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Bidh an t-ubhal as fheàrr air a’ mheangan as àirde.

 

The best apple is on the highest bough.








Prologue

ISLE OF SKYE, SCOTLAND
1508



Duncan MacDonald could defeat any warrior in the castle—and yet, he was powerless against his chieftain’s seventeen-year-old daughter.

“As soon as my father leaves the hall,” Moira whispered, leaning close enough to make him light-headed, “I’ll meet ye outside by the ash tree.”

Duncan knew he should refuse her, but he may as well try to stop his heart from beating.

“I’ve told ye not to speak to me here,” he said, glancing about the long room filled with their clansmen and the chieftain’s guests from Ireland. “Someone might notice.”

When Moira turned to look straight at him with her midnight-blue eyes, Duncan felt as if a fist slammed into his chest. That had happened the first time she looked at him—really looked at him—and every time since.

“Why would anyone take notice if I speak with my brother Connor’s best friend?” she asked.

Perhaps because she had ignored him the first seventeen years of her life? It was still a mystery to him how that had changed.

“Go now—Ragnall is watching us,” he said when he felt her older brother’s eyes on him. Unlike Moira and Connor, Ragnall had their father’s fair hair, bull-like build, and short temper. He was also the only warrior in the clan Duncan was not certain he could defeat at arms.

“I won’t go until ye say you’ll meet me later.” Moira folded her arms, but amusement quirked up the corners of her full lips, reminding Duncan that this was a game to her.

Yet if the chieftain learned that Duncan was sneaking off with his only daughter, he would murder him on the spot. Duncan turned and left the hall without bothering to answer her; Moira knew he would be there.

As he waited for her in the dark, he listened to the soft lap of the sea on the shore. There was no mist on the Misty Isle of Skye tonight, and Dunscaith Castle was beautiful, ablaze with torchlight against the clear night sky. He had grown up in the castle and seen this sight a thousand times, but Duncan was a young man who took nothing for granted.

His mother had served as nursemaid to the chieftain’s children, and he and Connor had been best friends since the cradle. From the time they could lift wooden swords, the two of them and Connor’s cousins, Alex and Ian, had trained in the art of war. When they weren’t practicing with their weapons, they were off looking for adventure—or trouble—and they usually found it.

Moira had always been apart, a coddled princess dressed in finery. Duncan had little to do with the lovely, wee creature whose laughter often filled the castle.

Duncan heard the rustle of silk skirts and turned to see Moira running toward him. Even in the dark and covered head-to-toe in a cloak, he could pick her out of a thousand women. Though she could not possibly see what was in her path, Moira ran headlong, expecting no impediment. No stone tripped her, for even the faeries favored this lass.

When Moira threw her arms around his neck, Duncan closed his eyes and lost himself in her womanly softness. He breathed in the scent of her hair, and it was like lying in a field of wildflowers.

“It’s been two whole days,” she said. “I missed ye so much.”

Duncan was amazed at how unguarded Moira was. The lass said whatever came into her head, with no caution, no fear of rejection. But then, who would refuse her?

The chieftain had sent Duncan to attend university in the Lowlands with Connor and Connor’s cousins, and he’d learned about Helen of Troy there. Moira had a face like that—the kind that could start a clan war. And worse for his jealous heart, she had lush curves and an innate sensuality that made every man want her.

The other men only lusted after her for her beauty. But for Duncan, Moira was the bright spark in his world.

Moira pulled him down into a deep kiss that sent him reeling. Before he knew it, his hands were roaming over the feminine dips and swells of her body, and she was moaning into his mouth. They were in danger of dropping to the grass at their feet, where anyone could happen upon them, so he broke the kiss. One of them had to keep their head—and it wouldn’t be Moira.

“Not here,” he said, though he knew damned well what they would do if they went to the cave. Anticipation caused every fiber of his being to throb with need.

For the first weeks, they had found ways to please each other without committing the last, irrevocable sin—the one that could cost Duncan his life if his chieftain knew of it. He felt guilty for taking what rightfully belonged to Moira’s future husband. But it was a miracle that he’d held out against her as long as he had.

At least he was confident that Moira would not suffer for what they had done. She was a clever lass—she would not be the first to spill a vial of sheep’s blood on her wedding sheet. And Moira was not one to be troubled by guilt.

Once they were inside the cave, they spread the blanket they kept there, and Duncan pulled her onto his lap.

“The Irish chieftain’s son is rather amusing,” Moira said, poking her finger in his side.

Moira’s father had not taken another wife after Connor and Moira’s mother died. So when they had guests, Moira sat on one side of her father, charming them, while her older brother Ragnall sat on his other side, frightening them.

“The man was looking down the front of your gown all through supper.” And Duncan thought Moira let him. “I wanted to crush his head between my hands.”

All his life, he’d minded his temper, both because he was bigger than other lads and because his position was precarious. He hated the way Moira made him lose control.

“That’s sweet.” She laughed and kissed his cheek. “I was trying to make ye jealous.”

“Why would ye do that?”

“To make certain ye would meet me, because we need to talk.” Her voice was serious now. “Duncan, I want us to marry.”

Duncan closed his eyes and, for one brief moment, let himself pretend it was possible. He imagined what it would be like to be the man so blessed as to sleep with this lass in his arms each night and to wake up each morning to her sunny smile.

“It will never happen,” he said.

“Of course it will.”

Moira was accustomed to having her way. Her father, who had no other weakness, had spoiled her, but he would not give in to her on such an important matter.

“Your father will never permit his only daughter to wed the nursemaid’s bastard son,” he said. “He’ll use your marriage to make an alliance for the clan.”

Duncan pulled out his flask of whiskey and took a long drink. With Moira talking such nonsense, he needed it.

“My father always lets me have what I want in the end. And what I want,” she said, her breath warm in his ear as she ran her hand down his stomach, “is you, Duncan Ruadh MacDonald.”

With all his blood rushing to his cock, he couldn’t think. He pulled her into his arms, and they fell across the blanket, their legs tangled.

“I’m desperate for ye,” she said between frantic kisses.

He still found it hard to believe Moira wanted him—but when she put her hand on his cock, he did believe it. For however long she wanted him, he was hers.


 

* * *



Duncan ran his fingers through Moira’s hair as she lay with her head on his chest. He fixed every moment of their time together in his memory to retrieve later.

“I love ye so much,” she said.

An unfamiliar sensation of pure joy bubbled up inside Duncan.

“Tell me ye love me,” she said.

“Ye know I do,” he said, though it made no difference as to what would happen. “I’ll never stop.”

His feelings didn’t come and go like Moira’s. One week, she loved her brown horse, the next week the spotted one, and the week after that she didn’t like to ride at all. She had always been like that. They were opposites in so many ways.

Duncan forced himself to sit up so he could see the sky outside the cave.

“Ach, it’s near dawn,” he said and cursed himself. “I must get ye back to the castle quickly.”

“I will convince my father,” Moira said as they dressed. “He’s no fool. He can see that one day you’ll be a famed warrior known throughout the Western Isles.”

“If ye tell your father about us,” he said, cupping her face in his hands, “that will be the end of this.”

Moira could not be as naïve about it as she pretended.

“He would let us wed if I carried your child,” she said in a small voice.

Duncan’s heart stopped in his chest. “Tell me ye are taking the potion to avoid conceiving?”

“Aye,” she said, sounding annoyed. “And I’ve had my courses.”

He brushed his thumb over her cheek. It was strange, but he would love to have a child with her—a wee lass with Moira’s laughing eyes. He had no business having thoughts like that. It would be years before he could support a wife and child, and he’d never be able to provide for a woman accustomed to fine clothes and servants.

The scare she gave him made him resolve, yet again, to end it. Moira could hide the loss of her virginity, but a child was another matter.

“If my father won’t agree, we can run away,” she said.

“He’d send half a dozen war galleys after us,” Duncan said as he fastened her cloak for her. “Even if we escaped—which we wouldn’t—ye would never be happy estranged from our clan and living in a humble cottage. I love ye too much to do that to ye.”

“Don’t doubt me,” Moira said, gripping the front of his shirt. “I’d live anywhere with ye.”

She believed it only because she’d never lived with hardship. Duncan had known from the start that he could never keep her. Moira was like a colorful butterfly, landing on his hand for a breathless moment.

The sky was growing light when they reached the kitchen entrance behind the keep.

“I love ye,” Moira said. “And I promise ye, one way or another, I will marry ye.”

Duncan was a lucky man to have her love, even for a little while. He pulled her into one last mindless kiss and wondered how he would last until the next time.

He lived on the precipice of disaster, never knowing which would befall him first—getting caught or having her end it. And yet, he had never felt happier in his life. He had to stop himself from whistling as he crossed the castle yard to his mother’s cottage.

Damn, there was candlelight in the window. Duncan was a grown man of nearly twenty and didn’t have to answer to his mother. Still, he wished she were not awake to see him come in with the rising sun. She would ask questions, and he didn’t like to lie to her.

Duncan opened the door—and his stomach dropped like a stone to his feet.

His chieftain and Ragnall sat on either side of his mother’s table with their long, claymore swords resting, unsheathed, across their thighs. Rage rolled off them. With their golden hair and fierce golden eyes, they looked like a pair of lions.

Duncan hoped they would not kill him in front of his mother and sister. Though he did not take his eyes off the two warriors dwarfing the tiny cottage, he was aware of his mother hunched on the floor in the corner, weeping. His eleven-year-old sister stood with her hand on their mother’s shoulder.

“The old seer foretold that ye would save my son Connor’s life one day.” The chieftain’s voice held enough menace to fell birds from the sky. “That is the only reason I did not kill ye the moment ye walked through that door.”

Duncan suspected he would be flogged within an inch of his life instead. But a beating, however bad, meant nothing. He was strong; he would survive it. What weighed down his shoulders was the realization that he would never again hold Moira in his arms.

His chieftain was speaking again, but Duncan found it hard to listen with the well of grief rising in his chest.

“I suspect Connor and my nephews knew ye were violating my daughter!”

When the chieftain started to rise from his chair, Ragnall put his hand on his father’s arm.

“We are taking Knock Castle from the MacKinnons today, so fetch your sword and shield,” Ragnall said. “As soon as the battle is over, you, Alex, and Ian will sail with Connor for France. Ye can hone your skills there, fighting the English.”

“By the time ye return,” the chieftain said, his eyes narrow slits of hate, “Moira will be far from Skye, living with her husband and children.”

Duncan had known from the start that he would lose Moira. And yet, he felt the loss as keenly as if he’d been the expectant bridegroom whose bride is torn from his arms on his wedding night.

The bright spark was gone from his life forever.






Chapter 1

THE GLENS, IRELAND
JANUARY 1516



The Isle of Skye is there.” Moira stood at the edge of the sea holding her son’s hand and pointed at the empty horizon to the north. “That is our true home. Never forget that we are MacDonalds of Sleat.”

Her son Ragnall, whom she named for her older brother, gave her a grave nod. After a moment, he asked, “If they are our clan, why don’t they come for us?”

Why indeed. She hated this feeling of being trapped. If she ever escaped from her husband, she would never let it happen again. Never. All she wanted in this life was to be safe with her son at Dunscaith Castle. Once, she had wanted more. Nay, she had expected it as her due.

Unbidden and unwanted, the image of Duncan MacDonald, the man whose desertion had led to all this misery, filled her head. No one had seen a young warrior of such promise since her brother Ragnall, who was ten years older. Moira remembered Duncan’s copper hair glinting in the sunlight, the hard lines of his face that softened when he looked at her, the warrior’s body that had taught her pleasure.

She would be better off without these memories. Ach, she had been a foolish and trusting lass at seventeen. She had read devotion in Duncan’s silences, mistaken his lust for love, and counted on his strength to fight for her. Alas, she had been wrong in every regard.

“Damn ye, Duncan Ruadh Mòr!” Moira said under her breath as she stared out at the empty sea. “How could ye leave me?”

Duncan had brought her worse luck than a broken looking glass. Seven years of misery, with no end in sight.

Moira recalled the day of her wedding. Everyone was gathered in the hall waiting for the bride while she stood on the castle wall still watching for a sail in the distance. Up until the last moment, when her father came himself to fetch her, she was hoping and praying Duncan would return in time to save her. Even then, she would have sneaked down to the beach and—after giving him a tongue-lashing he would not soon forget—she would have climbed into his boat and gone anywhere with him.

She had been so certain he would come back for her. But it was five years before Duncan MacDonald returned to Skye. She would never forgive him.

Moira pushed away the old pain and watched Ragnall throwing a stick for his dog, Sàr, a giant wolfhound twice Ragnall’s weight and the size of a small pony. For a moment her son looked as if he were a carefree lad, and she felt guilty that he could not be. His sweet young face had an old man’s eyes.

Ragnall raised his arm to throw the stick again but stopped and stared up at the top of the bluff. “Father is here.”

Moira flinched as she always did when she heard Ragnall call that foul man his father. When she turned and saw Sean’s bearlike shape above them, she fought back the wave of nausea that rose in her throat. Even from this distance, she sensed trouble. She did not want Ragnall here.

“Ye know how he hates Sàr. Take him away,” she said. When Ragnall hesitated and gave her a worried look, she pushed him. “Quickly now!”

“Come,” Ragnall called, and Sàr loped beside him down the beach.

Moira forced her body to relax as Sean came down the cliff path toward her. Showing fear only emboldened him. Unfortunately, Sean could smell fear on you like the wild beast he was. When Sean reached her, he stood too close, towering over her with his hands on his hips and his legs apart in a wide stance. She smiled up at him.

“My dear wife,” Sean said, his eyes as cold as the icy wind coming off the winter sea, “have ye something to tell me?”

Fear closed her throat, so she brightened her smile until she could speak. “Just that I’m pleased ye could come out to take a stroll with me. I know what a busy man ye are.”

The smell of whiskey wafted off him, heightening her alarm. It was early in the day for strong drink, even for Sean.

“I saw the way my brother Colla was looking at ye in the hall at breakfast,” Sean said.

Not this again. There was a time when Sean liked that men looked at her, and even provoked it by making lewd remarks about her. Now it only made him angry.

Sean had always been difficult, but he had grown worse since the deaths of her father and brother Ragnall at the Battle of Flodden. As a result of their deaths, the fortunes of her clan fell, and with them, her own. Sean respected power, and she had lost hers.

Moira had heard rumors that her clan was slowly recovering its strength under her brother Connor. Yet Connor had not visited her once to demonstrate to Sean that he placed a high value on her welfare. She would have begged her brother to come if Sean had allowed her to send a message.

“I can’t help it if men look at me,” she said in what she hoped was a light voice.

Sean grabbed her arm in an iron grip, sending apprehension thrumming through her.

“Ye encourage them,” he said. “I see how ye flaunt yourself at them.”

“I don’t.” She should have kept silent, but she could not seem to help herself. She was tired of the false accusations, weary of pretending he was always right, and sick to death of him.

“Are ye calling your husband a liar now?”

She squeezed her eyes shut and steeled herself for the slap.

“Stop!” Ragnall shouted. “Let go of her!”

Moira snapped her eyes open when she heard her son’s voice. Ragnall stood with his feet apart and with the stick he had been tossing to his dog clenched in his fist, a small boy mimicking the battle stance of the warrior he would one day be.

Dread weighed down on Moira’s chest. “I’m all right,” she said, meeting Ragnall’s worried glance. “Put that down. Please.”

Fear turned Moira’s insides to liquid as she watched Sean’s face fill with impending violence. Her world hung suspended by the thin thread of her husband’s control.

When Sean threw his head back and barked out a laugh, Moira’s knees felt weak. For once, Sean’s unpredictability had worked in her favor.

“Ye will be a fierce warrior like your father,” Sean said.

Ragnall clenched his jaw as Sean roughed his hair.

“One time, I’ll let ye get away with challenging your father,” Sean said, pointing his finger in Ragnall’s face. “But if ye ever raise your hand to me again, I’ll teach ye a lesson ye won’t soon forget.”

Moira heard the low rumble of a growl and turned to find Sàr approaching with his teeth bared.

“But as punishment, you’ll get rid of that dog,” Sean said.

“Please don’t,” she said. Ragnall loved Sàr. It would break his heart to lose him.

“Enough,” Sean said, glaring at her.

“I won’t do it,” Ragnall said. “Ye can’t make me.”

Oh, no. “Sean, he’s just a bairn,” she pleaded, “He doesn’t mean to challenge ye—”

Sean jerked Moira’s head back by her hair so hard that tears sprang to her eyes. Despite the pain, her first thought was that she had succeeded in diverting him from taking his wrath out on Ragnall. But renewed panic flooded through her when Sean began dragging her across the rocky shore to the water.

“Let me go! Please!” she cried as he pulled her into the frigid water.

Ragnall was trying to follow, but the wolfhound blocked his path each time he got close to the water.

“Make a choice, Ragnall,” Sean shouted. “Your mother or that dog?”

The weight of the water dragged at Moira’s skirts as Sean hauled her into the surf. She stumbled over the rocks and fell to her knees, then gasped as an icy wave caught her full in the face. When Sean jerked her to her feet, her headdress fell off and was carried away with the next wave.

She could hear Ragnall screaming over the crash of the surf as Sean dragged her out farther still. When he finally halted, they were waist-deep, and the waves crested over her head.

“Shall I give her the witch’s test?” Sean called out to Ragnall. Then he grabbed Moira by the back of her neck and said, “We’ll see if ye are lying to me about Colla.”

Witch’s test? Did he mean to drown her?

Moira barely had time to take a deep breath before Sean plunged her head under the water. The shock of the cold nearly caused her to suck in seawater in a gasp. He held her under so long that her lungs were screaming for air. In sheer panic, she flailed her arms and scratched at him, but to no avail.

When he finally pulled her head up, she coughed and wheezed. She could not get enough air. She felt as if the cold had frozen her lungs, allowing her to take in only short breaths. Her hair streamed over her face, blinding her, as she choked and shook uncontrollably.

“Stop! Stop!” Ragnall’s wails came to her over the water. Through rivulets of seawater and strands of wet hair, she saw her son crying on the beach. He was still trying to come in after her, but the wolfhound barred his way.

“I’ll give Sàr up!” he shrieked. “I will, I will!”

“Are ye certain?” Sean’s voice boomed beside her. “I don’t want to find you’ve changed your mind later.”

Ragnall darted past Sàr and into the water.

“Ragnall, no!” Moira cried out just before Sean plunged her head underwater again.






Chapter 2

DUNSCAITH CASTLE, ISLE OF SKYE, SCOTLAND



 

Clank! Clank! Clank!

The rain pelted Duncan’s face as he fought back-to-back with Connor against the ten warriors encircling them. Not good odds, but their opponents’ number made them far too sure of themselves. As Duncan blocked one blade after another, he watched for the first man to make a fatal mistake.

He did not have to wait long. The instant one of their attackers swiped at the rain running into his eyes, Duncan swung his claymore so hard against the man’s shield that he landed on his arse and bounced off the ground.

“Have ye paid no mind to what I’ve been teaching ye?” Duncan leaned over and shouted at the man sprawled at his feet. “You’d let yourself get killed over a wee bit of rain in your eyes?”

Duncan rammed his shoulder into another young warrior who was gawking at his friend on the ground when he should have been swinging his sword. Duncan’s mood was as foul as the weather.

“Do ye think the MacLeods will wait for a dry day to attack us?” Duncan asked as he struck another man with the flat of his blade. Then he forced a pair of them back, shouting, “Or the MacKinnons? Or the Macleans? Or the—”

“That’s enough for today, lads,” Connor called out and held up his hand. As the others moved away, he lowered his voice and said to Duncan, “No need to take your temper out on them when it’s me you’re angry with.”

Duncan dropped the point of his sword to rest on the ground. “Don’t ask me to go to Ireland.”

He could not bear to see Moira living there with her husband. It had nearly killed him when he learned that she had married the Irish chieftain’s son only a fortnight after he left for France. Her heart had changed that quickly. Yet seven years later, her memory still walked beside him every day.

“I wouldn’t ask,” Connor said, resting his hand on Duncan’s shoulder, “but ye are the only man I can send.”

“I’m the captain of your guard,” Duncan said. “Ye need me here to train the men. As ye can see, they’ve a lot to learn.”

Even as he said it, Duncan was aware that it was a lost cause. Connor was his best friend as well as his chieftain. They both knew he would do whatever Connor needed, no matter what it cost him.

That didn’t mean Duncan had to like it.

“Can I wipe the rain from my eyes now,” Connor asked, “or are ye going to take a swing at me?”

Duncan swung so hard and fast that he nearly caught Connor off guard. For the next several minutes, they crossed swords up and down the courtyard and showed the others how true fighting was done. By the time they stopped, the rain was coming down in icy sheets, and steam rose from the heat of their skin.

“I enjoyed that.” Connor grinned at him as he swiped at his face with his sleeve. The responsibilities of the chieftainship weighed heavily on Connor, so it was good to see him looking carefree.

“After wasting my day attempting to forge warriors from the likes of those,” Duncan said, casting his gaze at the men who had remained in the pouring rain to watch them, “’tis a relief to see that my chieftain still knows how to fight.”

“They are fine warriors,” Connor said, slapping Duncan on the shoulder. “They’re just not as good as we are.”

As they walked through the puddles to the keep, Duncan remembered splashing through them one day when they were young lads. Duncan had come to a dead halt when Moira skipped down the steps of the keep looking like a sparkle of sunshine in her bright yellow gown. Connor didn’t notice her and sprayed her head-to-toe with mud. Ach, that lass could shriek! Moira pounded on Connor until their older brother Ragnall lifted her off her feet and carried her inside.

Yet most of his memories of Moira were not from their childhood, but from the summer she was a breathtaking seventeen. As he climbed the steps of the keep, Duncan glanced up at the window of the bedchamber that had been hers. Moira told him how she had looked out of it one day that summer, seen him practicing with the other men, and decided he was the one she wanted. From that moment on, she had turned his world upside down.

It had been two years since they had returned from fighting in France and taken Dunscaith Castle back from Connor’s uncle. And still, every corner and every stone of the castle reminded him of her. And damned fool that he was, he nurtured the memories. He could not give them up because they were all he had of her—and all he ever would.

And the lass had forgotten him in a fortnight. Moira’s father spoiled her shamelessly. If she had not been willing to wed the Irish chieftain’s son, he would not have forced her.

As Duncan entered the keep behind Connor, he saw that his sister Ilysa was fussing at the men, handing them towels and advising them not to bring mud into the hall or she’d forget where she hid the whiskey. Duncan was not sure how it had happened that Ilysa had taken over the management of the chieftain’s household—and he suspected Connor didn’t, either. Regardless, his slight, eighteen-year-old sister performed the duty with a firm hand. When she pointed at their muddy boots, both the chieftain and the captain of the guard wiped them before entering the hall.

“Can ye have someone bring us whiskey?” Connor asked her.

“’Tis on the high table waiting for ye, if your two cousins haven’t drunk it all,” Ilysa said with a small smile.

With their mother dead, Duncan should speak to Ilysa about her future, but he felt wholly inadequate to the task. It seemed odd that his baby sister had been married, albeit briefly, while he was in France. Though she had lost her husband more than two years ago in the Battle of Flodden, she showed no interest in remarrying. Still, she would have to find something to do with herself once Connor finally took a wife.

Connor’s cousins, Ian and Alex, were lounging by the hearth with their long legs stretched out before them and cups of whiskey in their hands. Ian had the same black hair as Connor, while Alex had the fair hair of the Vikings who spawned children while terrorizing these coasts in the old days. Though they still looked like the sort of men a wise father kept away from his daughters, Ian and Alex were both devoted family men now.

“Ye should have joined the practice,” Duncan said by way of greeting. “If all ye do is make babies, you’ll grow weak and be no use to us in a fight.”

“Great warriors like us?” Alex unfolded himself from his chair and stretched. “Ach, we don’t need practice.”

Alex tossed his cup in the air, whipped his sword through the air several times, spun in a circle, and then caught the cup by the handle with his teeth, barely spilling a drop. The hall erupted as the men shouted and pounded the hilts of their swords on the floor, but Duncan ignored the display. Despite Alex’s foolishness, he kept his skills razor-sharp.

Connor stood by the head table, his wet hair as black as a seal’s, and filled the two empty cups waiting there with whiskey from the flask. When he signaled for his cousins and Duncan to join him, the others in the hall moved away a respectful distance. Everyone understood that they were the men the chieftain trusted to advise him on important matters.

The four of them had been closer than brothers since they were bairns. The bond forged in their boyhood had been strengthened by fighting side by side in countless battles. If they lived to be old men, they could bore young men with their tales for hours around this hearth on long winter nights. And Alex probably would.

“We have accomplished much since we returned from France to find my father and brother dead and our clan in peril,” Connor said after they had settled at the table. “Our lands here on the Sleat Peninsula of Skye are protected by Dunscaith Castle on the west and Knock Castle on the east.”

They raised their cups to Ian, who deserved most of the credit for their success in wresting Knock Castle from the thieving MacKinnons and Dunscaith Castle from Connor’s uncle Hugh. Unfortunately, after losing both Dunscaith and the chieftainship, Hugh had escaped and returned to pirating, which caused them a good deal of trouble.

“Our people on the isle of North Uist are safe now as well,” Connor continued.

This time they raised their cups to Alex, who was the new keeper of the clan’s castle on North Uist. While they had succeeded in driving off the pirates who had been raiding North Uist and the neighboring islands, Hugh had escaped that time as well.

“But we cannot rest until we take back the lands the MacLeods stole from us,” Connor said. “’Tis time we did.”

This was what they had all been waiting for. As one, they raised their cups and chanted, “A’ phlàigh oirbh, a Chlanna MhicLeòid!” A plague on the MacLeods!

The MacLeods of Dunvegan were their chief rivals on the Isle of Skye, and there was a bloody history between them. Most recently, the wily MacLeod chieftain, Alastair Crotach, had taken advantage of the MacDonalds’ weakness after the Battle of Flodden to capture the MacDonald lands and castle on the Trotternish Peninsula of the island.

“It won’t be easy,” Ian said, leaning his forearms on the table. “The MacLeods have more men and war galleys than we do. Also, Alastair MacLeod doesn’t have his miserable relatives trying to take the chieftainship from him like Connor does.”

“Am fear nach eil làidir ’s fheudar dha ’bhith carach,” Alex said. He who is not strong must be cunning.

“The MacLeods are too strong for us to take them alone,” Connor said.

“We have a powerful alley in the Campbells, especially now that they have the Crown’s authority over the Western Isles,” Ian said. “Can they be persuaded to fight with us?”

“Only if we are attacked,” Connor said, running his hands through his damp hair. “They won’t send warriors to help us recover our stolen lands.”

“There’s a risk the other rebel clans will side with the MacLeods against us,” Duncan said, and immediately regretted speaking up when Connor fixed his gaze on him.

“That is why I need ye to visit our ‘allies’ in Ireland,” Connor said. “We must know which side they will be on when the fighting starts.”

“Send someone else,” Duncan said and took a drink.

“Hugh has spies here at Dunscaith.” Connor leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “Until I discover who they are, I cannot trust anyone but the three of ye. I need Ian here on Skye to defend Knock Castle and Alex on North Uist to protect our people there. That leaves you, Duncan.”

“Maybe if ye see Moira, ye can finally forget her,” Alex said with his usual lack of tact. At least this time he did not add his personal nickname for her, Sea of Sorrow. “Isn’t it time both you and Connor took brides?”

“Aye,” Ian said. “Connor, ye put the clan in jeopardy by not having an heir.”

“I must make the best alliance possible with my marriage,” Connor said. “I can’t know which clan to choose until the dust settles after this damned rebellion is ended.”

“I suppose that leaves Moira’s son as your heir for the time being,” Ian said.

“That is another reason I’m sending Duncan to Ireland,” Connor said, turning back to him. “Hugh has shown he is willing to murder anyone who stands between him and the chieftainship. The lad’s father must be warned of the danger.”

Damn. Damn. Damn.

“So you’re going to Ireland.” Alex raised his cup to Duncan and winked. “Good luck telling Rhona. Ach, that woman of yours scares me.”

“’Tis time ye showed her the door anyway,” Ian said. “But I’d advise ye to take her dirk from her first.”

They were talking nonsense, but Duncan let them have their laugh.

Suddenly the doors to the keep burst open with a rush of wind and rain and banged against the walls. Duncan was on his feet with his claymore in his hands before he saw the tiny hunched figure silhouetted in the doorway.

God in Heaven, what is the ancient seer doing at the castle? Teàrlag was as old as the mist and older by two, as the saying went. She had not left her cottage in Duncan’s memory.

“I’ve had a vision!” Teàrlag wailed. “Woe, I bring terrible news!”






Chapter 3



Sean finally released Moira and left her to make her own way back to shore. She glared at his back as she coughed up salt water and fought the pull of the undertow.

“If I see that dog again, I’ll slit its throat,” Sean shouted at Ragnall as he passed him in the water. Ragnall was in up to his knees, with each wave threatening to knock him over, but Sean continued to shore without looking back.

“Don’t come any farther!” Moira called out to her son.

She stumbled and fell headlong into the water and came up gasping. Her knees and palms were cut and bleeding from the barnacles, but she concentrated on her son’s face and kept moving. Finally, when she was within a few feet of him, Ragnall ran into her arms. A wave crashed into her from behind, nearly causing her to lose her footing again on the slippery rock.

Ragnall took her hand and pulled her toward shore.

Once they were on the beach beyond the reach of the waves, she collapsed onto the sand. Ragnall ran to fetch the blanket they had brought to the beach, then dropped it around her shoulders and crawled into her lap. Her teeth chattered uncontrollably as she rocked her son, a ball of heat that she enveloped in her icy body. Seawater from her hair streamed down to mix with the tears on his face.

“We cannot stay here any longer,” she said.

Moira had felt the lash of Sean’s tongue almost from the start of their marriage, but this was the first time she had been in fear for her life. Though Sean had become increasingly volatile these last months, she had fooled herself into believing she could control him by cajoling and flattering him, as she always had.

The moment Ragnall raised the stick at Sean, everything changed. She should have known her son would try to protect her. Ragnall had an innate sense of honor that Sean could not comprehend—and it would put her son in danger.

“I don’t know how yet, but we will go home to Dunscaith Castle. We’ll be safe there.” She rubbed her son’s head and stared out at the empty sea toward Skye. Whatever she had to do to get her son to safety, she would do it.

“I wish he weren’t my father.” Ragnall paused, then asked in a small voice, “Will I be like him?”

“No.” Moira took Ragnall’s face in her hands and looked hard into his eyes. “You’re nothing like him, and ye never will be.”

“How do ye know?” Ragnall asked, worry tinting his dark blue eyes, the only part of him that he got from her.

“Because at six you’re already a better man than he is.” She brushed his hair back from his face. “Ye will grow up to be a fine warrior and the best of men. Ye will make your mother proud.”

Sàr reappeared and lay down next to her, smelling of wet dog.

“He’s trying to warm ye,” Ragnall said.

“He’s a good dog,” she said, scratching the wolfhound’s shaggy head, “but you’ll have to let him go. Sean will kill Sàr if he sees him.”

Ach, Sean was a demon to force a child to choose between his beloved dog and his mother’s life.

“My father will never catch him,” Ragnall said. “Sàr is too fast.”

“Until we can make our escape, we must do our best not to provoke Sean,” she said. “Do ye understand?”

Ragnall buried his face against her. “But how will Sàr eat?”

“Whenever we can, we’ll leave food for him in our special place in the old fort.”

Ragnall was quiet for a long while, then he asked, “Can we take Sàr with us when we go to Skye?”

Moira was tempted to lie, but she had been raised on lies and false hopes, and she would not do the same to Ragnall. She brushed the hair back from his face with her fingers and kissed his forehead. “I don’t think so, mo chroí.” My heart. “But you and I will escape.”

No matter what she had to do, she would save her son.






Chapter 4



While they all gaped at Teàrlag, who stood at the entrance to the hall moaning and waving her arms, Ian’s seventeen-year-old brother Niall came in behind her and pulled the doors shut.

“Are you the fool who brought Teàrlag out in such weather?” Ian asked him while Connor and Ilysa helped the old seer to the chair closest to the hearth. “Ye could have killed her.”

Niall looked sheepish and came to stand next to Duncan. “I tried to tell her no,” Niall whispered to him, “but the old woman threatened to cast a spell that would make my manly parts shrink to nothing.”

Duncan chuckled. Teàrlag was well known for her foretelling and no doubt had the gift, but she made use of her reputation to suit herself.

“What have ye seen that is so important that ye left your cottage, and in such bad weather?” Connor asked, kneeling beside the old seer.

She looked around her with her one good eye. “Will no one fetch an old woman a cup of whiskey before I die of a chill?”

Ilysa retrieved the flask from the head table and poured Teàrlag a small cupful. All eyes were on the old seer as they waited to hear her news while she downed her drink.

Teàrlag wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and gave Connor a mournful glance. “My own jug is pathetically low…”

“I’ll send a new jug home with ye,” Connor said, patting her arm and showing the patience of a saint. “Are ye ready to tell us now?”

Duncan did not trust what he could not see. His mother had had strange visions on occasion—or thought she did—and the whole business made him uneasy. And he sure as hell did not like that his sister was learning the Old Ways from the seer.

“I saw a great storm at sea.” Teàrlag swayed in her seat and waved her gnarled hands in the air. “Thunder came rolling over the water, and lightning cracked.”

It didn’t take The Sight to see the storm outside. Duncan glanced toward the stairs, wishing he could leave the hall unnoticed, though with his size that was never possible. Ach, he was leaving anyway.

Before Duncan had taken two steps, Teàrlag’s next words stopped him in place.

“Just before the storm, I heard Moira’s voice.”

“My sister?” Connor asked. “Is she safe?”

“Would I leave my cottage for the first time in a dozen years to tell ye all was well?” Teàrlag snapped.

Duncan crossed the room and pushed the others aside to stand in front of Teàrlag. “What do ye see?” he asked.

Teàrlag closed her eyes and made a humming sound before she spoke again. “I can’t see Moira, but I hear her voice…and then I see a pool of blood.”

Duncan felt as if he had taken a blow to the chest.

“So much blood!” Teàrlag wailed.

“But is it Moira’s blood?” Connor asked.

“I’ve no notion whose blood it is,” Teàrlag said, coming out of her “trance” with alarming speed. She got to her feet, but she was so hunched over that she looked no taller standing than sitting. “Now I’ll have a wee nap before I return to my cottage.”

“Stay here tonight,” Ilysa said, resting her hand on the old woman’s shoulder.

“No. My cow will need milking.” Teàrlag fixed her good eye on Duncan. “You, lad, help me upstairs to a bed.”

Duncan walked her across the hall to the stairs at an excruciatingly slow pace and wondered if it would hurt the old seer’s pride to pick her up and carry her.

“Do ye remember,” Teàrlag said between wheezing breaths as they climbed the circular stone staircase, “when I predicted ye would suffer great sorrow?”

“Aye.” That wasn’t something a lad of eleven was likely to forget.

Teàrlag had seemed older than the mist even back then, so he, Connor, Alex, and Ian had gone to her cottage hoping she would predict their future before she died. Being lads, all they had wanted to hear was what great warriors they would become. Instead, her predictions had been about love and women. The old seer had always been contrary.

“I told ye then that sometimes a man can change his fate,” she said when she stopped to catch her breath. “’Tis time ye changed yours, Duncan Ruadh MacDonald.”

He had changed it—he was no longer just the nursemaid’s fatherless son. Whoever sired him had violated the Highland tradition that required a man to claim his child, regardless of whether he was wed to the mother. Duncan had risen from that shame to become captain of his chieftain’s guard, a respected warrior with a fearsome reputation.

“Ye try an old woman’s patience. Ye were fated from the start to be a great warrior.” Teàrlag stretched her arm above her head to tap her knobby finger on his chest. “But are ye brave enough to trust in a woman’s love? Because that is your only hope of truly changing your fate.”

That would change his fate, all right. For the worse.

“Do ye still carry that old bone whistle?” she asked.

Ach, the old woman’s mind was growing weak with the way it wandered.

“Aye,” he said, touching the eight-inch whistle that was tied to a leather thong around his neck. It was a gift from his mother, and he always carried it with him.

“Good,” Teàrlag said. “Ye will need it before your trip is done.”

His whistle?

“And in our clan’s time of need, your music will provide the answer.”


 

* * *



Moira hated having to do this. Her heart pounded in her ears as she glanced at Sean again to be sure he was immersed in the fabricated tale he was telling the men on the other side of him. Then she met Colla’s eyes across the table and slowly ran her tongue across her upper lip. Colla leaned forward with his mouth hanging open like a fish.

Ach, she should have chosen a man capable of subtlety. Once she scratched the men with wives and children off her list, there were few to choose from who owned their own boats. Besides, Colla had wanted her for years. It should not take long to convince him to take her away, and she was in a hurry.

Moira stood up from the table and put her hand on her husband’s shoulder. When Sean turned his face toward her, she remembered how handsome and charming she had thought he was when she first met him. The charm had evaporated a long time ago, but his drinking had not yet softened his warrior’s body or made the skin over his broad cheekbones blotchy.

He had the eyes of a snake.

“The wine is getting low,” she said. “I’ll see that the new barrel is opened.”

“Be quick about it,” Sean said.

She clenched her teeth as he slapped her bottom. Ach, he had the manners of a pig.

She could not risk a quick glance at Colla on her way out of the hall. Even blind drunk, Sean might notice. She hurried down the stone steps into the damp coolness of the undercroft. To her left, the kitchen was noisy and lit with torches and cooking fires. She turned to her right, into the dark corridor that led to the storerooms.

Using the key tied to her belt, she unlocked the door to the room in which they kept the whiskey, wine, and ale. The smell of spirits and dank earth filled her nose as she slipped inside. Her heart hammered as she waited and watched through the crack in the door.

Would Colla come? She did not know which she feared more—if he did or if he did not. Playing on a man’s desire without letting him have what he wanted was a difficult game to play, and the stakes could not be higher.

Footsteps echoed against the stone walls. Her chest tightened while she watched the boots and then the legs of a man appear as he descended the stairs. A moment later, she saw that it was Colla. After pausing to glance furtively toward the kitchens, he strode toward the storerooms.

“Quickly!” She opened the door for him and then shut it behind him.

Colla pulled her against him at once, before she was prepared for it. She turned her face when he tried to kiss her.

“Did I misread ye?” Colla’s breath in her face smelled of onions and ale. “Or are ye playing coy with me?”

She tried to ease him away. “Ye didn’t misread me, but—”

“God, how I’ve wanted ye,” he said as he began planting sloppy, wet kisses down the side of her throat. When she shivered, he mistook her revulsion for excitement and increased his efforts. Ach, men saw what they wanted to see. They were all vain as peacocks.

“We don’t have time for this now.” Moira gripped his shoulders and gave him a hard push. “And ’tis not safe here.”

“Can ye get away and meet me in the field behind the castle tonight?” Colla asked, breathing in her face again.

“In the field behind the castle? Is that all ye think of me?” She did not have to pretend to be affronted.

“I think the world of ye,” Colla said, leaning too close again.

“’Tis too dangerous for us here,” she said. “If Sean caught us, he’d murder us both.”

“If ye could slip away for an afternoon,” Colla said, “there’s a quiet bay a couple of miles to the west.”

“Do ye think I’d leave my husband for a man who only wants to roll around on the grass with me a time or two?” she asked.

“Leave your husband?” Colla straightened and blinked at her.

Had she misjudged how badly he wanted her? Moira did not have much time to persuade Colla to take her and her son away. Sean was like a pot of oil on a hot fire ready to explode. She took Colla’s hand and placed it on her breast.

“O shluagh,” Colla murmured, calling on the faeries for help.

Moira swallowed back her distaste. Even through the cloth of her gown, his hand felt hot and damp.

“Please, Moira, I’ve wanted ye for so long. Just tell me where ye want to meet.”

When will this be over? His hand was on her breast like a limpet.

“I want ye to take me far away from here,” she said, “to a place where Sean could never catch us.”

“Meet me tomorrow and we’ll talk about it.” Colla’s breathing grew harsh as he rubbed his thumb over her nipple. This was taking longer than she’d anticipated.

“The only place we’ll be safe is at my brother’s castle on Skye,” she said and removed his hand from her breast. “My brother is chieftain of my clan and would welcome us.”

Connor damned well better welcome her, after all she’d been through.

“Ye would take me as your new husband?” Colla asked. “My heart has been yours for years, but I didn’t dare hope ye would consider marrying me.”

Colla may have convinced himself that his heart was engaged, but Moira knew precisely what part of him he hoped to engage with her. And, typical man, he did not even notice that she had failed to answer his question.

“I won’t be parted from my son.” She folded her arms beneath her breasts to draw his attention to them.

“Ach, I don’t know about taking a man’s child from him…”

“I will not go without Ragnall,” she said.

Colla dragged his gaze from her breasts to her face. “Whatever ye want, Moira.”

She let her breath out slowly. This time, when Colla pulled her into his arms, she gritted her teeth and let him for a moment.

“I must wait for an opportunity,” she said, leaning back from him. “Ye cannot tell a soul. Sean is a dangerous man.”

“Ach, I’m no afraid of Sean,” Colla said, puffing out his chest. “I’m willing to fight him for ye.”

Men. She had told him that to make him cautious, not to prick his pride. She cupped his jaw with her hand and smiled up at him. “Please. I don’t want a fight.”

“All right,” he said.

Panic rose in her throat when Colla crushed her against him. She felt cold and clammy as he began running his hands over her.

“I must go before Sean sends someone looking for me.” Feigning reluctance, she eased him away. “We’ll have all the time we want once we are away from here.”

“How will I know when and where to meet you?” Colla asked.

“When I wear my dark red gown, that means I will try to get away that night,” she said. “Ye know where the old wooden fort is?”

“Aye.”

“I’ll meet ye there at midnight.”
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