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For readers’ convenience, the author offers the following guide:


Clachan = village


Fain = eager, eagerly


Forbye = besides, in addition, furthermore, however


Garron = small Highland horse, very strong, agile enough for the landscape


Lachina = Lock EEN a


Lassock = young girl


Lippin (as in Lippin Geordie) = trust, trusted


Muir = moor (a boggy wasteland, peaty, dominated by grasses and sedges)


Plaid (great kilt) = Pronounced “Played,” an all-purpose garment from length of wool kilted up with a belt. Excess length flung over the wearer’s shoulder.


Tarbet = isthmus, an arm of land connecting two bodies of water


Thrang = busy


Tùr Meiloach = Toor MIL ock
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Stirling, Scotland, late May 1425


Riding into the cobblestone court of Cambuskenneth Abbey and reining in between the long abbey kirk and its tall stone tower, the weary knight flung himself from his lathered horse, brushed off his dusty leather jack and breeks, and smoothed his dark brown hair away from his face. It was dusk. He was hungry.


A lay brother in a black cassock hurried to meet him. The knight handed him the horse’s reins, saying, “His grace is here, aye? With Sir William Fletcher?”


“They are both here, sir. But his grace is receiving nae one.”


“He will receive me. Prithee, tell Sir William it is urgent that I speak with his grace as soon as possible. I will wait.”


“Your name, sir?”


“Ian Colquhoun… Sir Ian Colquhoun,” he added, remembering.


The lay brother summoned a second layman to look after Ian’s horse and then entered the abbey through the tower door.


Sir William Fletcher, a man some six or seven years older than the twenty-four-year-old Sir Ian, came out to get him shortly afterward. Sir William said, “His grace will see you at once, sir. Come with me.”


“My news is not for sharing,” Ian said. “Is anyone else with his grace?”


“Nay, he meets his nobles across the river at the castle but sleeps here. Since his English captivity, he prefers to avoid fortresses, so he has been here for several days. Hanging four of his close kinsmen much affected him, however greatly they deserved it. So he will be alone,” Fletcher added, “although I will stay with you.”


“Aye, sure,” Ian said, knowing that Jamie Stewart, King of Scots, rarely went anywhere without his childhood friend, Will Fletcher. Jamie and Will had become friends shortly before Jamie’s capture by the English and his subsequent nineteen-year captivity. Will had been one of the first to welcome Jamie home a year ago and had received his knighthood shortly thereafter.


Ian had won his own silver spurs more recently.


“This way,” Will said, opening the abbey tower door onto a stairway landing. Leading the way up a few stairs to the first landing, he opened another door and preceded Ian into a small, austere room, saying, “Sir Ian is here, your grace.”


The King beckoned Ian forward. Although Ian had seen him less than a fortnight before, his grace looked older than his thirty-one years and very tired.


Jamie said, “Be sure that latch catches, Sir Ian. It often fails. One good thing that my duplicitous uncle did before he died was to begin restoring the abbey kirk here and some of this tower. More requires to be done. But tell me your news. By the look of you, and your urgency, I ken fine it cannot be good.”


“James Mòr and the rebels have seized Dumbarton,” Ian said flatly.


“The castle?”


“Aye, your grace, but also the royal burgh and harbor.”


“My uncle John Stewart of Burleigh is the Governor there.”


Ian’s throat tightened. “The rebels murdered Lord Burleigh, your grace. They also murdered his captain of the guard, my cousin, Gregor Colquhoun.”


“Fiend seize them!” his grace exclaimed. “We must have that castle back.”


“Dumbarton Castle is impregnable,” Will Fletcher said.


“Nevertheless…” Jamie looked at Ian, his eyes narrowing speculatively. “Your Colquhoun seat of Dunglass is gey close to Dumbarton, as I recall.”


“Less than three miles up the river Clyde,” Ian agreed. “The castle sits midway between Dumbarton and Glasgow.”


“Then you are ably placed to recover the castle for me, are you not?”


“We are likewise well-placed to suffer mischief perpetrated by the rebels at Dumbarton,” Ian replied with a wry smile.


He saw Will Fletcher’s bushy eyebrows shoot upward, but Jamie said, “I recall that you also enjoy a reputation for mischief, Sir Ian. So I would like you to put that devious mind of yours to work and devise a way to recover my castle. You are, after all, a knight of my realm, sir. Now, what do you say?”


Without hesitation, Ian said, “If I can do it, your grace, I will.”


“I shall prepare a royal warrant for you straightaway,” Jamie said. “I’ll also give you names of powerful nobles who will help if you need them. They will want to besiege the place, but I’d liefer you find means to avoid that and keep the town and harbor safe. Feed him now, Will. He must be hungry.”


As Ian followed Will Fletcher to the abbey refectory, he felt rather numb.


Was he daft to have agreed? His family would surely say he was, aye.
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Glen Fruin, near Loch Lomond, end of July


“We’ve stared down at that tower now for a good half-hour,” the big, dark-haired Highlander said with a grim frown. “Ye’re sure they’re here?”


“Aye, master,” his much smaller companion replied, eyeing him warily.


“And ye’re sure ye saw Lady Aubrey MacFarlan and her daughters?”


“I canna be as sure o’ that,” the lad said. “I followed the Laird o’ Galbraith and five females what crossed the loch wi’ him from Inch Galbraith tae the wee clachan ashore. Then they all rode here wi’ him. Likely, one or two o’ them women be maidservants. But I dinna ken nowt o’ them. I only just ken the laird.”


The two stood on a wooded hilltop looking down at a large, square, gray-stone tower just above the wide, swift-flowing burn known as Fruin Water.


“If they’re here, ye’ve done well, lad. If they are not—”


The Highlander broke off when a door in the tower opened. As he watched, a young woman wearing a plain gray kirtle and white veil stepped outside. Another, younger lass with flaxen hair in two long plaits and wearing a pink kirtle followed, then another even younger one in yellow. The third lass boasted a thick, unruly mass of long, light-red curls, kept back from her face by a white ribbon that ran under the mass and up behind each ear to tie in a bow atop her head.


A slender woman came next. Recognizing Lady Aubrey, the Highlander relaxed. One more lass followed, also garbed in gray with a plain white veil. She had a basket over one arm and shifted it slightly as she shut the door behind her.


“Where are they going?” he wondered aloud.


“I… I dinna ken, master. Belike they’ll walk up the glen.”


“We’ll follow them and see,” the big man said, already moving through the woods to avoid losing sight of the women.


He soon saw that the winding path they took up the glen followed the course of Fruin Water as it tumbled down to join Loch Lomond, a mile and a half behind him. Confident that the swift burn would prevent the women from leaving the path, he realized his error a short time later when the red-headed chit suddenly kilted up her skirts and splashed across the burn to the other side.


When his man turned quickly to head downhill, the Highlander stopped him. “Go softly, and do not show yourself. They must not see either of us.”


“They will if we cross yon burn, though. D’ye mean we should turn back?”


“Nay, nay. I want to see where they go. But we’ll wait until they get into the woods above that meadow they’re crossing. Then we’ll follow them.”


Sakes, he thought when he and his companion reached the woods and could hear the women’s voices ahead, it was almost too easy. If they had been his mother or sisters, they would take armed men along whenever they left home.


The women stopped at last in a small clearing, still talking quietly. The gray-clad maidservant with the basket put it down and opened it. The other one took a cloth from it and shook it out to spread on the ground.


A bird tweeted nearby. Another answered it, and a squirrel chattered.


It was a beautiful and peaceful place, where aught could happen and nae one would be any the wiser.


“Ye’ve done well, lad,” Dougal MacPharlain murmured.





Chapter 1  [image: image]



Glen Fruin, near Loch Lomond, August 1


Lizzie, no! Come back!”


Dismayed to see her young companion spur the bay gelding she rode to a gallop and disappear around a turn shortly before the steep, downhill Glen Fruin path met the one along Loch Lomond’s southwestern shore, eighteen-year-old Lachina MacFarlan gritted her teeth, warned herself to keep calm, and urged her dun-colored horse to a faster pace.


A voice above and behind her on the glen path shouted, “Lady Lina, wait!”


Glancing back at the gillie who followed her, Lina did not reply or slow her mount. Nor did she spare more than a fleeting thought for the reaction her good-brother, Sir Magnus Galbraith-MacFarlan, would have when he heard—as he would—that his little sister had broken her word… again.


Although Sir Magnus was the largest man Lina knew—or had ever seen, for that matter—she did not fear his wrath. For one thing, he and his wife—her elder sister, Andrena—were visiting Magnus’s eldest sister and her husband in Ayrshire. For another, she knew that Magnus would easily deduce that the blame for this mischief lay entirely with the irrepressible Lizzie.


Reaching the shore path, Lina scarcely noted the sparkling blue loch spread before her. Deftly turning the dun gelding southward, she felt relief mixed with exasperation when she saw Lizzie again.


The slim, fourteen-year-old scapegrace rode as if she were part of the horse.


Lina was a competent horsewoman, but Lizzie was spectacular, especially riding astride in her mossy-green cloak with the mass of her long, curly red hair billowing behind her in a cloud of light red and sunny highlights—confined only by a narrow white ribbon at her nape.


Lina’s honey-gold hair lay smoothly coiled against the back of her head under a white veil held in place with an inch-wide band that she had embroidered with pink roses. Her hooded cloak was of soft gray wool that her sister Muriella had spun from their own lambs’ wool. Lina had woven the spun yarn into fabric herself.


It was a fine summer morning. Clouds drifted above and the air was cool, thanks to a breeze blowing off of Ben Lomond. The mountain loomed northeast of them, still wearing its snowcap. The breeze rippled the water of the loch.


Earlier, in the glen, had Lizzie not been ahead of her and eager to reach the loch, Lina might have paused to remove her cloak. Now, in the chilly breeze, she was glad she had not.


Lizzie had agreed that they would ride from Bannachra Tower, an ancient Galbraith holding half a mile behind them, only as far as the loch. That she had turned south told Lina that she had intended to do so all along.


The ever-present, self-critical voice in Lina’s head suggested that she ought to have known Lizzie was up to mischief. She had seen enough in past days to know the lengths to which the younger girl would go to get her way. She knew, too, that Lizzie must have heard her shout, but Lizzie neither paused nor looked back.


Hoping no one else would hear her, Lina shouted, “Lizzie, stop now!”


Lizzie pounded on, making Lina wish Mag were with them. He would…


But it was useless to speculate about what anyone who was miles away might do. Moreover, had Mag or the Laird of Galbraith been with them, Lizzie would never have dared to break her agreement.


Lina pressed her lips together. No use to repine about that, either. Repining would not stop Lizzie. Had she been Lina’s younger sister, Muriella, Lina would have reined in and waited for her to come to her senses.


But the only traits Lizzie and Murie shared were occasional lapses of judgment and an oft-spoken desire, common to many people of their age, to enjoy more freedom than they had and to make their own decisions.


Murie could also take the bit between her teeth, but she would not dash into unknown territory as Lizzie was doing—territory unknown to Lina, at all events. Lizzie was a mystery to her in other ways, too. Although Mag and Andrena had been married for nearly six months, Lachina had known Lizzie for only six days.


“Lady Lina, dinna ride any farther! Ye mun turn back!”


Realizing that while she had been lost in thought, the gillie had caught up with her, she looked over her shoulder and said, “I think Lady Elizabeth wants to see if Duchess Isabella has returned to Inchmurrin, Peter. Galbraith told us that the King had given her permission to come home.”


“We’d ha’ heard summat more if the duchess was there, m’lady.”


“Aye, perhaps. But we cannot turn back and just abandon her ladyship.”


“But the pair o’ ye mustna ride south!” Peter exclaimed. “There be danger there. The rebels! The laird gave strict orders, too. Ye ken fine that he did.”


She did know about the Laird of Galbraith’s orders. She had heard him issue them, and so had Lizzie. But he had issued many orders before his departure the previous day in response to a summons from the Colquhouns of Dunglass.


That stronghold, Lina knew, lay ten miles south of Loch Lomond on the river Clyde, not far from Dumbarton, the royal castle that the rebels had seized.


She knew the Colquhouns, because their lands along the Loch of the Long Boats abutted the southern boundary of Tùr Meiloach, her father’s estate.


Suppressing a sigh, she said, “We must catch up with her, Peter.” Leaning forward, she urged her horse to a faster pace. Thickets of shrubbery and scattered copses of trees dotted the loch shore and the hillside above it. The track they followed disappeared into dense woodland ahead.


Surely, Lizzie would not…


“That hibbertie-skippertie lass be a-heading right into them woods, m’lady!”


“I see her, Peter,” Lina shouted back. “Just ride! And mind your tongue when you speak of the lady Elizabeth!”


“ ’Tis what Sir Mag calls her,” Peter said. “I ken fine that I should not. But—”


Evidently realizing he had said more than was wise, he fell silent.


Lina saw then that Lizzie was slowing her horse. Perhaps she had come to her senses. Even as the thought presented itself, Lina felt a strong sense of unease.


The woods ahead seemed ominously to darken.


“Was that not a grand gallop, Lina?” Lizzie called out as Lina and Peter drew near and slowed their mounts.


“What you want, my sweet, is a taste of your brother Mag’s temper,” Lina said, reining in but keeping her eyes on the woods. Her unease was increasing. “Whatever were you thinking to ride off ahead of us like that?”


Lizzie shot a glance at Peter. Then she looked back at Lina with one eyebrow raised before saying, “Even Mag would not scold me in front of a gillie.”


“You chose the setting,” Lina said. “You might have considered the fact that, since I’m four years older than you, your lord father will likely blame me for this.”


“He will not. Nor will Mag. If they were here, they would scold, to be sure. But they are not here. And, by the time they come home, anyone else who may learn of it will have forgotten. So, you need not fratch with me, Lina. I want only to see if the Duchess of Albany is in residence yet.”


“We can see Inchmurrin’s towers from here, Liz. No banner flies there, let alone a ducal one. Forbye, we are defying your father’s orders. Do you think he will not hear about that?”


Lizzie shrugged. “Peter is your gillie. He won’t carry tales about me to my father. Will you, Peter?” she added, flashing her lovely smile at him.


“It won’t matter who tells him,” Lina said.


“No one will. And we are nearing Balloch now. Since the duchess inherited all of her late father’s properties and Balloch Castle is one of them…”


“The King is unlikely to let her keep all of Lennox’s properties,” Lina said, trying to ignore her growing sense of urgency and at least sound patient. “Recall that Balloch was a royal estate before the first Duke of Albany gave it to Lennox when Isabella married Albany’s son, Murdoch. We must turn back, Lizzie,” she added.


“But I’ve never seen a duchess,” Lizzie protested. “Nor have I—”


“Listen, m’lady!” Peter interjected.


Lina heard then what he had heard and wished that she had her sister Andrena’s keen ability to sense when others were near her.


“Horsemen,” she said, looking at Peter.


He nodded. “Armed ones,” he added. “Ye can hear weapons clanking.”


“Mayhap they are royal men-at-arms, escorting the duchess,” Lizzie said.


“Or rebel forces in such number that they fear no one,” Lina replied. She felt in her bones that soldiers were more likely than the duchess.


“It could as easily be my father, returning from Dunglass,” Lizzie said.


“I hope it is,” Lina declared. “You’ll be well served if he finds us here, aye?”


Lizzie grimaced.


Peter said, “We mun turn back. If we set our horses tae a gallop—”


“They will give chase,” Lina said flatly. “We cannot outrun them, Peter. Our horses are not fresh. Theirs may be.”


“We are noblewomen,” Lizzie said, tossing her head. “They won’t harm us.”


Lina nearly contradicted her. But she decided that she would be wiser to let Lizzie believe what she wanted to believe.


Meeting Peter’s worried gaze, Lina said, “Ride into that copse yonder above us, Peter. They won’t hear just one horseman on that grassy slope. But they would hear three. Nay, do not waste time arguing,” she added when he opened his mouth. “They’ve not yet seen us, and that copse is dense enough to conceal you and your horse. Also, whoever they are, they are unlikely to interfere with us.”


“But, m’lady—”


“Go,” Lina said. “If they are enemies, you may be our only hope of rescue.”


Without another word, Peter wrenched his horse’s head toward the hillside and spurred hard. He disappeared into the trees just as Lina caught sight of the first mounted riders through the woodland foliage ahead.


“Don’t you dare look toward that copse again, Lizzie Galbraith,” she said fiercely, trying to think. “They fly a Stewart banner. But it is not a royal one.”


“Oh, Lina, what have I done?” Biting her lip, Lizzie watched the path ahead.


Minutes later, rebel men-at-arms surrounded them.
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Dunglass Castle, that afternoon


“We must plan the attack on Dumbarton for well after midnight when they’ll least expect it,” eighteen-year-old Adam Colquhoun said eagerly to his older brother when they had finished their midday meal. “We can secure the royal burgh, Ian. But I don’t know how we’ll get an army up that rock to win back the castle. It’s two hundred feet high with only that one devilish steep road on the north side.”


Sir Ian shook his head but smiled at Adam, whose dark hair, light-blue eyes, and lanky body mirrored his own. Their younger brother, Eric, fostering with cousins in Leith, had fair hair like their sisters. “We’ll think of a way,” Ian said. “In fact, I’ve carried out some of my best gambits in broad daylight,” he added, shifting his gaze from Adam to the two older men seated with them at the high table.


The rest of Dunglass Castle’s cavernous great hall was empty.


“Broad daylight!” Adam exclaimed. “But—”


“Hush now, lad,” the Laird of Colquhoun interjected. “Ye’ve put your finger on the most vexing obstacle to retaking Dumbarton from that nest of villains. But Ian is the man his grace ordered to reclaim the royal burgh and castle and return them to the Crown. Let him have his say.”


Smiling at his father, Ian said, “I do expect to draw considerably on your wisdom, sir. And Sir Arthur’s,” he added, looking at the Laird of Galbraith.


Galbraith acknowledged his words with a dignified nod.


“Sithee, the enemy will be much stronger than we are,” Ian went on. “So we must avoid head-on battle. Also, we don’t know who amongst the Loch Lomond lairds will be with us and who will not, whatever any of them may tell us.”


Galbraith said, “I own, lad, I’m of a mixed mind about this venture. Ye ken fine that my son Patrick has long served James Mòr Stewart and stands now with him against the King. And Rory, my heir, serves the Duchess of Albany. She has even more reason than James Mòr to loathe the King. After all, he beheaded not only her husband and two of her three sons but also her eighty-year-old father.”


“True, sir,” Ian said. “But Lennox and James Mòr did betray Jamie. And you also have one son who is loyal to him. I’m hoping that, even if you cannot actively support us, you will do nowt to prevent our success.”


“My view is still that the King of Scots is chief of chiefs,” Galbraith said. “So I can make ye that promise. Forbye, I’m thinking your sire may have qualms about this undertaking, Ian. He aye puts peace above all else, does he not?”


Shifting his gaze to Colquhoun, he added with a slight smile, “What say ye, Humphrey? Art willing to wage war to help reclaim Dumbarton for Jamie Stewart?”


Colquhoun shrugged. “I’m much less willing to let James Mòr Stewart seize control of the river that flows by this castle, not to mention the entire Firth of Clyde,” he said. “He would then control the route from here to Glasgow. And to the sea.”


“He has apparently made no such attempt yet,” Galbraith pointed out.


“Only because he lacks men skilled enough to manage Dumbarton’s boats in battle against others,” Colquhoun said. “Forbye, such boatmen as they do have are nearly all lads who served under our own Gregor Colquhoun. They swore fealty to James Mòr only to save their hides after he murdered Gregor and seized the castle.”


“Also true,” Ian said grimly. “The first thing I’ll do after reclaiming Dumbarton is hang any man who served my cousin Gregor whilst he was captain of the guard there but who refuses to aid me now.”


“And I’ll help you do it,” declared a deep voice from the rear of the hall.


Recognizing the voice as that of Galbraith’s youngest and largest son, Ian leaped to his feet, exclaiming, “Maggy! You’re back!”


“As you see,” the big man said as he strode across the hall toward them.
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They had been riding hither and yon, and Lady Lachina’s stomach was growling. Neither she nor Lizzie had eaten since breaking their fast that morning.


Their captors, numbering nearly a score and riding two-by-two before and behind them, apparently had their own food and water with them. Lina had seen several of them pull out bread, salted meat, or a flask as they rode.


Casting an oblique look at Lizzie, Lina saw that she was exerting herself to look calm. She had been silent for nearly half an hour after prattling nonstop before then without caring who might hear her. She had complained about the dastardly nature of their capture, the likelihood of her father’s violent reaction, and what—in vivid detail—Galbraith would do to punish the men when he caught them.


Lizzie’s expression froze then, her gaze fixed somewhere ahead of her.


Shifting her own gaze accordingly, Lina saw that the troop’s leader was looking over his shoulder at them.


Just then he winked.


His audacity stopped Lina’s breath in her throat. She looked at Lizzie.


The younger girl, blushing deeply, looked down at her horse’s mane.


Having seen how flirtatious Lizzie could be, Lina said evenly, “Don’t encourage such conduct from any of these men, Liz. They are not our friends.”


“I know,” Lizzie muttered, still staring at her horse’s mane. She looked at Lina. “He is very handsome, though, is he not?”


Honesty forbade denial. The leader was a good-looking man perhaps eight or a dozen years older than they were. He wore no hat or helmet and had tied back his dark hair with a string, so one could easily see his strong jaw line, firm chin, and well-formed lips. Lina noted, too, that his nose was admirably straight, his thick-lashed eyes set deep and well apart. Nevertheless, he gave her chills.


“Lizzie,” she said sternly, “one does not flirt with a man who has taken one prisoner. These men must be some of the rebels who seized Dumbarton.”


Lizzie shrugged. “What if they are?” she asked. “Is not my brother Patrick also one of those rebels? He has served James Mòr for years, after all. That is why I told these men who I am when they accosted us.”


“You would have identified me, too, had I not interrupted you,” Lina reminded her. Glancing around to be sure no one was near enough to hear her over the noise of horses and riders, she added quietly, “You must not tell them who I am, Liz. Recall that my father’s sworn enemy Pharlain is in league with James Mòr. They both took part in the ill-fated coup a few months ago, when enemies tried to seize his grace’s throne. Perhaps you don’t realize that Pharlain is also the man who murdered my three brothers just before Andrena was born, when he usurped Father’s chiefdom and seized Arrochar, his primary estate.”


“Well, Pharlain is not here, and our Patrick will soon sort this out,” Lizzie said confidently. “When Patrick hears what these men have done, he will make them take us home. Meantime, Lina, it cannot hurt to be nice to their leader. He will be kinder to us if we are kind to him, I think.”


Dryly, Lina said, “Had he been at all nice in his ways, he would have left us alone. He would not have dragged us around the countryside with him as he has.”


“Why do you think he is doing that?”


“To complete whatever mission his superiors assigned him today, I expect. Parading themselves as they have, daring anyone to challenge them, these men must be making a show of force to frighten local residents.”


“Perhaps, aye,” Lizzie said, looking ahead again and then back at Lina with a twinkle. “That villain is still watching us. He does have a charming smile.”


“Aye, sure he does,” Lina said, thinking swiftly. “Such men think they have only to smile at a woman to make her swoon at their feet, Liz. Doubtless they also imagine they can bend any lass to their ill-doings just as easily.”


“Do they?” Lizzie said, lifting her pointed little chin.


“So my lady mother has said. Come to that,” Lina added, remembering, “Andrena told me that your brother Mag once threw a man into the Loch of the Long Boats for too impudently flirting with her.”


Lizzie’s eyes sparkled. “Faith, I’d like to have seen that.”


Silence fell again, and a short time later, they emerged from the woods. In the distance, Dumbarton Castle sat high atop what Lina knew, from visits by galley to Dunglass and Glasgow, was a solitary but massive rock fully a mile around. From the firth, the sight had taken her breath away. Now it depressed her.


She had no faith in Patrick Galbraith’s ability to help them, because lacking power in his own right, he was not one of the rebel leaders. Nor was rescue likely to come from their erstwhile hostess, Lizzie’s paternal aunt, the lady Margaret Galbraith of Bannachra. Lady Margaret was unmarried, irritable, and rather elderly.


Lady Margaret did have men-at-arms to guard her, but they were too few to send any after two young women whose own disobedience had put them in danger.


Although Lina had glanced back several times, she had seen no sign of Peter and feared that he might have ridden back to Inch Galbraith or even as far as Tùr Meiloach to get help. No one would know where she and Lizzie were.


Her sisters’ images suddenly loomed large in her mind.


Andrena was on the Ayrshire coast, Muriella at Bannachra with their mother and the lady Margaret. Just thinking of her sisters stirred fresh trepidation in Lina. One, if not both, might try to find her and would thus put herself in peril. Each of the three of them could sense when another was sick or in deep trouble.


And if this wasn’t deep trouble…
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Dunglass


As Mag Galbraith stepped onto the dais, Ian said, “I’m glad to see you, Maggy. I was sure you’d be gone for at least a fortnight. Yet nobbut five days have passed since you left. You did not bring Lady Dree back, too, did you?”


“Andrena will be content for a time with my sister Wilhelmina,” Mag said, shaking Ian’s hand. “You said you were inviting local lairds and knights to meet us. I expected to see many here by now.”


“Sakes, I sent messages out only a few days ago! But Rob MacAulay will join us. And one or two Buchanans will come if only to learn what we’re up to. Jamie said we can count on some Border lords to help, too.”


Nodding, Mag turned to shake hands with Colquhoun and Adam, leaving his father for last.


Galbraith stood when Mag moved to greet him. “ ’Tis good to see ye, lad,” he said, clapping him on the back. “We’ve a dilemma here, as ye doubtless ken fine.”


“I know that Jamie wants Ian to take back Dumbarton, sir,” Mag said. “I know, too, that our Patrick is with James Mòr. But Patrick chose his road. Forbye, if he knew that James Mòr intended to betray the King, I ken fine that he said nowt of it to you. Rory sets us another problem,” he added.


“Rory is my heir and knows his duty,” Galbraith said. “But ye’re right. He does divide his loyalties between Clan Galbraith and what remains of the House of Albany.”


“Which is to say the Duchess of Albany,” Mag said. Turning back to Ian, he said, “What do you hope to accomplish with this meeting of yours? From what I saw of Dumbarton, journeying to the Ayrshire coast and back, James Mòr controls the royal burgh, its harbor, and the castle. His position looks impregnable.”


“We’ll find a way,” Ian said. “We must just figure out what it is. Forbye, before we can act, we must know more. But I do have some ideas for us to consider.”


The other four men willingly agreed. And, although they dismissed several of his ideas as being foolhardy—albeit typical of Ian, a notorious risk-taker—they deemed three or four worthy of further consideration. They were discussing how to present those possibilities to the other men who would join them, when a Colquhoun man-at-arms entered with a young chap at his heels and said to Colquhoun, “Forgive us, laird. This lad begs urgent speech wi’ ye.”


Ian did not recognize the newcomer. But Mag leaped up, brow furrowed with concern, and exclaimed, “Peter Wylie! What brings you here, lad?”


The dismay on Peter’s face made it plain that he had not expected to see Mag. But he recovered swiftly, saying, “ ’Tis glad I am tae see ye, Sir Mag. This were the nearest place I knew tae come. But…”


When he hesitated, Ian said impatiently, “What is it? Who is this chap, Mag?”


“I be Peter Wylie, Sir Ian, from Tùr Meiloach. But I were at Bannachra this morning. If ye’ll permit me, I should speak privately wi’ Sir Magnus.”


Before Ian could object, Mag said, “Tell us all, lad. We’re with friends here.”


“It be their ladyships, sir,” Peter said, darting an anxious glance at Galbraith.


“Which ladyships?” Ian demanded, drawing Peter’s gaze back to himself.


Swallowing visibly, Peter glanced at Galbraith and Mag again before he met Ian’s gaze and said, “The ladies Elizabeth Galbraith and Lachina MacFarlan, sir. Rebels captured them near the woods at the southwest end o’ Loch Lomond.”


“The devil they did!” Ian exclaimed. An image of the lady Lachina leaped to his mind’s eye: a slender lassock with long golden plaits, whom he had first met a decade ago when he was fourteen and she a too-dignified eight.


“Where were you, Peter?” Mag asked ominously.


Looking wretched but speaking firmly, Peter said, “See you, sir, we were tae ride only as far as the loch. But the lady Elizabeth rode off tae see if the duchess were at Inchmurrin yet. Lady Lina shouted for her tae—”


Noting Mag’s frown, Ian hastily interjected, “We know the lady Elizabeth, Peter. But you fail to answer Sir Magnus’s question. If you were with them…”


More wretchedly than ever, Peter chose to address a point between Ian and Mag, saying, “See you, we heard men and horses ahead o’ us in the woods, and Lady Lina ordered me tae take cover, lest they be enemies.”


“Why did not all of ye take cover?” Galbraith demanded.


“She said we must not, that they’d hear three horses but might miss one. By my troth, laird, them villains never looked my way. They had eyes only for their ladyships. They surrounded them and turned back the way they’d come. So I followed them.”


“What else did you see?” Mag asked. “Did they harm either of them?”


“They rode hither and yon, just showing theirselves and their arms now and now. I saw nowt else save they ended at Dumbarton. When we reached the flatlands betwixt the castle rock and the woods, I stopped in the woods beside the river Leven. But I saw them ride up that steep track and in through the castle gates.”


“This changes things,” Ian said grimly.


“It does, aye,” Mag agreed with a thoughtful look.


“We need more information straightaway,” Ian said. “You and I—”


“Nay, lad, I’m for Ayrshire again, straightaway,” Mag said.


“For Ayrshire!” Ian and Galbraith exclaimed as one voice.


Ian added curtly, “Mag, Lizzie’s your sister. You and I can sneak over…”


But Mag was shaking his head, and Ian detected a twinkle in his eyes before Mag said, “You’re daft if you think I can sneak anywhere, lad. I’m too big. Forbye, one factor exists of which you have no ken or don’t credit if you do. My Andrena shares so strong a bond with her sisters that each one knows when another meets danger. If Dree is not already on her way back, she soon will be.”


“Certes,” Ian said, “your good-brother would stop her.”


“She’d come despite him,” Mag said. “Forbye, before I left, she informed me that I’m soon to become a father. She hadn’t told me before, because she knew I wanted her to meet Wilhelmina. The only thing that might keep Andrena from leaving is if she knows that I’ll come for her. So I must.” He shifted his gaze to his father. “As you know, sir, if the lady Aubrey has not locked young Muriella up or tied her down, she, too, will be seeking a way to reach Lina.”


“I’ll see to it,” Galbraith said. “I took them all to Bannachra when I got Ian’s message. You fetch Andrena. We’ll see to things here.”


Mag said in a near growl, “If Patrick lets anyone harm Lizzie—”


“He won’t,” Galbraith said.


Ian could tell that Galbraith was not as sure as he sounded. A glance at Mag told him that he had even less faith in Patrick than his father did.


Ian thought again of the lady Lachina. He had seen little of her for years and had often teased her in the past, when she, Andrena, and their lady mother had stayed with the Colquhouns on their way to visit kinsmen. Lina had often expressed disapproval of him, with good cause. But he had liked her nonetheless.


Firmly, he said, “I’ll find out what’s going on at Dumbarton, Mag.”


“I know you will.”


Without watching the big man stride away, Ian turned back to the others.


He knew what he had to do.





Chapter 2  [image: image]



Dumbarton Castle, that night


Do you think we’ll be able to sleep on these pallets?” Lizzie asked.


“Eventually, aye,” Lina said.


“Well, I’ll sleep better if I’m warmer. I do wish that someone would build us a fire or bring us blankets and food. Sakes, I wish your Tibby were here to brush my hair. It’s all in tangles, but I expect Patrick will lend me a comb.”


Tibby was the maidservant Lina shared with her sister Muriella and also was Peter Wylie’s sister. “I’m surprised that no one has been next or nigh us since they put us here,” Lina said. “But I’m glad, for Peter’s sake, that Tibby is not here and glad, too, that our captors left us that pitcher of water… and that pail.”


She was also thankful that Lizzie still hoped her brother Patrick would protect them. Despite the younger girl’s bluntly expressed if ineffective outrage after their capture, she had behaved fearlessly since then. She still complained but seemed to view their predicament now as an adventure.


Lina’s initial fear, when the men’s leader had declared that they were going to be the rebels’ guests at Dumbarton, had faded to uneasy trepidation. She was confident that Peter had escaped but still feared that he might have decided to ride all the way home to Tùr Meiloach before seeking help.


A rap at the door interrupted her train of thought. She tensed, and the fine hairs on her forearms tingled, a sensation that seemed to spread through her body.


A key rattled in the lock, and two men entered. The first was a short, stocky man wearing what she assumed was the attire of a castle servant. The other was ill-kempt, his dark shaggy hair hanging in his face and his clothing in tatters.


While the first man stood silently in the open doorway, the shaggy one carried in a hodful of peat topped with straw, which he took to the hearth. As Lina watched, everything else in the room seemed to vanish. She saw only the peat man.


He knelt, set down his load, extracted a tinderbox from a pocket amid his tatters, and muttered, “We thought ye’d be glad of a fire, the pair o’ ye.”


“Thank you,” Lina murmured. She barely heard her own voice.


“ ’Tis nowt,” the man replied. Deftly arranging peat and straw, he dealt as deftly with lighting it. Then he stood and turned, evidently sure it would burn.


The air around him seemed to take on life of its own, to crackle as he moved.


“Some’un comes,” the man at the door muttered in the vast distance.


The shaggy one looked right at her then, his light-blue gaze holding her astonished one. “Dinna squeak, lass,” he said. “Just tell me, ha’ they harmed ye?”


“N-nay,” she said, fighting to suppress her shock. “But—”


A quick shake of his head silenced her, and he moved toward the door. His demeanor remained casual, but his strides were longer, resulting in deceptive haste.


As he neared the open doorway, a tall tawny-headed figure appeared behind the stocky manservant who stood there, and Lizzie shrieked, “Patrick!”


Terrified that she might also have recognized the shaggy peat man and might betray him to her brother, Lina was thankful to see the manservant leave and the shaggy one slip past Patrick Galbraith to follow.


Then, just beyond Patrick, Sir Ian Colquhoun ducked his head, looked right at Lina, and blew her a kiss before vanishing down the stairs.
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Passing his companion on that dark first flight of the spiral stairway, as well as a second man coming up, Ian led the way swiftly but silently downward, his heightened senses alert for any movement or voices on the stairs below or above. Only someone who knew him well might have detected his amusement.


The lass was still fun to startle, even under less than ideal circumstances and when the only signs of her shock were her widened eyes and slightly parted lips. She had lost scarcely a jot of her serenity. Hence, the blown kiss. But that, he knew, had been reckless. She would tell him so, too, he’d wager—at the first opportunity.


Hearing only Gorry MacCowan’s heavier tread behind him, Ian nevertheless kept a hand on the dagger thrust into the belt beneath his rags and hurried on.


Both men kept silent until they neared the landing they sought. Then, stepping back to let Gorry pass him, Ian whispered, “Doucely now.”


“Aye, master.”


“Nay, nay, I be nobbut a scrofulous peat carrier,” Ian muttered. “That man above kens me well and may follow us. He must not see my face.”


Gorry nodded. Nearing the door into the yard, he nodded again at the guard there, saying, “I’ll see this chap outside yon gates the noo.”


The guard pulled open the iron yett and heavy door without a glance at Ian, whose confidence was such that his thoughts had returned to the chamber above and the two young ladies there. He had not seen Lizzie Galbraith for years, and she had not seen his face. The lady Lachina certainly had, but she would not betray him.


Recalling her astonishment and her quick control of it, he felt amusement stir again. He had never known her well. But he had met her numerous times since her childhood, and her steady composure had always impressed him. It also, nearly always, tempted him to disturb it to see how she would react.


As he followed Gorry through the open doorway into the torchlit yard, he heard a clatter of boot-shod feet on the stairway above them.


“Haste now,” he muttered, barely breathing the words into the air.


Gorry lengthened his stride.


But Ian knew that haste would not be enough.


The gate was too far, the footsteps too close.
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“Patrick, you must get us out of this horrid place!” Lizzie cried while Lina was struggling to recover from her shock at seeing Ian Colquhoun in their chamber. “Those dreadful men captured us and paid no heed when I told them who I am.”


Watching Lizzie fling herself into her brother’s arms, Lina strained her ears to hear the retreating footsteps of the other two men but could not hear anything over Lizzie’s outrage. She prayed that the two would get safely away.


At the same time, she wondered at her odd reaction to Sir Ian and as swiftly wrenched her thoughts away from him. It was no time to let her mind wander.


Patrick Galbraith looked enough like his brother Mag to make her sure of his identity even if Lizzie hadn’t shrieked it. When he set Lizzie back on her heels and turned in the doorway, Lina saw that a second man-at-arms had reached the landing.


“Did you see who those two men were?” Patrick asked him.


“One were Gorry MacCowan,” the man replied. “I didna see t’other one’s gizz at all, sir, wi’ his hair all a-flappin’ round his face as it were. Likely, it were Jocko, the peat man, or one o’ his sort.”


“Go and make sure,” Patrick said, sending a chill up Lina’s spine.


“Good sakes,” Lizzie said, rolling her eyes. “Those men came only to light a fire for us, Patrick. You should be thanking them, for ’tis cold in here and no one else thought to provide us with food or even blankets, only that noisome pail in the corner. I wish I had thought to ask them to take it away with them. But now that you are here, you will see to everything. I want to go home!”


Lina, who had much appreciated the presence of the pail on their arrival, saw that Patrick looked taken aback by his sister’s naïve demand.


“I know it is not what you’re used to, Liz,” he said. “Sakes, I could scarcely believe my ears when I heard you were here. I came up only to see if it was true.”


“But you must help us,” she insisted. “You serve James Mòr, and he cannot know we are here. You must tell him that Father—”


“Father has no authority here, Lizzie. Sakes, even I have gey little.”


“But you have been with James Mòr for years! I’m your sister!”


“You had no business getting captured,” Patrick snapped. “Nay, do not try to explain. I’ll warrant you were where you had no business to be. Is that not so?”


When Lizzie glowered at him, he went on, “You have come by your just deserts, my lass. And if you imagine that I can do aught to aid you, you are wrong. I am just one of many who serve James Mòr. What’s more, I have no authority over the man who brought you here.”


“Why not?” Lizzie demanded. “Who is he that he outranks you? Sithee, I think that man likes me. So if you ask him civilly to let me… that is, us go—”


“What makes you think he’d heed aught that I say?”


“He flirted with me, that’s what.”


Lina, watching, expected Patrick to bristle at hearing of the leader’s insolence to his sister. When his frown revealed that he was angry with Lizzie, Lina felt a deep frisson of fear.


Patrick looked at her, and she fought to conceal her distaste for him.


“Who is your friend, Liz?” he asked softly.


A louder male voice, behind him, snapped, “What the devil are ye doing up here, Galbraith? Ye’ve nae business here.”


Patrick jumped as if someone had pinched him. Turning toward the voice, he said grimly, “I came to see my sister. Perhaps you will explain to me, Dougal MacPharlain, just why you abducted and brought her here.”


Hearing the name of her father’s sworn enemy, Lina stiffened. But she wondered, too, if Patrick might take his sister’s side after all.


She had never met Dougal MacPharlain. But knowing that he was the son and heir of her father’s usurping cousin, Parlan MacFarlan—who now called himself simply Pharlain after the ancient founder of their clan—was enough.


Pharlain had seized not only Andrew Dubh’s chiefdom twenty years ago but all of his estates except Tùr Meiloach, the sanctuary to which he, his lady wife, and their infant daughter had escaped and where the family still lived.


To her shock, the man who stepped past Patrick into the room was the leader of the rebel troop that had captured them. He wore no plaid, just the clothes he had worn earlier: leather breeks, boots, and a brigandine over a plain shirt and jack.


As he passed Patrick, Dougal MacPharlain said, “Ye’ve nae right to question my actions, Galbraith.”


The tension that Lina had sensed immediately between the two increased tenfold. Patrick’s fists clenched. His jaw tightened.


Before he could reply, Dougal went on. “I do have the right to question ye, Galbraith,” he said. “Had ye wanted to see my prisoners, ye should have got my permission. Yon door was locked when I left. How did ye get in?”


“One of the servants opened it to let a peat man in,” Patrick said. Gesturing, he added, “He built that fire yonder.”


Dougal did not look away from Patrick, and his anger revealed itself in the set of his jaw and narrowed eyes. “Ye found two men here and didna raise a cry?”


Grimacing, Patrick said in measured tones, “They were leaving when I got here. The reason they had come was plain to see.”


“Who, exactly, were they?”


“The older one was a chap called Gorry. I did not know the other.”


“Then go after them and find out who the devil he is,” Dougal snapped, gesturing sharply toward the doorway.


Without looking at his sister or Lina, Patrick left.


When the sound of his footsteps had faded down the stairway, Dougal shut the door and turned back toward Lina.


She tensed again. Her inner voice screamed at her to warn Dougal off, to ask him to leave them in peace or try to divert him. Had she possessed Andrena’s skill at reading others, she might have acted on that instinct. But knowing that she distrusted the man because his father had wronged her family and that she might be leaping to conclusions about Dougal’s intentions now, she hesitated to speak.


He looked intently at Lizzie.


Lina saw then that his charm, though undeniable, was that of a wildcat holding a bunny motionless with the power of its gaze… just long enough to pounce.


“Ye’re gey beautiful, Lady Elizabeth,” he said smoothly. “I saw that straightaway. Ye must have many suitors.”


Lizzie, apparently tongue-tied for once, blushed, then smiled uncertainly.


Dougal took a step toward her, one hand moving as if to touch her.


Without thought, Lina stepped between them.
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Ian noted thankfully that the guard at the tower door had shut it behind them.


Then Gorry touched his sleeve and muttered, “This way, master.”


Ian followed, keeping his head down. He knew, though, that they headed toward the stables, not the gate.


Since most visitors to Dumbarton stabled their mounts below in the royal burgh or at an inn there, the stables inside the wall were only stalls facing the east wall with a long thatched roof over them. Torches cast golden light over the yard.


“What are you thinking, Gorry?” Ian asked, keeping his voice low.


“The straw, master, and quick! It will be nae great thing for anyone following us tae see me wi’ the ponies. Despite the size o’ this place, the leaders brought few servants tae look after them. James Mòr has his body servant, as does Master Dougal MacPharlain and some o’ the others. The rest brought nae servants, and none o’ them thought tae bring much food along.”


Ian’s attention had fixed on one name. “Dougal MacPharlain? That devil’s spawn is here?”


“Aye, but dinna dally!” Gorry urged, gesturing toward the straw.


Glad that he was wearing rags, Ian eased past the occupant of a stall midway along and plowed a tunnel in fresh straw at the wall end of it for himself. Squirming briefly to settle in, he moved just enough straw aside to get a view of the yard.


A man-at-arms stood on the steps by the door they had used in the southeast tower. Scanning the torchlit yard, the man descended and strode toward the gates.


Gorry was brushing one of the ponies as if he had been doing it for some time. The pony in the stall Ian had chosen noisily nibbled straw, making Ian hope that the beast would not mistake his tangled, dirty hair for something tastier.


After watching the man-at-arms approach the gate, talk to someone there, and turn back, Ian looked over the others in the yard. When he saw no women, his thoughts flitted back upstairs until he realized that the man he’d been watching was striding back toward the southeast tower doorway.


Someone stood on the steps there now, his features barely visible in the torchlight. He was as tall as Ian, perhaps, but not as tall as Mag. Something about the way he stood… Realizing that the man’s posture was similar to the way Mag often stood, with one hand on his dirk and the other hooked by its thumb to his belt, Ian recalled Lizzie’s shriek.


“That’s Patrick Galbraith,” he muttered, hoping Patrick’s appearance was due to something other than that he had belatedly recognized the peat man as Ian.


Gorry finished the first pony and moved to a second, two stalls away.


The man-at-arms went up the steps, shook his head in response to something Patrick said to him, then turned and scanned the yard again. His gaze moved past Gorry, halted, and went back again. When the man and Patrick descended the steps together, Ian stopped watching lest either man sense his gaze on him.


Relaxing to keep his mind blank as he did when hunting, he heard Patrick say loudly, just steps away, “You there, we want a word wi’ ye.”


“Aye, sure,” Gorry replied laconically. Then, as if realizing that Patrick was not just a second man-at-arms, Gorry said politely, “How may I serve ye, sir?”


“You were in yon tower room with a peat man,” Patrick said. “Where is he?”


“Why, Jocko’s gone home, sir,” Gorry said. “He delivered his peat, so he had nowt more tae keep him.”


Hoping that Gorry held both men’s attention, and unable to bear not looking, Ian peeked through the straw at the three men, easily visible now.


“The gatekeeper said he saw no peat man leaving the castle,” Patrick said, looking around. When his gaze swept right over Ian’s hiding place, it was all Ian could do not to flinch.


Gorry was protesting. “The gateman mun be mistaken, sir. I saw Jocko walk tae the gate, and he had nae call tae go anywhere else. Mayhap yon gateman doesna ken Jocko. Shall I ask him m’self?”


“We’ll all go,” Patrick said grimly.


Deeply relieved, Ian watched them stride away. He wondered if perhaps he should move.


Then Patrick looked back.


[image: image]


“Stand aside, wench,” Dougal said curtly to Lina.


She stood her ground, meeting his angry glare with effort at first. Then, abruptly, she realized that his glare matched the fiendish way her cat, Ansuz—named for a runic god that controlled men’s fate—looked at her when it took exception to having stubborn tangles or burrs combed from its long fur.


“I told ye to move,” Dougal said impatiently.


“Do you make war on women, sir?” Lina asked.


“Don’t be daft. I have nae interest in a doltish woman hired to look after this lass and inept enough to let her be captured.”


“The capture was your doing, not mine,” she said, studying him.


His hair was the reddish brown of ground cinnamon, his eyes the grayish brown of grated nutmeg. Since he had not replied, she added, “What will James Mòr think of your having imprisoned two innocent young noblewomen?”


“Sakes, he’s like to reward me for capturing a pawn to keep Galbraith in check. It may even persuade the laird to join us. Her brothers already have.”


“Not all of them,” Lina said.


He leaned forward. “D’ye dare to contradict me?”


“I merely point out a fact,” she said.


“By God, I’ll not permit insolence from such a naebody!” he snapped, raising a threatening hand.


Lizzie exclaimed, “Don’t you touch her, Dougal MacPharlain! I thought you would be nice. But you are not fit to touch Lina!”


“Lizzie, don’t shriek,” Lina said calmly, still watching Dougal. He had lowered his hand when Lizzie cried out. But his fingers twitched, and Lina held no illusions. He was capable of striking either one of them.


“He should not talk to you so,” Lizzie protested. “Tell him, Lina.”


Dougal’s gaze swept back to Lina. “Aye, tell me, Lina. Ye’ll find yourself well thrashed afterward for insolence to your betters. But say what you li—”


“You are not her better,” Lizzie interjected scornfully. “Lady Lachina’s father is the true chief of Clan Farlan, as you should know if anyone does.”


Dougal abruptly shifted his gaze back to Lina. For the first time since his arrival, she felt true fear. Lizzie had just made their situation twice as dangerous.
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Ian moved his right hand enough to be sure he could reach his dirk and then called himself a fool for doing so merely because Patrick had looked back. He relaxed, knowing he could not kill Mag’s brother, whatever risk lay in letting him live. Still aware of Patrick’s gaze, he pictured the woods beyond the castle and exhaled deeply, imagining peace and quiet beneath the trees there as he kept perfectly still and imagined a fawn drinking water from a rill.


Distantly, he heard Gorry’s voice like a murmur of wind in the treetops.


Then silence, as if all the world save that woodland had vanished. The fawn kept drinking. In time, he could hear its wee tongue lap-lapping the…


“Master, wake up!” Gorry’s urgent whisper brought Ian abruptly out of his reverie to full alertness.


“Have they gone?”


“Aye, back inside. But ye must be away.”


“How did you persuade them to stop looking for me?”


“Coo, I kent fine that Jed Laing be on the gate t’night,” Gorry muttered. “So I walked bang up to ’im and said, ‘Did ye no see Jocko leave a wee while ago? He looks at me, and I looks straight back at him, and he claps a hand tae his pate and says, ‘Jocko!’ Then he looks at Patrick Galbraith’s man and says, ‘Be that who ye were a-looking for? Jocko does all manner o’ things, so I dinna think o’ him as a peat man. He left a half-hour ago.’ ”


“Clever,” Ian said approvingly. “But you’re right, I must be away. Will not everyone be searching for the peat man, though? Should I alter the way I look?”


“Nay, just come wi’ me, sir. If we dinna make a song aboot it, Jed will let us out now afore the moon rises.”


“Aye, then,” Ian said. “But you must come back, Gorry. I need you inside.”


“I ken that fine, sir. I’ll tell them me sister’s ailing in the burgh. Nae one will think nowt o’ me goin’ along tae cheer her. We canna go doon the track t’gether, though. We might meet some o’ them comin’ back up.”


“How will I get down, then?” Ian said. “I cannot fly.”


“That be why I spoke o’ the moon, sir. I’ve a rope tae let ye doon far enough tae get on away without it. I hid it when ye sent word ye’d be coming here.”


“Good man,” Ian said. He hated heights. The thought of descending two hundred feet on a rope…


However, he never turned down a challenge.


“This way, sir,” Gorry said, handing him a cloak to put over his rags and leading him along the east wall, where shadows were thickest, to the gatekeeper. “Jed, we’ll be a-going tae me sister’s the noo. I’ll be back afore dawn.”


“I’ll be here,” the burly Jed said, giving Ian an appraising look as he pulled the nearer gate open just enough to let them slip through the opening.


It closed silently behind them.


“Keep close tae this wall, sir. And step doucely,” Gorry added, leading the way. “They ha’ two men above. But they dinna expect trouble from doon here.”


Ian could see why. The only torches in sight flanked the gates. The rest of the castle wall and the area beyond it were pitch dark. After they turned the northeast corner, he could at last see where he was going but only because the firth lay below the next corner many yards ahead. Its water reflected the starlight gleaming between clouds that drifted overhead.


The two men moved quietly away from the wall toward the drop-off.


Ian soon felt prickling at his nape and an unsettling sense of open space right in front of him. He stopped gratefully when Gorry put an arm out.


“Can ye see your way, sir?”


“Aye, well enough. But are you sure you can lower me? I’m no lightweight.”


“I’ve done it afore to help one or two lads escape after we knew trouble had come. I’d pledged tae serve James Mòr, and me cousin did, too, but his lass be expecting their first, and, after these louts murdered Captain Gregor, we knew that nae one were safe. So I got him away that night whilst the rebels slept off their long, treacherous day. Nae doot they mean tae kill the rest o’ us when what’s left o’ James Mòr’s troops arrive, as he says they will. If they do, I hope they bring supplies. We’ve none so much food for so many.”


“You’ve done well, Gorry, for your cousin and for me,” Ian said. “Keep yourself safe, but if you hear aught concerning their ladyships that I should know, get word to me at Dunglass as fast as you can.”


“Aye, sir, I’ll do that.”


“Good.” Looking down into the black abyss, Ian swallowed. It was a shadowland, its only light eerily reflected from the river Clyde, for they were beyond the wider firth now. He drew a breath and said, “Let’s do this thing.”
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