


      “Animals do not fear me,” Molly said.


      “Even so, I’d advise against it,” he said. “Our men already believe you to be a witch. You speak Scot when they expected you

         to speak only Gaelic, and they think you caused their master’s fall. If you now manage to ride a horse that could throw a

         rider of his skill, they will be certain of it.”

      


      “I see. Very well, then, but if I follow your advice, will you follow mine?”


      “Aye, if you think Mackinnon will take us in. I should perhaps tell you that his welcome earlier was none too warm.”


      “I will not believe he denied you hospitality, sir, for no Highlander would do such a discourteous thing,” she said, noting

         with satisfaction that the two men she had sent for saplings were already returning.

      


      “We did not request hospitality,” he replied. “Mackinnon gave us supper and lent us these horses, but his manner was not such

         that my master chose to sleep under his roof. When we are away from home, we prefer to sleep under the stars.”

      


      She glanced up. The wind still blew, but there had been no more gusts as fierce as the one that had revealed her hiding place.

         The clouds were rapidly dispersing, the moon was bright, and a sea of stars glittered overhead.

      


      “Who are you?” she asked quietly, realizing after the words were out that he might demand similar information from her and

         not certain she wanted to provide it.

      


      However, if he heard her question, he gave no sign, saying only, “I’ll help them rig that carrier. It should not take long.”


      Moments later, the stretcher was ready to receive its occupant. “Lift him carefully,” Molly said when all five moved to help.

         “Dunakin’s healer can mend broken bones but only if you do not shift them about too much.”

      


      “I felt nothing that appeared to be broken,” Sir Patrick said, “but you may be sure that we will take care. Shall I have one

         of my men escort you to your home whilst we see to our master?”

      


      “I’ll go with you,” Molly said crisply. “To speak plainly, sir, with your master as their example, I’ll feel safer at Dunakin

         than alone with any of your men.”

      


      “As you wish,” he said quietly, gathering the reins of the horse his master had ridden. “Back to Dunakin, then, lads. You

         four carry him for now, and I’ll relieve anyone who grows tired, though the distance is short. Would you care to ride one

         of the other horses, mistress?”

      


      “I’ll walk, thank you,” Molly said. She did not want to give them information when they had given her none. Nor did she want

         to ride, since that would mean accepting Sir Patrick’s help in mounting. Doubtless, too, if she rode, he would ride also,

         and she felt safer with everyone walking. “I’d be happy to lead one of the other horses if you like,” she added, watching

         as they gently straightened the injured man’s legs and settled his arms beside him.

      


      Sir Patrick accepted her offer with thanks, his attention focused again on the motionless form of his master.


      Molly did not know whether to hope the injured man regained consciousness quickly or remained safely out of his senses, but

         as she gazed down at him, she realized that her indignation and anger had given way to softer emotions.

      


      Moonlight made him look peaceful and almost boyish, although he was far too large for anyone to mistake him for a child. His

         features looked less intimidating now, to be sure, but nonetheless attractive. Doubtless, most women would find him handsome

         and be only too happy to leap at his slightest command, even into his bed. Her feelings were mixed. She could not cheer such

         an accident befalling anyone, and she could not help thinking that she had somehow spooked the horse into rearing, but she

         was grateful for whatever had stopped the man from pursuing his intentions toward her.

      


      She wondered what color his eyes were. She had seen only the darkness of their depths and the danger in their expression.


      He certainly had made his wishes plain, and she found it disturbing that he had wanted to kiss her and doubtless to fondle

         her the way she had seen certain men kiss and fondle croft women or female servants in the castle, whether the women were

         agreeable to such pastimes or not.

      


      His hands were large, she thought, gazing at the nearer one. One could easily hold her, and if he put the other arm around

         her…
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