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        Drummond Castle, October 1502

      

      

      His ice-blue eyes locked on the castle looming in the gathering dusk.

      Silent as death, he and his company of killers climbed the ridge toward the open drawbridge. Andrew would get back what was his. He would have his revenge…
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        * * *

      

      Fiona bounced across the wood floor at the sound of horses thundering across the drawbridge. Standing on her tiptoes, she stretched her five-year-old body, inching her dimpled chin up onto the stone ledge surrounding the small window in her effort to peer out into the dusky light at the approaching riders. From the unglazed slit in the castle wall, the misty autumn wind swept damply through her fire-red hair. She could not see the riders, but she could hear their steel armor clanging as they rode into the castle’s inner yard.

      Her Father was coming for her.

      “May I please go down, Nanna?” she asked for the umpteenth time. “Please, Nanna?”

      “You know what your mama said, child,” the old woman responded, smiling at the irrepressible excitement of the little girl. This was a big day for her. This was a big day for them all.

      Fiona skipped from the window and picked up her little stool from beside the fireplace, carrying it quickly to the high window and scampering onto it. As she pressed her face into the opening, a gust of Scottish night air filled her with a thrill of anticipation.

      But her mother had given strict orders that she was to remain in her room until she was called for.

      He must be very important, the little girl thought excitedly, trying to pick him out from among the horsemen in the courtyard. In the flaring torchlight, she could see the varied array of tartans on the company of men dismounting below.

      Though Fiona could not even recall when exactly she had last seen her father, she tried hard to remember, as her eyes scanned the sea of men below, what he looked like. She had been very little the last time. But there were things about him that she could still recollect, vaguely. His deep and easy laugh. His soft red beard. The strange, belt-like chain that she could feel under his shirt. Her mother had told Fiona that her father always wore that, but she had never said why.

      “Your papa is a busy man, Fiona,” her mother had said the times she’d asked for him. All her life Fiona had been hearing talk of fights with the filthy English who were trying to take Scottish lands. And all her life she’d been hearing her mother tell her how Papa had to help. How it was his job to help keep their homes and their country safe.

      But now he was coming to them–making a special visit–to take her and her mother and Nanna back to his own castle. To be with him.

      For the past week, Fiona had been shadowing Nanna as she went about her chores. The little girl had tried extra hard to be more of a help than a hindrance. After all, she had so many questions about the upcoming visit, and Nanna was the only one who would even talk to her about it.

      Fiona wished she could remember more.

      For as long as the little girl could recall, no one would ever talk to her about her father. There were moments when her mother would allow Fiona a glimpse of those times when he had been near. And it was during those talks that Fiona would hear about his humor, his courage, about the kind of man he was. But then her mother would never answer her other questions about him, so he remained an enigma.

      Sometimes Fiona wondered if her father still loved her. She wondered if he missed her as much as she missed him. Sometimes she even dreamed of him. When she did, he was like an angel, floating far above—away from her—but watching over her. She could see him, his red hair and beard streaming around him as if blown by a gentle breeze.

      And now everyone kept telling Fiona not to disturb her mother.

      The little girl knew that her mother was not her usual self. She had been very quiet for the past few days and spent many hours alone in her room. Fiona heard her crying. Nanna said that her mother was just having a hard time believing that what she had wished for, for so long, was finally coming true. But Fiona knew it had to be something else.

      During their time together Nanna had told her that, for reasons beyond their control, Fiona’s parents could not be married up until now, but that their love had finally triumphed.

      At last, her father had told his people that Fiona was his daughter and that he and her mother were going to be married. Fiona was not really sure what being married meant, but she knew it had to be something very special. After all, she was going to have a permanent father now. But even more importantly, she knew that it meant her mother would never have to be sad again. Nanna had told her that.

      Fiona began to count the torches that were being lit in the courtyard. She knew her father would have warriors with him. Nanna had said Fiona’s father had many who attended him.

      “Fiona, come here so I can braid that wild hair of yours,” Nanna scolded gently, smiling patiently at the excited child. The room was warm and comfortable, and the old woman felt at peace with the world.

      The little girl reluctantly turned from her place at the window. Hopping off the stool, she ran across the room, flinging herself affectionately onto the woman’s lap. Nanna put her arm around the child, returning her warm embrace.

      Nanna had raised the girl’s mother, just as she was now helping to raise Fiona. They were so different, mother and daughter, and yet so much the same. Margaret had always been the proper child, always reserved, always private. But Fiona was different. Nothing was held in. Nothing was hidden. One thing Nanna knew they had in common, though: they both had such incredible depths to their love.

      Fiona squirmed in her lap, breaking into the woman’s reverie. Nanna picked up the brush and began to run it through the silky softness of the little girl’s hair.

      “Nanna, is my hair really the same color as Papa’s?” she asked, turning her bright eyes on the woman.

      “Aye, child. That it is.”

      “And my eyes, Nanna?”

      “Nay, child. You have your mama’s hazel eyes. Your papa’s eyes are the color of a March morning. Yours change with your mood and with the color of the sky.”

      “But I do look like him, don’t I, Nanna?” she asked hopefully. Her mother had always said that Fiona resembled her father.

      “Aye, lass. You look like him. And you have his wit. And his restlessness, and his high spirits, as well. You are his very own child, Fiona.”

      There had never been any question whose child Margaret had borne. He had been here at Drummond Castle beside her when Fiona had taken her first breaths in this world. Nanna had seen the tears of joy washing his handsome face. And then, later on, Nanna had seen the tears of sorrow on that face when he had to go.

      As the woman braided the little girl’s locks, she thought of how often she had done this same simple task for her mother as well. Margaret Drummond, eldest of three daughters of John, Lord Drummond, had grown up to be one of the most beautiful and sought-after maidens in all the realm. As a young lady of the court, Margaret had been pursued by princes and earls and lairds as well as by knights of every caliber. But she had turned her face from matches that had promised security and respectability. Instead, Margaret had accepted an impossible love. She had been swept away by a man beyond her reach. A man whose life and destiny were not his own to control. Nanna had watched her grow from childhood, and had always known her charge would never accept anything less than the union of two souls. For Margaret, impossible as it was, this love was forever.

      Margaret had known the consequences of the relationship and had left the society at court when she had found herself with child. She had withdrawn to Drummond Castle, away from the prying eyes of the court gossips. She had secluded herself, even from much of her own family, content to raise her child alone, hoping all the while for his return.

      And then he had followed her, to be with her during the pain of her labor, to share with her the tears and later the joy, to bask in a brief glow of happiness before the world had pulled him away—as it would again and again—but always with the departing promise that he’d come back as soon as he could.

      But then one summer day he’d left, and he hadn’t returned. This time had been different. His world had kept him away. Two long years had come and gone before the news of this impending visit had reached Drummond Castle. The skirmishes, the politics...all had conspired to keep them apart until now.

      Nanna knew that through these past two years, Margaret had clung to the certain knowledge that she was loved by the man who had fathered her child. Time had passed, though, and Nanna often wondered if he had changed.

      But now...now he was about to make Margaret’s dreams come true. Their dreams, Nanna thought. All of their dreams.

      The sound of the door’s latch startled the old woman from her thoughts, and she sat bolt upright. The door opened, and Margaret rushed into the room, pushing the heavy oak door closed behind her. Her eyes flickered across the room in search of her child. Finding her on Nanna’s lap, Margaret’s face visibly registered her relief. Fiona leaped up and ran into her mother’s arms.

      “Mama, is it time?” the little girl asked hesitantly, sensing something was wrong.

      “Oh, my poor baby,” her mother responded in anguish, hugging the child tightly to her. In an instant, she turned her troubled eyes toward the older woman. “Nanna, we have no time. Take the back stairs down to the Great Hall. Find Sir Allan and have him come up here immediately. Then go out to the stables and have them ready three horses.”

      “What’s wrong, m’lady?” the older woman asked, rushing to her mistress’s side. Margaret’s bright eyes flashed toward her daughter; loose tendrils of blonde hair fell around her perfect face, now filled with obvious distress. “What I’ve feared for the past few weeks has finally happened,” she answered quickly, struggling to fight back tears. Her face was flushed with her effort to restrain a thousand emotions. “You must take Fiona away from here. But first, go and do as I have said. I’ll send her down with Allan. And please hurry.”

      The older woman was torn between the desire to know more of her lady’s distress and the need to comply with the urgency of her command. But one look at the fear in Margaret’s eyes catapulted her into action, and she bustled quickly out the small door at the rear of the chamber.

      As the door closed behind the retreating woman, Margaret’s hand went to the leather purse in the pocket of her dress. Wrapping her fingers around it, she could feel the dead coldness of Andrew’s brooch, and, beside it, the ring, its heat burning her fingers through the leather. She had to hide them, and she had to hide them now. Her eyes swept around the room.

      Oh, God, she thought. Oh, God! But where?

      And then she remembered. With a sharp cry, she ran across the room to the fireplace. Counting several stones over from the opening, Margaret pulled one from the wall. Fiona just stood there in the middle of the room, confused, but knowing deep within her heart that something was wrong, terribly wrong. She could see the small dark space behind the wall and watched her mother yank a small leather purse from the pocket of her dress, jamming it into the hiding place. Quickly, Margaret shoved the stone back where it had been and whirled on her daughter.

      “Fiona, my love,” she said, crossing the floor quickly. “Run and get your heavy cloak and the leather purse I gave you.”

      “But Mama,” the girl protested. “What is wrong?”

      “Go, child. Hurry,” the mother said quietly, trying to control the panic in her voice. “I’ll explain in a moment.”

      Fiona ran to the pegs by the door and pulled down her winter cloak. As she turned back, she could see her mother writing furiously at the small study table. Tripping to the chest by her bed, Fiona took out the purse. By the time the little girl reached her side, she had folded her letter and tipped candle wax onto the paper, which she then sealed, using her ring.

      “Give me the purse, Fiona,” Margaret said, reaching for the bag. She stuffed the letter in the purse and removed the ruby and emerald-encrusted cross that was hanging from the gold chain around her neck. Drawing Fiona to her, Margaret placed the chain around her neck and discreetly tucked it inside her dress.

      “Mama!” Fiona looked wildly at her mother. For as long as she could remember, her mother had worn the cross close to her heart. “You said Papa gave you this.”

      “Aye, my love,” Margaret answered, tears now coursing freely down her cheeks. “But I’ll not be needing it, and you will.”

      “But Mama, I don’t understand. Papa is coming!”

      Margaret looked at the bewildered daughter. She was hardly more than a bairn. How would she survive this?

      “Listen to me, child. We have only a moment.” Margaret looked around furtively. Time was running out, but where were Nanna and Allan? She continued. “An evil man has come into our home. Not your papa. Do you understand me? Your papa does not even know of the evils that surround him. He is innocent of this.”

      Fiona tried to understand her mother’s words. What did she mean? The words swirled through her head. Papa was not coming. Innocent. Of what? Why did her mother no longer need her cross? Who was this evil man?

      Fiona began to cry, hiccupping and sobbing as her mother tucked the leather purse inside her clothes. Margaret then wrapped the heavy cloak over Fiona’s shoulders and tied the leather thongs at her neck.

      “Listen to me carefully, Fiona,” Margaret continued. They were both weeping now, and she wiped her daughter’s tears from her flushed face. She cupped the innocent young child’s face with her shaking hands and looked intensely into the worried eyes. “I need you to be very brave. You have to go away...to a place where you’ll be safe. And you have to stay away until your papa comes to get you.”

      “But why isn’t he here?” Fiona cried. “Where is Papa now?”

      “I wish I knew, Fiona. But the evil men are already here. These men will hurt us, my love. It is too late. You must go. They...But, listen to me, this is most important.” Margaret knelt beside her child and held her tightly with one arm as she pointed to the wall where she had hidden the packet. “When your papa brings you back here, show him what is behind that stone. He will punish the evil ones who have come here tonight. I promise you, he will.”

      Margaret hugged Fiona fiercely, and the little girl clung to her mother.

      They both jumped at the sound of the gentle knock at the small rear door.

      Holding her sobbing child against her, Margaret called for her knight to enter.

      Sir Allan entered the room, his face dark with concern.

      “M’lady...should you not...should I not be down with Lord Andrew...” he began courteously.

      “No!” Margaret interrupted. “You must take Fiona far away from him...away from here. He...”

      With a resounding bang, the heavy oak door of the room burst open, and a half-dozen soldiers rushed in, drawn swords in their hands. Instinctively, Allan pulled his sword from its scabbard, stepping in front of his mistress.

      Margaret gripped Fiona’s hand and started backing toward the rear chamber door. As her heart slammed in her chest, she knew that it was not her own life that she feared for, but the life of her own precious child.

      Holy Mother, Fiona is an innocent, she found herself praying. Please help her. Please save her.

      “What is the meaning of this outrage?” the knight bellowed.

      Instead of answering, four soldiers charged at him.

      Gallantly, Allan parried the first blows of the onslaught, managing to shove one of the assailants clear across the room. Slashing at the soldiers, Allan managed to plunge his brand into one of the men where the shoulder meets the neck, but before he could pull his sword out of the dying man, two of the other soldiers found their chance; their swords pierced his chest and his back, the blades crossing somewhere between his ribs.

      The valiant knight was dead before he hit the floor.

      The assailants then turned on Fiona and Margaret, who watched in horror as the killers approached them.

      Quickly recovering, Margaret drew Fiona behind her as she pulled a small dagger from her belt. Slowly, they continued backing toward the door.

      “Stay behind me,” Margaret commanded in a voice that shook with emotion. “These animals will not dare to harm—”

      Suddenly, Fiona felt herself being lifted high into the air. Twisting her body, she tried desperately to dive toward her mother. But a huge man, bigger than Sir Allan, held her with a viselike grip that sent shockwaves of pain shooting down her arms. Turning her head, she glimpsed the ugly, scarred face and the wild, unkempt beard of the grinning madman who held her.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw that another man had taken hold of her mother’s arms and wrenched the knife from her hand.

      Reacting to her mother’s cries, Fiona felt her body stiffen with anger. Suddenly something snapped within her, and all her fear vanished. She was a whirlwind of motion, arms and legs flying in all directions at once. Wildly, Fiona kicked hard at the man’s stomach, sinking her teeth into his massive paw at the same time. Her attacker snapped his hand away, and Fiona swung loose for a moment. Twisting her arm, she kicked again hard at his midsection, this time causing the man to throw her away from him.

      “The devil…”

      Fiona landed on her hands and knees, but quickly scampered to her feet, eyeing the ugly man defiantly.

      “Are you going to let this wee thing best you, m’lord?” one of the soldiers sneered.

      “She’s a demon,” the Goliath roared, taking a step toward the girl.

      Fiona looked around her wildly. She could see that both doors were blocked. There was no way out. Running to the window, she picked up the stool and rushed toward the men who were holding her struggling mother. Throwing the stool at one, she bit down on the hand of the other before being grabbed by the hair from behind.

      The man yanked her head back roughly and jerked her around to face him. His fist hung in the air, his eyes clouded with fury.

      “I’m going to teach you how we deal with demon bairns where I come from.”

      Fiona’s eyes shot darts of defiance into the Highlander’s face.

      “If you hurt me,” she hissed. “My papa will kill you.”

      A look of shock flickered into the man’s face as his fist opened. Then his black eyes narrowed into a hardness that froze Fiona’s blood.

      “Where you are going, your almighty papa will never find you,” he growled menacingly.

      Dragging her toward the rear door, past Margaret, who had been gagged, the leader flung the little girl at one of his men.

      “Take her down,” he spat. “Now!”

      “Should we wait for you in the courtyard, Torquil?” the man clutching Fiona asked. Fiona tried to jerk her hand free, but her captor twisted her arm behind her back, taking hold of her hair with vicious force.

      “No, I’ll catch up,” the man responded gruffly. He turned with a sneer toward Margaret. “We have a very sad occurrence that needs to take place here.”

      A look of horror came into Margaret’s eyes, and she cast a final look at her daughter as they dragged the screaming child from the room.
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        * * *

      

      Lord Gray, Margaret Drummond’s uncle, was the first to discover his niece’s body. The shocking news traveled like a thunderbolt through the countryside; strangers had kidnapped Margaret’s daughter, Fiona. On the eve of such momentous expectations, after waiting two long years for the return of the child’s father, this loss had proved too much for Margaret—she had lost all sense. In despair, she had taken her own life, poisoning herself in her daughter’s room. They had found the note she left, professing that life was not worth living without her child.

      People searched high and low throughout the Scottish countryside. But the fruitless effort was curtailed a fortnight later when the worst gale in fifty years tore across Scotland, spreading havoc and destruction from the Outer Hebrides and the Isle of Skye to the Firth of Forth and Edinburgh itself.

      Neither the child nor her kidnappers were ever found, and those who loved her wept, thinking her dead.
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        The nut’s shell, though it be hard and tough,

        Holds the kernel, sweet and delectable.

      

        

      
        —Robert Henryson, “The Fables”

      

      

      

      
        
        Dunvegan Castle, the Isle of Skye, June 1516

      

      

      He could hardly breathe.

      The bodies of those around him were pressing so close that he felt he could not even lift his arms. And there were faces—faces that looked so familiar but that he could not put names to. Then, just beyond them, he could see King James looking at him with pleading eyes.

      “What is it, m’lord?” he heard himself ask. His voice came from far away, as if from somewhere inside his head. He wondered if the words had even been uttered.

      He tried to move toward the king, but the bodies were now pressing against him even more tightly than before. Then, like the surge of an ocean current, they pushed and carried him with excruciating slowness away from his king.

      Alec continued to look at the king, following his gaze when James turned his face toward the murky shadows beyond.

      Looking past him, Alec could see a door opening. A cloud of mist streamed through the opening, swirling as it poured through the door. Suddenly he was blinded by the shimmering light of a thousand suns. Then that brilliance was eclipsed by another sight—the vision of an angel stepping through the door. Her red hair flowed about her in endless waves and framed a face of pure perfection. From where he stood, Alec could see her eyes, crystalline, radiating a spectrum of colors. Those eyes found his and drew him toward her with an unspoken promise of fulfillment. Light and warmth swept over him; his eyes were riveted on the dazzling creation.

      Alec saw the king move toward the angel, beckoning to him with one hand and, with the other, reaching for the light.

      But he couldn’t move. Alec tried desperately to fight the current carrying him away, but to no avail. He was carried farther and farther away from the light and the vision. More and more he felt his breath being crushed from his body. Struggling for air, Alec could see the light receding. He could see his angel disappearing.

      He was suffocating. He had to somehow get back to his king—to the light.

      He could hardly breathe…

      

      Gasping for air, Alec Macpherson sat bolt upright in his bed, sweat running down his chest and back.

      It was the same recurring dream.

      Throwing the covers aside, Alec vaulted from the bed. He looked around at the still-darkened room. So cold. So large and cold and empty, he thought. The cool summer breeze flowed over his naked skin from the open slit of the window. The silence around him seemed a tangible thing, pressing on him like a millstone, crushing him.

      Trying hard to rid himself of the dream, Alec walked to the window, stretching and breathing in deeply the misty salt air. Ever so slowly the sense of oppression that had gripped him began to ease. His eyes were drawn to the twin peaks of Healaval across the fog-shrouded waters of Loch Dunvegan. It didn’t seem to matter how long he remained here at Dunvegan; it simply was not home. He missed the noise, the life that existed at Benmore Castle. But then again, he thought, even being home had not been enough...had not helped.

      Looking out into the morning fog, he saw in his mind’s eye the lingering images of the dream. This was the first time that he’d seen the face of the angel. Always before, she’d been nothing more than a light. But this time Alec had seen her. She was flesh and blood. But who was she?

      King James IV had been dead for three years now, and Alec had fought beside him on that bloody day at Flodden Field, the day when the king had ignored all warnings and had challenged the English. The king had been cut down by an English arrow and a swarm of blood-crazed foot soldiers, because Torquil MacLeod and others had held back their troops when they were most needed to save their country. That had been a bitter day for Scotland and for Alec.

      How strange, Alec thought, that after so long his dreams would now be invaded by his king’s ghost and by the strange vision of the angel. Four months ago, Alec Macpherson had arrived at Dunvegan Castle. And that was when the dreams started. He had come here, certain that doing the Crown’s work in this faraway corner of Scotland was what he needed. His life and his mind were all cluttered with events and people he just could not shake off. A false promise, a broken engagement, a faithless woman. Alec rubbed his face hard with his hands as if that act could somehow wipe away all thoughts, all traces of Kathryn.

      Forcing his thoughts back to his dream, he wondered what the king could be trying to tell him. Why did he wait three years? Why did he come to him here?

      As the new laird of Skye and the islands of the Outer Hebrides, Alec had hardly rested in his efforts to bring order to this wild and mysterious land that Torquil MacLeod had so barbarously ruled.

      Justice had finally caught up with the murderous MacLeod, but his execution for treason had left a great void in the power structure of the northwestern Highlands. Alec Macpherson, future chief of his own Highland clan as well as a fearless warrior and well-known leader, had been given the task of correcting the ills of thirty years of brutal repression and securing the region for the new Stuart king.

      As he dressed for his morning ride, Alec thought over all that he had set out to do four months ago. It seemed to him he had been working night and day, and it was still a bit daunting to consider all that remained to be accomplished. He had arrived here with his own men, expecting resistance, even bloodshed. After all, he had not been chosen by these people to be their leader. He’d been made laird by the nobles of the Regency Council and had been given the Isle of Skye to rule as his own.

      So Alec had been surprised by the reception of the men who had greeted him. The handful of soldiers remaining at Dunvegan Castle were under the command of Neil MacLeod, a warrior crippled at Flodden, one of the few of this clan who it seemed had fought loyally for his king. He and his men had peacefully submitted to Alec’s will and had sworn to aid him in his royal commission. And indeed, Neil and his men had been true to their word.

      It was not long before Alec discovered that the people of Skye—the clans MacDonald and MacLeod—deserved better than they had been getting for so many years under Torquil.

      They were quite different from what he had expected. Yes, there were still small roving bands of rebel outlaws left in the outlying areas of the island. But aside from them, the crofters and the fishermen of Skye were, for the most part, good people. They were solid, common folk with strong beliefs in the old ways—people who, despite their treacherous leader, had somehow maintained a heritage of hospitality and decency and, most importantly, dignity.

      And Alec could see that these people were beginning to trust him, to accept his commands in the spirit that they were given—to better the lot of all who depended on him.

      Alec strapped his sword to his side and pulled open the thick oak door leading from his tower room. The musty smell of the interior stairway assaulted his nostrils. This old tower was said to be nearly three hundred years old. Dimly lit by a few narrow slits in the thick stone walls, it evoked the memory of childhood stories of fairies and sprites, kelpies and sorcerers. It was no surprise to Alec that the history of Skye was a brightly woven tapestry of fact and fantasy.

      But the castle had a proud and well-known history within its walls. It had withstood the assaults of Vikings and Celtic kings from the water and from the land. It had been an outpost of civilization when the Christian faith had first taken hold in this wild land of fairies and those who believed in them. And it had been a center of rebellion against each of the four Stuart kings that had occupied the Scottish throne.

      But that final part of Dunvegan’s history was over, Alec thought.

      Descending the two flights of stone stairway, Alec consciously attempted to shake off the remnants of his troubling dream. This morning hunt was becoming a habit, but at least he knew it was one way to clear his head. Entering the dark Great Hall, he peered at the men who were sleeping on benches around the last glowing embers of the fire in the center of the room. It was all quiet, and the hounds hardly stirred as he strode across the floor.

      “Going hunting, m’lord?”

      “Robert!” Alec started. “How many times have I told you not to sneak up on me?”

      “Just practicing the ways of the warrior, m’lord,” the squire responded in hushed tones. “Someday, m’lord, maybe someday when you find me ready to train with the warriors, I could prove to you that I’ve learned well all you’ve taught me. Remember? You told me that a warrior must be prepared at all times. You told me that stealth...”

      “And I have also told you not to practice on me the things that I teach you.”

      Alec had taken Robert to be his squire a year ago. The boy had proved himself eager and hardworking, and in the past year he had shot up like a beanstalk. Seeing how he had grown, Alec smiled to think how often he had been drawn back from the hard-edged world of Scottish politics by the confused and sometimes comical perceptions of the adolescent boy. Though he was often a thorn in Alec’s side, Robert was devoted to the warlord—and not in the least frightened by his moods.

      “Aye, m’lord.” The young man nodded. “But you have also told me to use my judgment and to make decisions. Especially when it comes to the welfare of people that I care about.”

      “That is true, Robert.”

      “And so, m’lord, some of what you have told me I have to practice on you, because if I do not...then you might not be around to tell me more. And if you are not around—”

      “Enough, Robert,” Alec growled, leading the young man through the Great Hall toward a small door on the far side. “It is too early for me to keep up with you. Go back to sleep.”

      “But m’lord. I have your breakfast ready,” Robert responded with concern. “You have to eat something before you go. You don’t eat enough. Even Cook says so. And all this early morning hunting. Your brother Sir Ambrose says you are just looking...”

      “I’m fine, Robert,” Alec said, stopping on the iron mesh that covered the open well that provided air to the castle’s subterranean vault. “There is no need for any of you to worry about me.”

      Alec glanced into the darkness of the well, thinking of the horrors that had occurred in that dungeon not so long ago. He caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. As he peered down into the darkness, he thought he saw a shadow move in the depths. A rat, he thought with disgust.

      “But m’lord,” the lad continued. “Sir Ambrose thinks that with no ladies of quality to take your mind off your work here, you just—”

      “Robert!” Alec turned his glare on the lanky youth standing beside him. Ambrose clearly needed something else to occupy his mind. But how could Alec even begin to explain what a refreshing change it was to be without those grasping women of the court? To be without Kathryn, his treacherous onetime fiancée. Alec was willing to admit to himself, anyway, that something was missing in his life, but it was not the companionship of those he had deliberately turned his back on.

      No, he could not explain it to Robert, but Alec would need to make that very clear to his brother before Ambrose arranged for any surprise arrivals at Dunvegan’s doorstep.

      “But all I was saying, m’lord—”

      “Will you shut up?” Alec growled menacingly.

      “I shall, m’lord.” The young man flushed, suddenly remembering the reason for his master’s sensitivity on this topic. “By the way, m’lord, I told Sir Ambrose that I would wake him up so that he could ride with you this morning. He’s really quite worried about you. We are all worried about you. Why, I was just talking with Cook last night, and he says that...”

      “Robert,” Alec rumbled menacingly. “I’m warning you. Ambrose is going home soon. If you say even one more word, I’ll send you...and Cook...away with him.”

      “Not another word, m’lord. I’ll not say another word. I promise. And I’ll stop Cook from talking, too. You will not hear anything. And if you do not want breakfast, it is up to you m’lord.” Robert stopped short, knowing from the laird’s threatening glare that he was doing it again. The last thing he wanted was to be sent back to Benmore Castle. The squire squirmed uncomfortably, thinking of Lord Alexander and how, in the past, he had so very often tried the patience of the old laird. And Robert liked Lady Elizabeth, his master’s mother, but he wanted to be a warrior someday, not a lady’s maid. He stood silently, his eyes riveted to the floor.

      Alec shook his head and turned toward the door. This boy could certainly talk. In fact, his chatter had awakened everyone in the hall. Oh, the lad would pay for that, Alec thought with a smile.

      “I’ll not starve, Robert. You don’t need to worry,” Alec called back over his shoulder. “I’ll eat something when I get back.”

      The squire legged it quickly to the door and opened it for Alec as he reached it. Before going through, the warlord paused.

      “Oh, one more thing, Robert,” the laird said, scowling fiercely. “Neil tells me you’ve been shirking your household duties and skulking around the training fields.”

      Robert paled under his master’s withering glare. “Nay, m’lord. I’ve kept up with my duties...I...it isn’t true. I mean, I have been going to the fields, but I’m...I’m—”

      “Listen, Robert,” Alec said, taking the lanky lad roughly by the arm. “Starting today...I want you to train full-time with the warriors. Tell Cook to pass on the household duties to one of the younger lads.”

      Robert stood, speechless, trying to fathom what he’d just heard and gawking through the open door after his departing master.

      Alec smiled to himself as he strode out into the murky predawn light. He’d been looking for the right moment to reward Robert for his diligence and effort. Despite his adolescent ways and his gregarious nature, he was maturing into a fine young man. This change in his status would only reinforce his development in the ways of the warrior. Resourceful. Cool. Reserved. Quiet.

      As Robert began to yelp in delight, Alec laughed openly at the gathering sound of curses the awakening warriors in the hall were uttering at the lad capering happily in the doorway.

      

      A few moments later, the laird nodded to the gatekeeper and ducked his head as he steered his black charger through the ten-foot-thick curtain wall of Dunvegan Castle. Emerging from the gloom of the passage into the only slightly brighter predawn light, the warrior wheeled his horse to the right and galloped along the saltwater inlet dominated by the fortress walls.

      On his left wrist, Alec held his prize falcon, the snow-white peregrine, Swift. Hunting with the rare Welsh albino bird had become more than the warlord’s chief exercise and escape. It had become a morning ritual.

      Pounding over the rolling moorland, Alec headed toward a thickly forested valley a mile inland. Surrounded by wild hills and jagged rock ridges, the land was rich with red deer and with the fat pheasant that Swift was so good at plucking from the air.

      Descending into a small dip in the terrain, Alec found himself enshrouded in a pocket of morning mist. His vision was cut to a very short distance, but he knew that the path would rise in just a few short yards.

      This was one of the things he liked best about Skye. Here he had the freedom to ride hard on his own land amid the unearthly rock formations and the heather-covered hills. Here he was free to enjoy the solitude of the morning air, free from the stifling closeness of the court, from its parasites, and from its women.

      Alec entered the wood as the land began to rise, and with it, the thick vaporous cloud gave way to patches of mist. He looked around him in awe. Still, after so many days of riding the same path, he was amazed at how the beauty and mystery of these woods touched him. The oak trees, hundreds of years old, entwined their branches into a canopy above him. He looked up as the first rays of the sun strained to gain access.

      Suddenly Alec saw a dark shape form on the path before him. Jerking the steed’s head to the right, Alec saw a white arm flash up from the fold of a cloak. Swift shrieked, his fluttering wings obstructing Alec’s vision momentarily. Then, as they flew past the diving shape, Alec yanked the horse’s reins tight, struggling to hold the plunging, rearing beast in check. He turned his head to the figure lying beside the path.

      “You madman!” came the enraged voice of a woman.

      The shock of hearing a woman’s voice stunned the warrior. The epithet she hurled at him was lost to the realization that he had nearly ridden down a defenseless peasant woman.

      “It is one thing to break your own neck. But mine is another matter,” the voice scolded, the pitch rising with her anger. “You nearly trampled me!”

      “Hold, there! I’ll help you,” Alec responded. “Whoa, Ebon.”

      The steed continued to strain against Alec’s efforts to calm him, and Alec could not see the woman clearly, but he glimpsed brilliant red hair spilling out of the dark hood as she scrambled to gather up the contents strewn around a large brown satchel on the ground.

      “Are you hurt, woman?” Alec tried to shout above the din of the shrieking bird. But the charger wheeled again, and when the warrior looked back down the path, the cloaked figure had disappeared. There was no movement of branches nearby. No shadows. No trace. One moment she had stood there—the next she was gone.

      

      Fiona stood a few paces off the path, peering through the mist at the power struggle going on between horse, rider, and the strange white hawk. Three beasts, she thought, angrily rubbing a bruised shoulder. Three wild beasts.

      She quickly straightened the cloak around her, shoving her hair back under the veil she was wearing beneath the hood of the cloak. Her heart was slamming against her rib cage. She tried to take deep breaths to slow her pulse and cool her anger.

      Finally, the giant warrior subdued the snorting black stallion, and the hawk’s cries ended. She watched as the rider looked questioningly about him. Fiona knew that she could not be seen and that she could escape easily through the thickly wooded grove behind her. She knew this area like the back of her hand.

      The huge, golden-haired warrior trotted his horse down the path to where he had passed her. Looking around him in every direction, he stopped the horse and cocked an ear, listening for a sound. Rising from the saddle, he stood in his stirrups for a long moment without any movement. It seemed that horse and hawk were taking their signals from their master as they waited patiently, motionless.

      Finally, pulling out his sword, he speared the string of wooden prayer beads that lay on the turf. Sheathing his sword, the rider looked at them curiously and then clenched them in his fist.

      From where she stood, Fiona could not quite make out the expression on his face. The giant wheeled his horse in her direction. Now horse and rider faced her. She slid as quietly as she could behind the wide trunk of a gnarled oak.

      Oh, my Lord, did he see me? Her mind began to run wild. Can he hear me? She held her breath, wishing she could stop the pounding of her heart. Then she nearly laughed aloud at the silliness of the thought, considering the distance between them.

      “Are you hurt?” the rider called out, his voice echoing in the wood. “You do not need to fear me.”

      He paused, listening for a response, but getting none.

      “If you are hurt but can get to Dunvegan Castle, go there. They will care for you.”

      He paused again, listening. Fiona could hear the hooves of the impatient horse stamping at the edge of the path. There was annoyance in the warrior’s tone when he called again. “Answer me. These woods are dangerous if you are hurt. There are all kinds of wild beasts out here.”

      There certainly are, Fiona thought, chuckling softly to herself. My thoughts exactly.

      “Now, listen,” he shouted, anger now apparent in his voice. “I’m trying to help you. I don’t know why a woman would be out here roaming the woods alone at this hour, but speak, for God’s sake.”

      Once again, Fiona peered cautiously from behind the tree and watched him as he waited for a response. She smiled at his evident anger and frustration. Good, she thought. He had some nerve, riding like a madman on trails honest peasants use to earn a livelihood.

      The man remained where he was for a long moment, clearly trying to make up his mind.

      “If you will not answer, then...to hell with you!” he roared, and wheeling the horse nimbly, he thundered off down the path.

      Fiona let out her breath as he disappeared into the mist. Then she stamped her foot hard in anger. “Well, Lord Macpherson, you certainly learned nothing from that.”

      Fiona moved from her hiding place in the trees and onto the deer trail she had used each morning for the past few years. Since the new laird had arrived, Fiona had spent many days watching him gallop through the countryside, the white bird or some other falcon on his arm. Always riding like a madman, always pounding his horse full speed, as if running away from, or perhaps chasing after someone. Whatever it was, though, today he was early and had caught her off guard.

      But he wasn’t entirely to blame, Fiona conceded. She was late returning from the cluster of huts deep in the forest where, four years ago, her old friend Walter and his company had taken refuge from the cruelties of Torquil MacLeod. And Father Jack, the old hermit, had been there today as well, and time always passed quickly when he began telling his tall tales.

      The Priory on the secluded Isle of Skye had been a refuge for lepers for as long as anyone remembered. The church lands used to feed them and provide them with shelter. That had all changed four years ago, when Torquil had decided that Skye would no longer be populated by disease. So for four years, Fiona had been traveling this route between the Priory and the people who hid like hunted animals, trapped on the island they now called home. Trapped by the unreasoning hate of a nobleman who thrived on the misfortunes of others. Trapped by a powerful leader whose very word had unleashed a torrent of violence on a sickly people who could neither escape nor defend themselves.

      At the thought of the injustice, Fiona’s hand went instinctively to the wooden clapper at her belt. It was useful having the clapper now. Most folk gave wide berth when they heard the lepers’ wooden warning signal. But wearing it even four months ago would have made her trips far riskier. That is, wearing it before Lord Macpherson came.

      So, whenever she could get away unnoticed, she continued to go down this path, carrying food, medicines, and whatever else Walter and his people needed. Father Jack had taken the lepers into his own flock when they had moved into the forest near his stone hut. But Father Jack was getting old, and Fiona wanted to help him. She needed to help him.

      For, despite the dangers, Fiona was not going to abandon Walter, the man who found her so many years ago...washed ashore, nearly dead. The one who took her to the Priory, to the place that had been her home ever since.

      Suddenly Fiona’s foot caught on a raised root branch, and she nearly tumbled headlong to the ground. Though she caught herself at the last moment, a shock coursed through Fiona when, to her right, a rustle in the undergrowth exploded as a fat pheasant took flight. The noise and surprise of the bird’s emergence rattled her.

      Fiona froze in her tracks as a shiver radiated through her body. She looked about her nervously, and for a moment the very shadows of the dawn woods took on a threatening look. Straightening the hood that had fallen from her head, Fiona pulled the cloak tightly about her, as if the thick cloth could control the chill that was coursing through her.

      “These are your woods, Fiona,” she said aloud, breaking into the silence that had fallen around her. “You have traveled this path more times than you can count. Get a hold of yourself. Get a hold of yourself.”

      As if her words were not enough, she found herself reaching down to pick up a stout branch lying beside the path. As she did, she felt the rattle of crockery in the satchel she carried. Crouching in the path, she opened the bag and looked sadly at what had been three empty jugs. Only one jug still intact lay amid the wreckage of two broken ones.

      “Thank you, Lord Macpherson,” she said, fingering the jagged pieces. “Now you have seen to it that I have some explaining to do.”

      Slinging the satchel back onto her shoulder, Fiona grasped the sturdy piece of wood in her other hand and continued on her way, her momentary lapse of confidence forgotten.

      She began to rehearse what she would say to her mistress. “Aye, m’lady prioress,” she said, smiling at the thought of such an unlikely confession. “Two more broken jugs. But it was not my doing this time. It was a chance meeting with that ill-tempered Lord Macpherson. Oh, no, m’lady, you know I would not dream of disobeying you and going to the lepers’ camp alone...again.”

      Fiona came to a stop at a fork in the path. “Let me see,” she whispered to herself. “Safe way home or short way home?”

      “Definitely the safe way home. Enough excitement for one day.” She turned onto the more traveled path and felt her spirits rising as she continued the imaginary discussion she had just begun.

      “Let me see. Where were we? Aye, m’lady. Lord Macpherson...Lord Macpherson? Why, he galloped right through the priory laundry while I was hanging the wash. What, m’lady? It is true that I have not done the wash for some years now. I know, m’lady. I have other responsibilities. But you see, it was such a beautiful day. And I was trying to help the other sisters. Especially Sister Beatrice. She has a summer cold she cannot be rid of.

      “Aye, you should have seen him. The laird is quite an imposing figure riding his horse the way he does. But that innocent bird tied to his wrist. The poor creature. The jugs, m’lady? Oh, no, they could not have been filled with herbal teas for the leper folk. They were filled with...water...aye, jasmine water. What, m’lady? We do not use jasmine water to scent the laundry?”

      “Hmmm.” Fiona slowed her pace, now thinking about that one. “No jasmine.” But then her eyes sparkled, and she picked up her pace again.

      “I’m sure you are correct, m’lady. Clearly, I must have been so enraptured with the spiritual aspect of my task—you are forever telling me that God resides in the most mundane of our labors—that, well, the scent of nature’s glories must have been upon those linens. Aye, m’lady, I could have sworn I smelled jasmine. What, m’lady prioress, Lord Macpherson in the laundry? Aye, m’lady, I was the only one to see him, but I assure you his horse did not soil so much as a single handkerchief. Just the jugs, m’lady. Aye, smashed, m’lady.”

      Fiona chuckled at the thought of such a conversation...on such an improbable topic. Lord Macpherson barreling through the laundry while she was hanging the wash. But then Fiona’s expression clouded for a moment. She had to talk seriously to the prioress about assigning Sister Beatrice’s tasks to others for the time being, until she got better. The older nun would never utter even a word of complaint, and would certainly never shirk her responsibilities. Fiona knew that the prioress would have to intervene and order her to rest.

      The prioress had always pushed Fiona to take on more responsibilities in the administration of the Priory. And she had always supported the young woman in the decisions she made. Always, Fiona thought. It was not that the tasks that some of the other nuns performed were beneath her. No, it was just that the prioress felt it more appropriate to give her jobs that, as the older woman put it, better suited Fiona’s talents. But Fiona had a lingering suspicion that the prioress saw her as good with numbers and terrible with everything else. Hmmph, she thought.

      Special gift from God. That is what the prioress had often said of her, a smile on her wrinkled face. And it was true: sometimes Fiona had taken to her tasks like a fish to water. What had taken the prioress hours to do, particularly with numbers and the books, Fiona could accomplish in a fraction of the time. More recently, though, Fiona’s restlessness and mildly insubordinate acts had caused the prioress to take to calling Fiona “an endurance test from God.” Oh, well, the young woman sighed.

      Entering a clearing, Fiona blinked at the brilliant morning sunlight that had quickly burned through the predawn mists. The sun was dazzling as it reflected off the small pond in the center of the small meadow. She was still a half hour’s walk away from Priory lands. As Fiona picked up her pace, she wondered what her old friend David would say about her adventure this morning. Naturally, she would tell him the truth. All of it. He was the only one she would dare speak the truth to. He was the only one who never panicked and scolded her for the smallest of risks.

      Certainly, there were times when they had their disagreements, but they inevitably worked them through. This was the way it had always been between them. David never tried to rule her or intimidate her. He told her about the real world, about places outside of Skye. About the beauty of the Scottish mainland. He’d been there. He taught her the survival tricks, as he called them. And he taught her how to apply what she knew to the needs of real people. These lessons were such a refreshing change from all the French and English and Latin lessons the prioress had her sit through.

      And the lesson he had stressed most—from the time she first arrived—had been to stay far away from Torquil MacLeod.

      David, the Priory’s jack-of-all-trades, was also the prioress’ half-brother. He was a younger son, illegitimate, but nonetheless an uncle to Torquil. So he knew him well. His stories of the laird’s brutality rang true to the imagination of a little girl whose mind had securely locked away all memory of what rough men could do. But from the time Fiona had been a young child, David had taken her under his wing, and his gentleness had won her trust. He’d made her feel safe while always pushing her to test herself. He had always encouraged her independence. He’d once considered himself to be like a father to the orphan lass, but he’d ended up being her friend. A dear friend.

      “It is fine to make mistakes, so long as you learn from them.” That was what her friend had instilled in her. Fiona was not sure life in the Priory would have been quite so interesting without him.

      And then a little more than a year ago Malcolm had been returned to them. At the thought of the young boy, Fiona picked up her pace. He would be waiting for her.

      Passing a jagged outcropping of rock that stood beside the pond, Fiona shifted the satchel to her other shoulder and dropped the stick to the ground.

      Looking past the rolling hills toward the wild peaks of the Cuillins far to the south, Fiona was suddenly aware of a figure standing in the shadow of a great oak tree only a stone’s throw ahead. Stopping dead in her tracks, the young woman pulled her hood farther forward to hide her face and reached inside her cloak for her wooden clapper.

      The figure stepped out of the shadows, and Fiona shuddered involuntarily.

      The man’s filthy face was crisscrossed with scars, and the young woman could see the bright red cross that had been branded on his right cheek. From the mark, she knew instantly that he had been found guilty of stealing from a church. That brand was enough to make him unwelcome in every village and town in Christendom. But it was the look in his black eyes that frightened her the most. It was the look of a hungry animal.

      Fiona swung her clapper, and the noise made the man stop momentarily on the path. Then she heard what must have been a laugh, but it was a sound so resonant with evil that it was hard to identify as such. Fiona felt a clammy chill spread upward from the small of her back.

      “That don’t matter none to us,” he said, spitting out his words with a bitterness that Fiona had never experienced before.

      He took a step toward her, and she swung the clapper more desperately, hoping that the sound would ward him off.

      “We’ve watched you before,” he continued, taking another step toward her. Fiona could smell his foul odor, and she turned her head in revulsion. “You ain’t no leper. You’re that pretty face in that churchyard full of old women. We’ve been watching you.”

      Fiona felt the hair rise on the nape of her neck. Taking a step back, she turned to run for the woods, but as she did, two others stepped from either side of the rock outcropping she had just passed. Their arms were spread wide, and Fiona knew what it felt like to be a hunted animal at bay. She turned her eyes from one predator to the next. Their eyes glistened in the morning sun. They all looked...hungry. But she sensed it was not food they were after.

      “Where are you going, angel? Ain’t that what they call you…angel?” The heavier of the other two brutes spat the words out, and Fiona could see the fleck of drool at the corner of the man’s mouth. She felt her stomach tighten. “We just want to see what kind of an angel you are.”

      Fiona again glanced around her. She was trapped on all sides by these outlaws. They were circling her, and she could tell that their evil excitement was building. Fiona saw Crossbrand, obviously the leader, wave to the others to close in.

      “You are brave men, coming this close,” she wheezed with a mocking tone. Fiona gave her clapper one last shake, and then let it fall to her side. She tried desperately to keep any sign of fear from creeping into her voice. “But you ain’t going to be happy with what you get.”

      The three men slowed, exchanging glances, but when she began to cough, they all came up to a full stop.

      Fiona’s whole body heaved with the racking coughing fit that shuddered through her. As if her insides would turn out in a moment, the young woman convulsed with the effects of the fit.

      “I ain’t who you think me to be,” she said in a sickly voice, gasping for air. “I have the disease bad. I’m telling you, the other lepers have even kicked me out of the village, ‘cause they say I got something different. They know I’m dying. They’re afraid it’s catching.”

      As Fiona doubled over in another coughing fit, she saw the two who had emerged from behind the rock back up a step. The leader straightened up, peering at her suspiciously.

      “You won’t be fooling us that way,” Crossbrand finally said with a sneer, though his tone was less certain than before.

      “It is true,” she insisted, her voice raw. Her throat was now really hurting from the forced coughing. “I’m going to the Priory for medicines for my sores. They are oozing black pus. You can see for yourself. And this morning my coughing was black with blood.”

      She pointed to the patches of darkened mud that spotted her skirt from her earlier fall, and then doubled over.

      As she began to cough again, one of the two followers spoke up.

      “She’s got the plague,” he muttered, moving toward Crossbrand’s other follower. “I seen it last summer in Edinburgh. It’s the damned plague.”

      “She ain’t got no plague, you fools,” the man shouted. “She’s the lass they call the angel from the convent. The one some say is a fairy. By the devil, I tell you she’s the same one we been seeing these past two days.”

      Fiona emitted a weak laugh that gave way to another hacking spell. She managed to spit up a sizable amount of phlegm in the leader’s direction. Now Crossbrand himself backed away.

      “I wish I was, but I ain’t,” Fiona gasped, wiping the spit from her chin with the back of her hand and stepping toward the leader, who was now between her and the woods. “I know who you mean, though. The one who comes to the leper village. But they say the prioress won’t let her come no more, on account of the...begging your pardon...outlaws and all.”

      Crossbrand pointed his drawn sword in reaction to her movement. Taking a step to the side, he waved at his companions to move in. Their response was an immediate retreat.

      “I ain’t going to touch no damn plaguey leper,” one of them yelled in disgust, as the other nodded.

      “Don’t go away,” Fiona pleaded, continuing to move toward Crossbrand, causing him to move farther around her in the direction of the others. “If you ain’t afraid, I’ll bring food back when I come. I got nobody for a friend, you know, and I’m sure they’ll give me enough to bring. I’m still plenty strong enough for–”

      She stopped mid-sentence as once again a coughing fit erupted from her hooded frame. Peeking at the open field as she gasped for breath, Fiona considered her chances. If she turned and ran now, she might make the woods, but she shuddered to think what would happen if she didn’t.

      “And if you promise to keep me with you, I won’t touch it,” she continued, looking at the three. “I swear. I’ll bring bread and mutton. I’ll bring–”

      “You hear?” one of the followers said. “She’ll bring bread.”

      “Bread!” the other shrieked. “Just let her go. I don’t want nothing to do with her.”

      “And let her bring the law down on us,” the man spat coldly at the two. “I say, leper or angel, we put her out of her misery.”

      “But Gavin,” the other said heavily, pulling Crossbrand around to face him. “She’s too stupid to know it, but she’s as good as dead already and getting close–”

      “I say we kill her now,” the leader snarled.

      Fiona did not wait for the response. Turning, she pulled her skirt and cloak up and fled for the woods. It was only a moment before she heard the shouts from behind her. Knowing her life depended on her speed, Fiona flew across the uneven ground of the meadow. She cursed as she nearly tumbled to the ground, tripping on the edge of her long cloak. The sound of her pursuers growing nearer was nearly drowned out by the pounding of her own heart.

      After her stumble, the men were nearly upon her. The sound of their footsteps in the grass right behind her shook what confidence remained. Panic crept into her bones, and she felt her strength suddenly draining from her. She could almost feel the heat of their breaths on her back. Realizing that she was still carrying the satchel, Fiona shrugged the bag from her shoulder.

      As the bag fell from her arm, Fiona hit the ground with a thud that knocked the wind right out of her. Her foot had found a rabbit hole, and her body pitched forward to the earth. In a split second, she knew she was finished. In a moment these animals would be upon her.

      Then all Fiona could see were the shining black hooves that pounded to a pawing, prancing halt beside her head.
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        Death takes the champion in the fight,

        The captain in the tower at night,

        The lady in the bower of beauty,

        Timor mortis conturbat me.

      

        

      
        –William Dunbar, “Timor Mortis [Fear of Death]”

      

      

      

      The cough had the ring of death to it.

      Alec reined in Ebon at the sound that echoed from just beyond the trees. Trailing the woman had not been tremendously difficult, and now he knew he was right behind her.

      At the thought of this being the same woman, Alec’s desire to help her grew even more when he heard her wretched coughing. Although he was angry at first, there had been no hunting after the mishap on the path. Then, as he followed her, a strange urgency had overtaken him, had driven him forward.

      He had to find her. The prayer beads in his hand did little to relieve the unsettling effect of the mysterious encounter. He needed to know that she was not hurt.

      Alec could not blame her for running off. These short months at Skye had made him better understand the reasons for the way these people behaved. Under the rule of Torquil MacLeod, the peasants’ survival had depended on their ability to become invisible. The rough hand of MacLeod and his men weighed heavily on those who dared—or were unlucky enough—to cross his path.

      Nudging Ebon forward through the thinning wood, Alec followed the sound of the ailing woman. The falcon rested easily on his wrist, and Alec ducked under the low overhang of branches and vines.

      The gloom of the wood soon gave way to the brightening of a clearing just ahead. As horse and rider stepped out into the sunshine, Alec reined Ebon to a halt and his eyes took in the scene before him.

      She was not alone. Again she coughed, doubling up with obvious pain from the fit. Before her, three men stood watching—one with a sword drawn menacingly. Alec’s jaw clenched at the sight. They were not there to help her. For years this had been a common occurrence here. Another victim.

      At first, Alec could not hear the exchanges between the woman and her assailants, but suddenly the one with the drawn sword could be heard clearly. Those words sent her running across the field and ignited Alec into action.

      

      Fiona never thought of angels as having hooves, but she was surely glad that this one did. Turning her head slightly, she could see the three shocked faces of the would-be attackers staring at her rescuer. The horse’s hooves stamped and pawed at the ground beside her. She did not need to look up to know who the rider was, but a glance told her that Lord Macpherson’s sword was still in its sheath.

      Though obviously forgotten, Fiona leaped to her feet and stepped back toward the horse’s midnight-hued flank.

      The giant astride the charger glared at the three outlaws. With an economy of motion, he whipped the hood from the white falcon’s head and launched her into the sky. The flurry of the bird taking flight was enough to startle two of the attackers, enough to take the breath away from Fiona. The two jumped back a pace. Crossbrand stood his ground, sword in hand...but only for a moment.

      Lord Macpherson is magnificent, Fiona thought. His eyes flashed in anger at the adversary before him, and his look was piercing. When the warrior’s hand went to the hilt of the weapon at his side, Fiona watched the outlaw leader drop his own sword and spring backward toward his cowering cronies.

      The silence in the meadow was awe-inspiring. The towering figure continued to stare as the falcon circled ever upward. Fiona’s eyes were drawn to the bird spiraling in free flight. In her mind the peregrine’s graceful soaring etched the word freedom on the blue canopy of sky above. When Crossbrand finally spoke, his tone was deferential. They know who he is, Fiona thought, and they know they are no match for him.

      “M’lord,” the outlaw began humbly. “She’s got the plague. She’s a leper, m’lord. We were just–”

      “That is no crime,” the warlord interrupted in a tone that washed all color from the men’s faces. Only the leader’s brand retained its bright red hue. “Sickness is no longer a crime on the Isle of Skye.”

      Alec had learned soon after his arrival about the appalling MacLeod policy of paying bounties for the lives of lepers. Alec had spread the news far and wide that such brutality would no longer be tolerated.

      “M’lord,” the man pleaded in faltering terms, his eyes searching the ground as if he might find the right words there. “M’lord, we...please, m’lord...she...well...the plague, she–”

      “Enough.” Alec cut him off, his voice conveying the steely edge of his anger. “I have made it very clear what the punishment would be for those hunting the innocent.”

      “But, m’lord, we didn’t know,” the outlaw cried, his lying words seconded by the mumbling noises of the two standing behind him. Fiona wished his false tongue would swell in his throat and choke him, God forgive him. “We were away...in the service of the King James, m’lord...at Flodden...for three years, m’lord...but it’s her, m’lord...she spreads the Death, m’lord. We being healthy...we thought...m’lord...maybe as service–”

      “I ‘ve heard enough,” Alec said. These lowlifes would say anything to save their miserable hides. “There is no longer any room on Skye for the likes of you three.”

      The three took another step back.

      “But m’lord,” Crossbrand begged, “we’ve done service for the king. We were just doing what was–”

      “You should go down on your knees and thank God that I do not give you exactly the punishment you deserve,” Alec growled.

      “But m’lord–”

      “Leave this island,” the warrior commanded, his voice low and steely. “I tell you this: If, after sundown tonight, you are seen on Skye, your punishment will be death. Go.”

      “But m’lord–” the outlaw whined.

      “Now!” Alec nudged his charger forward a pace.

      The three turned and ran across the field, but not before Fiona saw the look of hatred that Crossbrand shot in her direction. She uttered a silent prayer that their paths would never cross again.

      Fiona cast a glance at Lord Macpherson and then at the woods behind her. She was grateful, but hesitant.

      Years of the prioress’s warning words crashed down upon her. She was to stay away from nobles, warriors, and lairds. She was to hide away from Torquil MacLeod and all of his men. But this was different—this was Lord Macpherson, the man she had watched for months. The man who had stormed past her in the mist of many dawns. The man who was bringing prosperity at last to the people of Skye.

      The one who had crept into her dreams for more nights than she cared to admit.

      She had to leave.

      Fiona knew that she was crossing forbidden boundaries in tarrying with this man. It was one thing to dream, but this was far too real. And she could not risk any further involvement with the laird looming above her. She had to get back to the Priory. There was enough explaining to do as it was. Fiona took a step back with the idea of running for the wood.

      “Stand where you are,” the warlord ordered, watching the three disappear into the trees. He had found her at last. He wasn’t about to let her evaporate into thin air again.

      Fiona stopped short at his words. She pulled her hood farther forward over her face as the warrior climbed down from his steed. The young woman realized that the laird had never even glanced toward her.

      This was the closest Fiona had ever come to Lord Macpherson. As he strode confidently over to the sword lying in the grass, she knew that she had never seen a man quite like this one. Something stirred within her as she watched his every move. He stood for a moment, studying the blade as if trying to identify its origin. He was tall and powerful. His blond hair was tied at the nape of his neck, though golden strands that had escaped their bonds framed his ruggedly handsome features. She had not been able to pick up the color of his eyes or look into them, but somehow she knew that they, too. would be beautiful. He turned toward her, and she lowered her face, blushing at her own forward thoughts. Her heart pounded, and something melted within her.

      Run, she told herself. Run while you can.

      Alec eyed the cloaked figure standing like a statue before him. The hood covered any possibility of seeing her face, and her hands were hidden in the folds of her garment. The clapper hanging from her rope belt signaled her illness, and the cough had been wrenching to hear—but he had seen her run. She had the speed of a doe, and she had not coughed once since he’d entered the clearing. And then there was her stance, her straight-backed, fearless stance. There is more here than meets the eye, he thought.

      “There is no need for you to run away,” he began, noting her discomfort as she edged away from him. “If you had let me help you before, this would never have–”

      “There was no need for your help, m’lord,” she interrupted in a husky whisper.

      If there was any doubt in his mind that this was the same woman, now it washed away. It was the voice...the same voice.

      “You’re wrong about needing my help. But come, I’ll take you to your destination,” he replied, looking up and waving his fist in a circle at the falcon that was gliding on the air currents far overhead.

      “I stand corrected, m’lord,” she conceded. “There is no further need of your assistance. I travel this way often.”

      “And I suppose you run into these types often?” he snapped, gesturing toward the woods where the three outlaws had disappeared. Could this woman be so dense?

      Fiona could not answer him immediately. His directness, his nearness was disarming, and her inability to respond to him were disconcerting for the young woman. She simply shrugged her shoulders in silence.

      Alec looked away from the woman and held his hand aloft. When he whistled shrilly, Fiona looked up and watched the powerful bird change direction immediately and dive with incredible speed. Just above them, the falcon pulled up suddenly, settling gracefully on the man’s leather-covered wrist. With a twinge of sadness, she watched the snowy peregrine surrender her freedom. But when the bird alighted, Fiona realized that the warrior’s eyes were not on the hawk. They were on her face. Flustered, she looked down immediately.

      “Those three louts could be waiting for you just inside these woods,” Alec said, trying to smooth the irritation out of his voice. He did not want to dwell on the situation that had just occurred. But in truth, he was angry with himself for just letting them go. “It is not safe for you—”

      “You let them go,” she interrupted, adding belatedly, “m’lord.”

      The warrior raised an eyebrow, considering the small cloaked figure standing so assertively in the shadow of the huge horse. What was she, his conscience? She wore a crofter’s garment, but she hadn’t the tongue of a peasant. She certainly shows no fear of me, Alec thought with curiosity. Indeed, he had caught a glimpse of the lower portion of her face within the hood, and what he had seen had surprised him. She had the most sensuous mouth and the smoothest skin of any leper he had ever run across.

      “Aye,” he said with a note of weariness, feeding Swift a tidbit of meat from the pouch at his waist. “I did let them go. But then again, if I killed every outlaw on this island, there would be no one left.”

      Anger flashed through Fiona at his words. He had been here long enough to know that the people of Skye were not outlaws. She successfully checked her temper but could not hold back from responding somehow.

      “Why limit yourself just to Skye, m’lord? Why not depopulate the entire Highlands?”

      “Your idea has merit, lass,” he responded. “But don’t you think the clan chiefs would object?”

      “How could they object, m’lord?” she said mildly. “They would be the first to go.”

      “Are you suggesting that every laird in the Highlands is an outlaw?”

      “More likely that than every peasant on Skye.”

      “That’s difficult to believe,” Alec responded, enjoying her challenging wit. “Especially considering I have yet to come across a law-abiding peasant since arriving.”

      “Clearly, you are meeting the wrong sort of people...m’lord.”

      “Am I meeting the right sort now?” he asked with a smile.

      “That is for you to decide,” she answered seriously. “But I’ll tell you one thing, I’m no outlaw.”

      “If that’s so, then why did you run from me this morning? Who are you, lass?”

      “You can see what I am, an innocent islander...unlike those you let go.”

      “Perhaps. But it’s thanks to me that you–as a leper–are not an outlaw as well,” Alec said defensively, stung by her accusation.

      Fiona’s temper flared at his words.

      “An outlaw commits harmful acts,” she responded. “And with or without your interference ...m’lord...I have never been an outlaw.”

      Alec took in, with some amusement, the change in the woman standing before him. Her posture was no longer that of the sickly creature who had faced the three brutes. Her voice was clear and strong, her attitude challenging. If she tosses her head one more time, he thought, that hood might fall right to her shoulders. He restrained an urge to step up and push back the hood. He wanted to see the expression he imagined on her face. And what kind of face is it? he wondered. She was a bit of a puzzle that needed solving.

      “Even if I accept that you’re no outlaw, you still have much to thank me for,” he answered, absently stroking the downy feathers of the bird on his arm.

      Fiona watched his long, strong fingers on the odd, white plumage of the falcon. She noted the man’s gentleness.

      “Aye, m’lord,” she said after a pause, trying her best to inject her voice with irony. “I have so much to be thankful for. Why, for the second time today, you have nearly killed me with your kindness.”

      “What?” This was too much. “Have you already forgotten? In addition to your felonious background, I see you also suffer from lapses in memory. I did not try to harm you. I saved you.”

      “You call crushing my skull beneath the hooves of your horse ‘saving’?”

      “Hooves can be far less painful than a sword in the back.”

      “For you, perhaps,” she muttered.

      “Don’t make me sorry I saved your neck.”

      “Now it’s my neck you’ve saved.”

      Alec glared for a moment at the hooded figure.

      “Ebon was not even close,” he continued. “However, if your head had been crushed, you would not be here standing and arguing.”

      “Oh, so it bothers you to have a person accuse you–”

      “Aye, when I’m being unjustly accused of crushing someone’s skull.”

      “It’s all the same. You tried.”

      Alec stared for a moment at the fiery creature before him. He could not see her eyes, but he could feel the sparks of wit flying out at him from the dark recesses of the cloak. He shook his head, and amusement crept into his features.

      “Your gratitude overwhelms me...not to mention your manners.” He smiled, placing the hood over Swift’s eyes.

      “I’m sorry, m’lord,” Fiona responded immediately, “if I do not measure up to what you are accustomed to–mainland peasant manners.”

      “Oh, don’t be sorry,” Alec quipped nonchalantly. “You measure up.”

      Fiona stared up at the bird. Lord Macpherson might represent absolute worldly authority on this island, but even so, she was unwilling to allow him the last word. Nonetheless, she could not go on with this.

      She needed to get back to the Priory. Fiona looked around for her bag and saw it lying beneath the front hoof of the great black beast.

      Alec watched as she moved to Ebon and shoved with two hands at the shoulder of the massive charger. The horse’s ears flicked back, and the animal lifted his hoof as the woman snatched her satchel from the ground. She looked inside and stamped her foot before whirling on him. Clearly, she was ready to say something to him, and Alec waited with interest. But instead of words, the woman dumped the shattered contents of her bag at his feet. Then, without further ceremony, she turned away from him, throwing the bag over her shoulder.

      “Good day, m’lord,” she said dismissively, striding toward the woods on the far side of the meadow.

      Fiona couldn’t help but smile as she moved through the grass. Of all the qualities David had mentioned in his description of the new laird to the prioress—and to Fiona—he had not brought up his incredible arrogance. The man was nearly impossible, but she, in this encounter at least, had more than matched him. The prioress, though, would surely be shocked if she knew Fiona had even met the laird—never mind the tone she had used with him. Fiona knew that, even though she had never met him, the prioress thought Lord Macpherson a gem. Day in and day out for the past few months, Fiona and the prioress had heard David go on and on about the virtues of this man.

      “It is a good thing David never mentioned humility,” she murmured to herself. “Humility is still a virtue, I believe.”

      “Then why don’t you practice it?” Fiona jumped at the sound of the voice over her shoulder. Stopping and turning abruptly, she found herself looking directly at the massive chest of the giant, who nimbly halted just short of barreling her over. The falcon was still on one wrist, the black charger trailing along in the grass.

      Her next words caught in her throat. She had not expected to find him following her. Now his close presence stunned her into silence. She felt her heart begin to race at the excitement his nearness evoked in her, and this continuing response confused her momentarily. After all, she had encountered many men in her years at the Priory—she had never been cloistered. The Priory had always been a shelter for travelers and those in need of protection from the fierce MacLeod clan chief. And she had for years brought what comfort she could to the men, women, and children of the leper community hidden away in the forests of Skye. But with all of that, never had a man’s closeness caused such a reaction in her. In truth, though, she had also never been so close to a warrior, to a laird.

      Fiona shook her head to clear it of these unwarranted notions and backed away uncertainly.

      “Why are you following me, m’lord?” she asked huskily, looking at the ground between them.

      Alec watched her for a long moment before answering.

      “Two reasons,” he responded finally, trying to draw her eyes upward to him. “First, I told you that I would accompany you to your destination...unless you would care to accompany me to Dunvegan. And second, I wanted to return these.”

      Fiona hesitated, then looked up quickly. Lord Macpherson was holding the rosary beads in his outstretched hand. She reached up and took them from him, but not before he snatched her hand, turning it and holding it palm up for the briefest of moments.

      For a fleeting moment, Alec got a glimpse of a beautiful face and uncertain eyes that glanced up at him. Then, as her head lowered, he considered the perfect white hand that had taken the beads from him. They were not the callused working hands they should have been. He smiled. Whoever she was, she was no peasant. Almost despite himself, Alec found himself wanting to know more.

      His eyes are blue, she realized. They were the same deep azure color as the sky above the Cuillins’ peaks. And for Fiona, they were as full of mystery—and as alluring—as the Cuillins themselves.

      “Umm...well...thank you, m’lord,” Fiona said haltingly. Her heart was pounding furiously in her chest. This was becoming quite difficult. She needed to get away. She was losing control of the moment; she was losing control of herself, of her very thoughts.

      She also had to get back before the prioress really began to worry. “I honestly do not need your help. Please believe that.”

      “Regardless of what you say, your options have not changed,” Alec said sternly. “Which is it? Dunvegan or...wherever it is you’re going?”

      Fiona paused, weighing her options.

      “If you must know, I’m going to the Priory...for medicine,” she said, standing in front of the towering figure. “But are you not at all afraid of my sickness? One of those men back there said I have the plague. The other lepers said the same thing. Does that not concern you?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?” Fiona asked, taking in a deep wheezing breath and preparing to unleash one of her well-practiced coughing fits.

      “Stop that counterfeit cough right now,” he ordered. “Don’t you know you could hurt yourself coughing like that?”

      “I cannot help—”

      Alec reached with his free hand and grabbed her by the shoulder. His action shocked her, forcing her to look up into his eyes. Into those dangerous blue eyes.

      It was the first time Alec looked directly into her hazel eyes. They were the color of the ocean on a summer day. Alec saw within them the same power of the depths that had frightened him for so long...until he had learned to master his fear. But these eyes also drew him on, enticing and yet challenging him.

      “You may be able to gull ignorant dolts like those three fools,” the warlord said quietly, “but I have seen enough of the plague to know you don’t have it. And as for your...other acting, you are neither peasant nor leper.”

      Fiona found herself admiring his features. The long lashes and the stern set of his jaw. And then, as if suddenly remembering who she was, who he was, Fiona became aware of his hand on her shoulder. His hold was anything but gentle.

      “I don’t have to tell you who I am,” Fiona whispered determinedly.

      “No, you don’t. But your options—”

      “They’re not my choices. They are yours. Why don’t you just let me be? Why don’t you go?”

      “I’m through arguing with you, woman.” His voice was now authoritative, commanding. “I’m tired of giving you choices. We’re going to—”

      “Fine,” she said, interrupting quietly. “The Priory. But we must go now.”

      From the hard edge in his tone, she knew he meant every word.

      The warrior released his grip on her shoulder, and as she turned toward the wide path leading through the woods, Alec wondered what had come over him to take hold of her in that way. She definitely had gotten under his skin. That was it. Why, she’d come very close to riling his temper.

      For some time they walked together in silence, each deeply involved in thoughts and the mystery of the other. But the sounds of the spring woods broke into their individual musing, lightening their thoughts the farther they went.

      Quite soon the forest gave way to open fields. A shepherd drove a flock of sheep past the two travelers. No doubt on his way to the pond in the meadow. The warrior thought the lad was about to speak to the hooded figure, but on recognizing Alec, the shepherd started uneasily and said nothing, moving cautiously to the other side of his flock.

      They were now on Priory lands, Alec realized.

      From what he had learned, these lands and all those areas administered by the Church had always been spared the customary violence and looting supposedly controlled by, but actually conducted by, Torquil MacLeod and his men. Rumor had it that Torquil was actually afraid of the prioress’ wrath and had kept his men away. From the looks of the carefully plotted fields and the hedged pasture land, Alec thought that the area showed a prosperity that only years of peaceful industry could produce.

      On various occasions since his arrival, Alec had had occasion to meet the prioress’ brother David at Dunvegan, and he liked the man. It was from him that Alec had learned of the nun’s iron rule and the respect that she was able to instill in all. It was perhaps because of this that she had, for many years, continued to be a beacon of hope for the people of Skye...and Alec meant to keep it that way.

      “Have you ever chanced to meet the prioress?” he asked, breaking the silence and casting a look at the woman beside him.

      Fiona fought back a wry smile. “Aye, Lord Macpherson, once or twice.”

      “You seem to know who I am, but I still do not really know who you...are,” he said, stumbling over the last word as the woman’s hood fell back, revealing for the first time the full extent of her beauty. Beneath the hood, she wore a linen veil that only partially concealed the stunning waves of red hair framing a face of perfect proportion and complexion. The hazel eyes, the straight nose, the full lips, and the sculpted chin...enough to distract any man, but there was something else about her. He was certain that today was the first time they’d met, but he felt he knew her. His mind told him so. But where? How?

      “No, m’lord?” Fiona responded. “How curious! You seem to know well enough who I’m not.”

      She looked straight ahead at the path when the warrior turned his gaze on her.

      “I thought this morning you were a fairy,” Alec said. “Crossing my path and then disappearing in a wisp of misty air.”

      Fiona shot a quick look at the warlord. “I can see the old wives’ tales of our island have made an impression on you.”

      “Aye, but you are clearly very real,” Alec continued, admiring the color that was lingering on her cheek. He studied the perfect beauty of her face. His eyes lingered on the heavy drape of her cloak, obviously worn to hide a slender body. “Now I’m beginning to think you are more like my falcon Swift.

      “Are you, m’lord?”

      “Aye. Each of you wears a hood, but I should tell you that hood does little to hide what is beneath. In fact, I believe it only served to get in your way when you tried to fly across that meadow back there. Swift, as you saw, flies quite well without her hood.”

      “Swift flies when you allow her to,” Fiona said pointedly. “Her freedom is a matter of your whim, m’lord.”

      “Her desires and mine are not so far apart,” he answered. “Why do you think she returns to my wrist?”

      “I can’t imagine.” She smiled. Despite her feelings about captive birds, despite her feelings about everything, Fiona was beginning to feel quite comfortable as they got nearer to the Priory. But looking up at his strong profile, Fiona felt a pulse-quickening thrill race through her. She turned her eyes to the path ahead, forcing herself to ignore the unexpected emotions that were drawing her attention from his words. But she could not ignore this sudden glow of happiness that was stealing through her.

      “Because she knows that the hood is only worn temporarily, and she trusts me.” Alec threw a glance at the lass. “Not to mention the simple fact that she...well, clearly enjoys my company.”

      “Is that so?” Fiona laughed. It was the first time he had heard her laugh, and Alec liked the sound of it. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, m’lord, but your falcon and I are not so much alike.”

      “You don’t enjoy my company? My charming wit? My courtesy? My manly good looks?”

      “Nay, m’lord,” she answered, pausing for effect and suppressing a laugh before continuing. Lord Macpherson was well aware of his charms, Fiona thought. “Actually, what I meant is that, unlike your falcon, my hood is permanent.”

      “Nothing is permanent,” he said, but suddenly he grew serious, his thoughts recalling the events in his recent past. On things he had once truly believed to be permanent.

      “The vows of the convent are not just permanent, m’lord. They are eternal.”

      Shaken from his thoughts by her statement, Alec whirled to look at her. He was not even sure he’d heard her correctly. A nun. Instantly he retraced in his mind the events and the conversation of the morning. Turning his attention to the path ahead, he could not help dwelling for a moment on his attraction to this nun, and it made him feel strangely uncomfortable. And what exactly had he said to her? A nun.

      Fiona peered up at the man walking beside her and smiled. This warlord, sent to control the wilds of Scotland’s Outer Hebrides, suddenly looked like a schoolboy. First shock, then a flush of embarrassment registered on his face, then his features tightened into a scowl of displeasure. When he directed this glare back to her, Fiona looked away. What a wonderfully unexpected response, she thought. She should have tried this sooner.

      When Alec did speak, though, his voice was anything but angry.

      “So you live at the Priory?” he asked in as cordial a tone as he could muster.

      “Aye, m’lord.”

      “Then why do you dress this way?”

      “To tend the sick.”

      “Have you been at the Priory long?”

      “Aye, m’lord. As long as I can remember.”

      “And you are not sick in any way?”

      “No, m’lord,” Fiona responded sweetly, turning her bright eyes on him. She gave him a brilliant smile. “But thank you for asking.”

      Alec’s heart pounded in response. Her eyes and her smile could bewitch a man

      “Tell me,” Alec asked after a moment, “do they still teach religion at the Priory?”

      “Naturally.”

      “And they teach the value of virtue?”

      “Aye, indeed they do, m’lord.”

      “Are meekness, truthfulness, and obedience still considered virtues?”

      “Absolutely, m’lord.”

      “Then are you not...are not all the nuns of your Priory expected to practice them?”

      Smiling to herself, Fiona thought back over the morning’s events. Of her forwardness, of the tales she’d told, of her bland refusal to obey his simplest commands.

      “Nay, m’lord. That is a different order.”
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      Coming over a rise, the two saw the walls of the Priory rise in the distance. A huddle of huts formed a neat village at its gates, and the smoke of the morning fires hung comfortably in the air above. A brown and white dog ran out from a pen beside the closest cottage, and his friendly barks blended with the rhythmic hammering of the smith already hard at work in the forge. The smell of roasting mutton reached Alec, and the stirring in his belly reminded him that he hadn’t anything to eat today.

      The folk of the village directed surprised looks at the two as they walked along the lane that led to the gates of the Priory, and Alec did not wonder at their interest or their surprise. He had been encountering the same looks in other villages for the past four months.

      The gates that led through the high wall surrounding the buildings and the church comprising the Priory were open, and when the two entered, an ancient blue-robed porter carrying a long and stout staff hobbled over, nodding his yellowed mane at the warlord and directing a warm and toothless smile at Fiona. She touched his hand affectionately as they passed.

      “As I told ye, lassie, no rain,” he chuckled. “Nary a drop.”

      “Aye, James.” She smiled. “A fine morning.”

      Alec looked around at the orderly plan of the Priory grounds, at the church directly ahead, and at the stables and guest quarters to the left, with a small orchard rising behind. To the right, the chapter house, with its business offices and school, and what he assumed to be the nuns’ quarters beyond. Alec could see the smoke rising from what must be a kitchen building behind the living quarters, and he guessed there was probably a well-tended garden behind that. Between the nun’s quarters and the church, paths of white crushed shells crisscrossed a small quadrangle of greensward, cultivated herbs, and flowers. Neat, efficient, and pleasant, Alec thought approvingly.

      His eyes had no sooner taken in the buildings and grounds than a young boy came racing and whooping across from the stables. The warrior watched the lad come full tilt, never slowing a whit and throwing himself into the embrace of the young nun. She stumbled a step back to keep from falling down but quickly regained her footing, hugging the child tightly to her.

      “Sorry, Malcolm. I know you’ve been wait—”

      “The prioress is angry. She is so mad at you,” the boy blurted out. “She went right to the chapter house after Mass this morning. She would not even talk to the chaplain. She—”

      “Hush,” Fiona soothed, crouching before the boy as she glanced nervously in the direction of the chapter house. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “She kept waving her hands as she walked, talking all the time about `patience’ and `asses.’ David called me to the stables.”

      The lad nodded toward the heavyset, middle-aged man whom Alec could see running toward them, shouting directions over his shoulder at the hostlers in the stable yard. A fearful look crept across the boy’s face as he snuggled in against Fiona, wrapping his arms around her neck.

      “Will she make you slop out the pigsties for a month?” Malcolm whispered anxiously. “She’ll not use the birch rod on you, will she?”

      “Nay, Malcolm,” she answered with a sigh. “Though either of those punishments may be preferable to what she has in mind for me.”

      Fiona looked at the little boy. He was now warily eyeing the stranger standing nearby with the falcon and charger.

      “Lord Alec,” David boomed, running up breathlessly. “You honor us, m’lord. If we had known you were coming...Are you alone, m’lord?”

      “Good day, David,” Alec returned pleasantly. “I was out hunting, and just thought I might take you up on your offer to show me the Priory.”

      Alec and Fiona exchanged a quick look.

      “I would be delighted, m’lord, but…” the older man turned to Fiona. “You, lass, had better run. You have a hornet’s nest waiting for you.” He nodded in the direction of the chapter house and arched his bushy gray eyebrows.

      Fiona took a deep breath as she stood up and started for the building.

      “Fiona,” Malcolm said, following her.

      She turned and took the little boy’s face between her hands. “You stay with David.” She straightened up and glanced at Alec.

      “Good day, m’lord,” she whispered, turning on her heel and striding across the yard.

      Alec watched her go, her chin high and her back straight. But it occurred to him that she looked like a soldier going with full awareness into an ill-fated battle.

      “Is the prioress so heavy-handed with the nuns?” Alec asked sympathetically.

      “Not at all, m’lord,” David responded, surprised. “In fact, the prioress is quite gentle when it comes to her own flock.”

      “Then why is this good nun...this Fiona...an exception?”

      David looked at the laird quizzically.

      “Because, m’lord, this good nun is no nun.”
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        Of all fairhood she bore the flower...

      

        

      
        —Robert Henryson, “The Bludy Serk”

      

      

      

      “Patience is the virtue of asses.”

      Fiona squirmed where she stood in the center of the room. The prioress had not even paused for a breath since the young woman entered. Mara Penrith MacLeod, prioress of the Convent of Newabbey, was not about to let her charge off lightly.

      The prioress had been the undisputed superior on these lands for nearly thirty years. From the time she had proved herself able at the age of twenty-two, no one had ever thought to challenge her authority. She had always been fair but strict in her administration. Over the years, she had earned the respect of those around her, but had demanded obedience as her due. Through times of turbulence and times of peace, she had drawn a straight line, and all had followed where she led. Life in the Priory had been orderly, serene. Until Fiona arrived.

      She was at least a head shorter than Fiona, but she had the force of personality that made others feel she towered over them, especially when she was displeased. And right now the older woman was more than displeased. She was angry. Quite angry.

      “I know, m’lady prioress, but...”

      “So you admit you think me an ass?”

      The prioress glared at Fiona from where she stood by the little window of her business room in the chapter house. Her fierce look was inconsistent with the gentle garments she wore. The dark blue robes and the white veil, symbols of her kindly vocation, did nothing to lessen the impact of the tongue-lashing she was giving.

      “No, m’lady, but—”

      “As well you should think me an ass, for all the deference you pay me.”

      “But, m’lady prioress, I—”

      “And I might as well be a mute and brainless beast, for all the attention you pay to what I tell you.” The prioress began pacing the room again as she spoke, her limp more pronounced. Her knee was aching more this morning than it had in weeks. “Fiona, you never hear me at all, do you?”

      “I do, m’lady,” Fiona answered, looking with concern at the older woman’s discomfort. “If you would only let me—”

      “Explain?” the prioress exploded. “How many times have I listened...patiently...to explanations for your rebellious disobedience. Fiona, why do you insist on defying me?”

      “M’lady prioress, please, I have never—”

      “Young woman, do not even think of denying that you have continually disobeyed my instructions at every turn...for the last fourteen years. If I had pulled one of my gray hairs out every time you defied my orders, I would still be an ass—but a bald-headed one by now.” Her gray eyes rolled skyward. “Holy Mother, what do I need to do to get through to this wayward child?”

      When the prioress paused, Fiona knew this was her chance to speak. She also knew from past experience that if she did not jump in now, she would be standing there for the next hour. Nonetheless, Fiona picked up the three-legged chair by the window and placed it by the fire for the older woman. Because of her ailing joints, the superior allowed herself a wood fire year-round. Yes, a luxury. But it was the only luxury she indulged herself, now that her falcons were gone. The prioress sat gingerly, wincing as she flexed her knee before her.

      “M’lady, I have changed,” the young woman said, moving back to the center of the room. She was somewhat surprised that the prioress was allowing her to continue. “You know I have. Aye, I admit that every now and again I might have done childish—”

      “Every now and then? Childish?” the prioress interrupted, looking at Fiona in exaggerated shock for an instant before focusing her glare once again. “Why don’t we get a bit more specific for a moment?”

      Fiona dropped her head in resignation before speaking again. Defeat, that was what the prioress was after. Nothing less.

      “Aye, m’lady,” she surrendered humbly.

      “I’m waiting,” the older woman said, sitting erect in the chair. Her hand rubbed at her swollen knee.

      Fiona pulled together her courage to start again. “Aye. I did chil...dangerous things. But, m’lady, I was only a bairn.”

      “Malcolm is a bairn. And you...you never were. You were thirteen years old when you set all of my falcons free. And sixteen when you first swam across the loch. And I repeat...first swam across the loch. Should I continue? Hardly a bairn, Fiona.”

      The young woman flushed. The prioress never forgot anything. Ever! Unconsciously, Fiona went to the fireplace and picked up the thick cloths that were hanging on the warming rack. Folding them carefully, she knelt before the prioress.

      “Please, m’lady. I cannot undo the foolish things I’ve done,” Fiona said, placing the warm cloths over the knee of the older woman. The swelling is getting worse, she thought. “But this is different. When I go into the forest, I do not disobey you for childish or selfish reasons. Walter counts on me. Please understand. You know that for years I have—”

      “Been risking your life going there alone. You’ve paid back that man’s good deed tenfold, child. When are you going to understand?” The prioress paused as another emotion besides anger wedged its way into her consciousness. “Fiona, nothing you have ever done has been selfish. Foolhardy, aye. Selfish, never. I fear for you because you put the well-being of all God’s creatures—man and beast—ahead of your own. You don’t think of yourself, nor of your safety.”

      Fiona looked up at the woman who had raised her and loved her—and put up with the hell that she had sometimes brought to her door. Fiona knew, without question, that the prioress’s anger always stemmed from the worries that Fiona herself wrought in her. Well, except, perhaps, for the episode with her falcons, Fiona thought, hiding a smile.

      The older woman’s now gentle voice brought her back to the present.

      “Fiona, child. You know I love you like a daughter. Every time I think or find out about you being out there alone, something shrivels up within me. I worry about you. Do you understand? You know that there was a very good reason for the lepers to hide themselves from Torquil’s brutality.”

      “Aye, m’lady. But he’s gone now, and—”

      “Aye, Fiona. But those ignorant swine who served him are not.” The older woman’s temper flared once again. “Because of the new laird, Lord Macpherson, the lepers have been given a chance to live out their miserable lives in peace. And besides, they have Father Jack. That old hermit can see to their needs. But a young lass roaming the woods alone...”

      “But m’lady, that is a nun’s work. Helping the sick and needy, I mean.”

      “Fiona, how many times do I need to tell you, you are not a nun.” The older woman took a deep breath, trying to regain control of her raging temper. When she spoke again, her voice was clipped. “I do not know where I have gone wrong in your education, but Fiona, I’m saying it again: You are not a nun, young woman.”

      “M’lady prioress, I know I’m not. But that does not alter my wish of becoming one...someday.”

      “Fiona,” the prioress responded, considering her words and pausing for a moment to marvel at her own patience. “Fiona, that cannot happen. It will not happen. Not in this lifetime. Now, I want you to forget about it.”

      “But why?” The young woman looked helplessly at the prioress, her hands spread imploringly.

      The nun looked feelingly at the beautiful and disappointed child leaning in front of her. She had never told her that becoming a nun was an option for her. Never. But neither had she told Fiona that life still had so much in store for her. That her destiny lay in other places, in other hands. There was so much that she wanted to reveal but could not...yet. The prioress wanted to have all the answers before she would reveal the truth. She knew the time would come, though, and soon. After all, the messenger to Lord Huntly had returned, having successfully delivered her letter. Now all she had to do was to keep Fiona safe and close. But that was the biggest challenge of all. It always had been.

      The prioress reached over and took Fiona’s hand in her own. When she spoke, her words were gentle. “I have told you many times that you should not call yourself a nun or feel as though you should act like one. You have lived and worked and learned in this Priory. We have shared a wondrous part of your life. What the future brings, we can never be sure of. But a religious life is not your calling, that I’m sure of. So we’ll not speak of it again, Fiona, and that’s my last word on the subject. Do you understand?”

      “Aye, m’lady. But you must understand that I cannot turn my back on those who need me.”

      The older woman’s temper flared again in the wink of an eye.

      “Fiona,” she erupted, “you are intelligent enough to know that roaming the woods...alone...is absolutely—”

      “But m’lady, I know this place, and nothing has ever happened to me that I could not—” Fiona broke in, cringing as she spoke the words, at the thought of what the prioress’s response would be if she knew about this morning’s incident.

      “A young lass is still prey for the dirty, heathenish pigs who call themselves men around here these days. Why, when I was a young girl, men respected a woman.”

      Fiona had heard this speech before, as well.

      “M’lady prioress,” Fiona soothed. “You have been like a mother to me. And I do respect you.”

      “And obey me, too, I suppose you’ll be saying next,” the older woman grouched. “Fiona, why can you not understand that you are my responsibility? The things that you do and say, the way you look, they all are a reflection of me.” Then, really eyeing Fiona for the first time, the prioress stopped short and looked at the young woman crouching before her.

      Suddenly Fiona was uncomfortably conscious of her disheveled appearance. She had hung her cloak on the peg before entering the prioress’s office. Now, following the gaze of the older woman, Fiona’s eyes were drawn to the shoulder of her dress, torn from one of her falls. She could see the fire again building in the prioress’s eyes.

      “What happened to you, Fiona?” she shot at her, forgetting her previous train of thought.

      “I fell, m’lady.”

      “On your shoulder?” the prioress began fiercely. “How did you fall, Fiona? Where did you fall? You tell me what happened.”

      The knock on the door interrupted the prioress’ string of questions. Something happened this morning, she thought hotly, and I am going to find out what. And who could this be? Everyone knows I am not to be disturbed when I am... counseling... Fiona. She shot an angry glance at the young woman retreating to the door.

      Fiona whispered a quick prayer of thanks to her guardian angel for her deliverance. She pulled the heavy door open. But seeing the giant figure that filled the entryway, Fiona realized that she might have sent her prayer off too soon.

      

      Alec watched her expression change from relief to disbelief. She had clearly not expected him to be standing there.

      And he had not expected her to be so stunning.

      Suddenly the full impact of the young woman’s beauty struck deeply into the warlord’s consciousness. Alec’s body tensed with a response he had not anticipated.

      His eyes took in the figure standing before him. The veil, like a halo, framed the loose strands of red hair and the flawless ivory skin of Fiona’s face. Her deep hazel eyes glowed, showing her change in mood, and Alec watched as she returned his appraising look with her own. As his glance fell on her full red lips, a blush crept from the satin skin of her throat into the milky softness of her cheek.

      Alec found himself responding to the young woman with unexpected intensity. He fought to control the clenched muscles of his body as his heart pounded furiously in his chest.

      “Who is it, Fiona?” the prioress snapped from her chair by the fire.

      Fiona started, surprised by her own bold reaction to the nobleman. She stepped back quickly, taking herself out of the prioress’s line of vision as the laird crossed the threshold.

      The diminutive nun who had spoken with such vigor sat at the fire, and Alec directed his attention to her. She was a tiny thing, and the intelligent eyes nestled in a stern face were scrutinizing him carefully. It took only a moment for her glance to fall on the Macpherson brooch that held his tartan in place. Alec watched her frown disappear as she recognized the family crest depicted on the iron clasp.

      Fiona was the first to speak.

      “You have an unexpected guest, m’lady prioress,” she said in a low voice. “I believe this is Lord Macpherson, whom David has spoken so much of.”

      “Of course,” the prioress responded, excitedly springing from the chair and reaching her hand out to the man towering before her. “Lord Macpherson, welcome. It is indeed a pleasure to meet you at last.”

      Alec bowed at the waist and took the tiny hand of the nun. After kissing the ring of the Order that she wore on her left hand, he allowed himself to be led into the room.

      “Thank you, m’lady prioress,” he said with a smile. “The pleasure is mine. I’ve been remiss in not coming to see you sooner.”

      “David has told me how busy you’ve been since your arrival,” she answered, smiling back at him.

      “Still, that is no excuse,” Alec responded apologetically. “And please forgive my dropping in without sending word ahead.”

      “You never need to worry about that, Lord Alec,” she said. “Think of us here as old family friends.”

      “Aye,” Alec said. “My father always speaks of you with the highest regard. He told me before I left Benmore Castle that I should convey his best wishes.”

      “He’s a fine man, your father.”

      “He says that he first met you many years ago...when you were children.”

      “That’s true. The Highland gatherings years ago were wonderful times for children. And after that, Alexander always visited when he came to Skye, but I’ve not seen him for years. Is he doing well?”

      “Very well, prioress. He does not travel much anymore, though he and my mother are rather impatient to be grandparents.”

      “Alexander Macpherson a grandfather. That presents a very pleasant image in my mind.” Her smile faded a bit as she shifted uncomfortably where she stood. “So, Lord Alec, any plans that way?”

      “Nay, prioress,” Alec responded, smiling at her unabashed question. “I believe you would have a better chance, though, asking that of my brothers Ambrose and John.”

      Fiona stood seemingly forgotten in the background, and though she had covered her torn shoulder with a shawl lying across the prioress’ worktable, she wondered how she might slip out of the room without attracting any attention. But at the same time, she found herself unaccountably drawn to these bits of information she was gathering about Lord Macpherson.

      Alec noticed that, despite the prioress’ speed in rising from the chair, the older woman was favoring one leg as she stood. Leading her back to the fire, he sat her in the chair, picking up the dropped towels. They were still warm.

      Fiona rushed to his side, trying to take the towels without ever raising her eyes to his, but Alec held on tight. She looked up, scowling into his smiling eyes, and tugged hard as Alec loosened his grip. Fiona nearly fell over backward. He smiled.

      “You can see I’m getting old, Lord Alec,” the prioress said, pretending not to have seen the exchange, and stretching her leg toward the fire.

      Fiona was thankful that the prioress had not noticed the foolishness displayed by the handsome laird. She replaced the towels over the nun’s knee, and Alec stood beside the open hearth watching her.

      “It cannot be your age, prioress,” he responded kindly, forcing his attention back to the older woman. “It is most assuredly the dampness of this island weather.”

      The prioress looked at him gratefully, taken with his courtesy and consideration.

      Wordlessly, Fiona brought over a chair—one which she knew was in desperate need of repair—for the laird beside the prioress. Perhaps, she thought wryly, his weight will be too much for this. The image of him sitting among the splintered wreckage would be precious.

      “Will you sit, Lord Alec?” the older woman asked. “We have much to talk about.”

      Alec looked over at Fiona, who was standing quietly behind the prioress. Striding across the floor, he effortlessly snatched up the larger chair by the worktable and added it to the group.

      “Will the young lady join us?”

      Fiona spoke at once. “Nay, m’lord. I...have—”

      “Nonsense!” the prioress erupted. “Of course, you’ll join us.”

      Fiona could not conceal her shock at the superior’s words. In the past, the prioress had practically hidden her away whenever any well-to-do gentleman had visited the Priory. The prioress had been particularly careful whenever Torquil MacLeod or any of his men had come around.

      “Lord Alec,” the older woman said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I’ve failed to introduce you to Fiona...our beloved rebel.”

      Fiona blushed scarlet and bowed her head toward the warlord. Her hands were clasped tightly, and she hardly dared to look up at him.

      “A rebel, prioress?” Alec asked, raising an eyebrow at the young woman.

      “Only at times, Lord Alec,” the prioress answered. “The truth is, Fiona is an angel who was dropped at our doorstep years ago. But then, the Lord has strange ways of... testing his servants.”

      “He certainly does, prioress.” With casual grace Alec moved to stand beside her, one hand on the smaller chair. When he pulled it back, holding it for her with a slight bow, Fiona looked down at the chair and again at him.

      She paused. Then the prioress’ expectant look flustered the young woman momentarily. Feeling awkward and self-conscious, Fiona seated herself cautiously on the edge of the chair that the warlord held for her.

      Alec hid a smile and took his seat beside her.

      The prioress and the laird talked, and as they did, Fiona considered how quickly this handsome nobleman was charming his way into the older woman’s good graces. And she found herself listening attentively to the intelligent conversation, his pleasant voice ringing with easy laughter as he and the prioress exchanged both news and barbs of wit.

      Their discussion ranged from the politics of court to the state of the year’s crops. With every shift in topic, Fiona listened anxiously for any possibility of the conversation turning to the morning’s mishap, all the while afraid to move for fear the chair would collapse beneath her.

      Then, once, when the prioress mentioned her concern about the bands of outlaws roaming the island, Alec gave Fiona a mischievous look before explaining his plans regarding their control and turning the conversation. He had the opportunity, she thought, but he didn’t bring it up. It was then Fiona knew her secret would be safe with him.

      As the two talked, Alec often directed his comments at Fiona. But the young woman avoided entering into the chat with the same determination that she avoided returning his lingering looks.

      When the discussion turned to the running of the Priory, Fiona knew that her silence was coming to an end. It was the prioress who forced her into the conversation.

      “Fiona, tell Lord Alec about your system,” the superior ordered.

      Their chairs were so close.

      “M’lady,” Fiona stammered. “There is really so little to tell.”

      “So little,” the prioress scoffed before turning proudly to Alec. “She has only improved the Priory’s financial standing from break-even stature to a profit-making one. And those profits are feeding more mouths every day.”

      The prioress rose and went to the table, shuffling through papers as she continued to speak. With the older woman’s attention momentarily diverted, Alec shifted his weight and placed his knee against Fiona’s skirts. Though he was very nonchalant about it, Fiona was sure he was well aware of the pressure of his leg on hers. She felt her cheeks color—he was doing this on purpose. She moved her leg slightly to the side. His knee followed. She tried to push back with her knees, but still he didn’t take his leg away. Casually positioning one foot behind the other, this time she kicked him.

      Alec calmly moved his knee away and smiled as he once again captured her eyes. Another flush of color crept into Fiona’s face.

      “...And I tell you her ideas are truly inspired,” the old nun concluded. “The farms’ yields improve with every harvest.”

      “I could see coming here this morning,” Alec agreed heartily, “that these are the most productive lands in Skye. I never expected to run into such treasure.”

      “Lord Alec, you haven’t seen anything yet,” the older woman asserted. “But I would like you to see the farms, the storehouses, the orchards. This young woman is responsible for the most significant changes. Fiona, take the new laird for a tour of the grounds. Show him some of the changes.”

      Alec looked at the young woman in a new light. At first, he had come in here determined to rescue her from the prioress’ wrath and, if he could, to get back at her somehow for letting him think she was a nun. But now, hearing of her intelligence and administrative abilities, Alec’s interest in the blushing beauty unconsciously took on a new dimension.

      “M’lady, why don’t you take Lord Macpherson around?” the young woman pleaded. A kind of panic was overtaking her at the thought of being left alone right now with Lord Macpherson. His playfulness notwithstanding, something was happening to her. Something she dared not think about. “Certainly you—”

      “I cannot, Fiona,” the prioress retorted. “But perhaps Lord Alec will join us for a noon meal.”

      “I would be delighted, prioress.”

      Alec stood, and as Fiona rose resignedly, the sound of cracking wood was heard, and the chair crumpled to the floor.

      The three looked down at the splintered mass, and then the prioress and Alec glanced at Fiona.

      “I had no breakfast, either,” she said innocently.

      They all laughed in unison, and Alec scooped up the pieces as they started for the door.

      As they took their leave, the prioress gestured to the leather wristband that the warrior wore.

      “I understand that you are an avid hunter, Lord Alec.”

      “Aye, prioress. Though I value the birds and the sport of it more than the hunting. In fact, your brother is right now holding a fine peregrine outside.”

      “I, too, am a fancier of hawking.”

      “Are you, prioress?” Alec responded with delight.

      “Aye.” She sighed. “Well, I was. But if you would like to put your falcon somewhere, I have some empty cages.”

      “I’ll do that. Thank you.”

      “But, Lord Alec?” she said as the two started out the door.

      “Aye, prioress?”

      “If you truly value your bird, do not let Fiona out of your sight.”
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        The courtly knight did a great oath swear,

        He would serve Satan for seven year...

      

        

      
        —William Dunbar, “Renounce thy God and Come to Me”

      

      

      

      “I never saw her again,” Alec said, retelling the story of his encounter with the strange woman.

      Alec and his younger brother Ambrose were the only ones left at the head table in Dunvegan Castle’s Great Hall. The weather had gradually deteriorated as the day had progressed, and now the wind-whipped rain slapped past the open slits of the windows at the far end. An arm-wrestling match at one of the lower tables caught Alec’s eye as Robert was holding his own with one of the Macpherson warriors. The lad was getting stronger by the day.

      “What do you mean?” Ambrose asked incredulously.

      “It was the damnedest thing,” Alec answered. “She never came back.”

      “She said nothing?” Ambrose asked, unable to imagine the scene. “This woman just turned her back on you and left?”

      “That is exactly what she did.”

      In the hallway outside the prioress’ office, Alec and Fiona had been met by a nervous, waiflike boy who was waiting anxiously for the young woman. Fiona had drawn the boy aside and spoken in hushed tones with him as Alec stood by. Then she had retrieved her cloak from the peg by the wall and had headed down the corridor with the lad in tow.

      Alec had followed, and he might have been amused by the proceedings had it not been for Fiona’s obvious agitation. Whatever the lad had said, it had upset her. Outside, David had quickly joined them, but without a word, Fiona and the boy had disappeared.

      “And you let her? Did you tell the prioress what happened?”

      “No.”

      “But why not? Who does this woman think she is?”

      “A nun.”

      “A nun.” Ambrose looked in shock at his brother. “By God, Alec. You did not tell me that before. You, Alec Macpherson, smitten by a nun. Big brother, you are in a lot worse shape than I thought.”

      “Smitten,” Alec scoffed gruffly. He realized that, in telling Ambrose of the morning’s events, he must have made more than a few references to Fiona’s looks. “I never said I was even attracted to the woman.”

      “A nun. Perfect. You’ll be joining the monastery next.”

      “Ambrose...” Alec threatened.

      “Why not?” Ambrose continued. “You are living the life of a monk now. When was the last time you had a woman?”

      “I’m warning you, little brother.”

      “Admit it,” the young warrior pressed, rocking back on the chair. “You hardly drink anything anymore, it is impossible to get you into a brawl, and you’ve already sworn off women. My God, not even the monks are that good. You two will make the perfect pair. You can hold hands at Mass. Do they allow that, Your Holiness?”

      With a quick sweep of his boot, Alec sent his brother crashing to the floor. At a table at the far end of the hall, several Macpherson warriors looked up in surprise at the commotion at the head table. Seeing that it was Ambrose who had been upended, they shared a laugh among themselves and went back to their conversation.

      Ambrose lay stock-still on his back, staring at the blackened ceiling.

      “I am hurt,” he said, feigning injury. “But not too far gone. I can still take care of the announcements for you.”

      “Get up, you worm.”

      “Colin and Celia would want to be here,” he continued, still lying motionless. “Your new goddaughter will enjoy the ceremony. And there are all the folks at home.”

      “Get up, Ambrose,” Alec said disgustedly, offering him a hand up. “You’ve put on enough of a show.”

      “A nun.” The younger brother laughed, accepting Alec’s help and seating himself again on the chair.

      “If you care to hear the rest of it, then hold your tongue.”

      “You mean, there is more?”

      “I started to tell you about what she’s done there.”

      “You said she left.”

      “David took me around and explained the new ways. And at the noon meal, the prioress told me more. This Fiona has made some amazing changes.”

      “Oh, it’s ‘Fiona,’ is it?”

      “Will you give it up, Ambrose? This is serious.”

      “Very well, big brother. What has she done?”

      “Three years ago, the prioress was training her to administer the church lands. Apparently, it was then that Fiona came up with a very different idea of how to manage things. She suggested that the prioress divide the land and lease it to families long-term in return for half of what they produce initially.”

      “Divide the lands?” Ambrose repeated, his interest piqued.

      “Aye. The prioress thought she was crazy at first, but this Fiona is very persuasive. She suggested trying it with two families to start. Well, after the first year, the prioress was convinced. The two leasing families outproduced the others by quite a bit. Now the church lands are almost completely leased out, and the Priory serves as a center for exchanges and bartering while still overseeing the farms’ planning. With the increased yields they have been able to build a new stable, expand the orchards, and give more help to the island folk. Ambrose, they’re doing the things a Priory is intended to do.”

      “She made the peasants into landowners? Where did she get that idea?”

      “I’d like to know that myself,” Alec responded. “As far as I know, she has never even been off the island.”

      “Do you know who she is? Her family? Her name?”

      “Nay, she was a foundling. One thing I do know, though, is that she’s damn good at disappearing.”

      “Well, here’s one more thing about Skye.” Ambrose laughed. “Even the nuns are a mystery.”

      “Actually, Ambrose, she’s not a nun...yet.”

      Ambrose stared at his brother, leaning his elbow on the rough oak boards of the trestle table. “First you tell me she’s a nun. Now you say she isn’t. Which is it?”

      “You asked me who she thinks she is. She thinks of herself as a nun. But apparently, she’s not.”

      Ambrose continued to look quizzically at Alec.

      “I see. She’s a bit daft. Is that it?”

      “No. She just has not yet taken her vows,” Alec explained.

      Ambrose sat for a moment, nodding as if a great truth had just been conveyed to him.

      “Then I say you should wait, Alec,” he needled with a straight face. “I mean, as far as pursuing her goes.”

      Alec drained his cup of ale and set it on the table, ignoring his brother’s last dig.

      “But Fiona was not the only surprise I found at the Priory this morning,” the warlord said. “There is a lad—”

      “She has a child,” Ambrose broke in. “A nun with a child. Well, that explains the attraction.”

      “Ambrose, it’s time…” Alec halted midsentence as a cloaked figure strode to the table on the dais.

      With his one good arm, Neil MacLeod whipped his sodden cloak from his shoulders. Throwing it to a serving man, the tall man moved around the table to a bench beside Alec. As he seated himself, he lifted the dead weight of his right arm and dropped it on the table.

      The thud of the useless limb sent a pang of sympathy through Alec. Glancing from MacLeod’s crippled arm to the scar that marked Ambrose’s forehead, Alec thought of the king’s battle at Flodden. And of the sacrifices that had been made.

      Neil Macleod noted with grim satisfaction the look of sympathy that flickered on the warlord’s face. Aye, he thought. Think hard on the wrongs of this world, hero. You’ve nothing but rewards to show for a day when we were all nearly wiped out. Here you are, laird of Macleod land…land that never belonged to you. For your bravery? For your sacrifice? Ha! You just stood with the rest of the sheep. While I…while I was misled by Andrew. I should be chief of this clan as he promised. And Torquil can burn in hell for ruining it all. And you can burn with him, hero. I fought at Flodden. But tell me, warlord, what have the Macleods to show for it? What have I to show for it?

      “The Devil’s abroad tonight,” Neil declared grimly, reaching for the tankard of ale before him.

      “Aye,” Ambrose answered. “But surely you must be used to it out here.”

      “We are,” MacLeod responded, downing the ale and gesturing for another. “The foul fiend is never far from us on Skye.”

      “This island is also the abode of angels, from what I hear,” Alec countered.

      “Perhaps,” he conceded grudgingly. “But I do not see them helping us much with the weather.”

      “They say ‘Every man’s heaven is simply the thing he most deserves,’” Ambrose stated shortly, ignoring the nasty look MacLeod was directing toward him. Then he added vaguely, “Or was that ‘desires’?”

      “Maybe, but what I desire now has nothing to do with heaven,” Neil said, turning his attention to the trencher of food that was being placed before him.

      “They also say that the Devil always has the last word,” Ambrose muttered to Alec under his breath.

      Alec was beginning to feel the constant pressure of serving as a mediator between these two. Though the warlord was not completely enamored of the MacLeod leader, he was determined not to let his feelings show as blatantly as Ambrose was willing to. And he had more important tasks to accomplish than continually worrying about two clashing personalities. Considering those larger tasks, Alec’s thoughts returned to Malcolm.

      “I visited the Priory today,” Alec said, directing his words at MacLeod.

      Neil turned to him, a look of genuine surprise on his face.

      “No one from Dunvegan has found much welcome over there. Not for years.” The man pushed his empty plate away from him and busied himself with cleaning his knife. Even three years after his injury, it was obvious to all who watched that he still had difficulty dealing with even simple tasks. “That woman, the prioress, would bring down fire and brimstone if Lord Torquil even stepped close to the place.”

      “After seeing the condition of the rest of the island,” Ambrose said, gazing into his cup. “I can understand her feelings.”

      Under hooded eyelids, Neil shot a silent dart at the younger Macpherson warrior.

      “I met Malcolm,” Alec went on quietly, looking hard at the man. Before today, the new laird had heard nothing about the existence of a MacLeod heir. Nothing about Torquil’s son Malcolm.

      The man shrugged indifferently.

      “Who is Malcolm?” Ambrose asked.

      “One of Torquil’s bastard brats,” Neil spat, draining another tankard of ale.

      “From what I understand,” Alec interjected, “he is the only direct heir your laird left behind.”

      “He’s still a bastard,” the MacLeod argued noncommittally. “And a convent-trained milquetoast, at that.”

      “Judging a seven-year-old a bit harshly, aren’t you?”

      “I am not judging anyone,” Neil responded after a thoughtful moment. “But what good is a seven-year-old laird in a wild place like these outlands? He could never survive power like yours.”

      “There are others with more faith in my character. I’ve told you I’m not here to destroy MacLeod lands. Neither am I here to destroy their heirs.”

      Neil MacLeod eyed the warlord, obviously considering his next words carefully. Finally, he chose to say nothing and turned back to his ale.

      “Malcolm is coming back to Dunvegan.”

      “To stay?” Neil asked, a note of surprise in his voice.

      “To visit, at first. Once he feels comfortable, he’ll stay.”

      “The prioress will never let him go,” Neil answered, recalling the old woman’s barely controlled fury when she came personally to fetch the child back the last time.

      “It was the prioress’ idea,” Alec said, adding with an air of finality, “The lad will be coming.”
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        * * *

      

      “It was that bastard Macpherson who rode Walter down.”

      “I tell you, Father Jack, it couldn’t be,” Fiona said with equal force.

      When she and Walter’s grandson Adrian had gotten to the hermit’s hut this morning, Walter was in great pain. As they walked Adrian explained what had occurred. After Fiona’s departure just before dawn, Walter, Father Jack, and Adrian had started toward the priest’s hut. They had been taking one of the less traveled roads when, out of the mists, a rider had appeared. Adrian told her that the rider had slowed upon seeing them, but then had spurred his horse into a gallop. They had all watched in horror, paralyzed as the charger descended upon them. Then, at the last moment, Walter had stepped out toward the attacker, and the black charger’s hooves had trampled the old leper, breaking the brittle bones of his right leg.

      Fiona and Father Jack had worked throughout the day, carefully setting the leg as best they could and trying to ease the old man’s suffering. By nightfall, the medicines she had brought from the Priory began to take effect. Her old friend was now resting fitfully, but at least resting.

      Fiona moved quickly to the window and hung her cloak across the opening. The stretched-skin shutters over the two small windows were doing little to keep out the wind-driven rain pounding against the walls of the hut. The last thing Walter needed now was to get a chill.

      “I tell you it was the Macpherson plaid,” the hermit asserted. “Before I found my place here by the wood, I traveled the length and breadth of Scotland, and I know their tartan as well as I know the back of my hand.”

      “He would have stopped,” Fiona countered fiercely. “I know he would.”

      “Then you tell me how many others race across this island—Macpherson plaid flying—with a hawk on their arm.”

      She could not believe it. She did not want to believe it. The man she met this morning would not purposely trample a harmless old leper. Even if it was an accident, Lord Alec would have stopped.

      It had to be a mistake. But she had to convince Father Jack of this. He was an important spiritual force on the island, albeit a reclusive one. But when he chose to speak, the people of Skye listened. The short, brawny man disdained the company of those in power, but his words and his advice moved across the island like an ocean swell—an undercurrent that reached and affected all.

      Fiona shuddered to think what damage news like this would do to the warlord. Everything he had done would be for naught. People would either become openly hostile or would go back to being invisible. Things would get worse. Things would go back to the way they were.

      “I know it sounds like him, but even a laird cannot be in two places at one time.”

      The old priest stared at Fiona. He knew her, and he knew that she had no reason to lie for the new laird. Walter was as much family to Fiona as anyone else she had. She owed no loyalty to the Macpherson warlord.

      “What do you mean?” he asked gruffly.

      “Lord Alec was with me this morning.”

      “With you?” the priest asked, his gray eyes flickering in surprise. “You know the man, Fiona?”

      “Aye, since this morning. He went with me to the Priory.”

      “How did you meet? When was this?” The old man was perplexed. She had been with him at the leper’s village and hadn’t mentioned any of this. “Come, Fiona. What is this all about?”

      She knew she could not tell him what had occurred in the misty morning hours. Despite the priest’s approval of Fiona’s mission with the lepers, she knew he would try to stop her from coming to the wood if he knew of the men who had attacked her.

      “I met him near the Priory lands when I was going back this morning.”

      “When, Fiona?” he pressed. “He could have ridden down Walter and still caught up to you before you reached the church lands. Do you realize if Walter survives, he could be a cripple? A crippled leper.”

      “But he didn’t do it!” she exclaimed. “Why are you so determined that he’s guilty? You do not even know the man. There are many Macphersons on Skye now. What makes you so sure it was him?”

      “It was him. I saw him with my own two eyes.”

      “When have you seen him before, Father?” Fiona argued. “Do you know of his size, or his build, or the color of his hair? You have never met the man, Father. Why are you so determined that was him?”

      “It was the same man who rides across the land like some crazed fool every morning,” the priest growled stubbornly.

      “Father, with all respect, you cannot even see your way home without Adrian. What makes you so sure?”

      “Because with my own eyes—dim as they may be—I saw him ride down my friend.”

      “Nay, you didn’t, Father,” a small voice was heard to say.

      Adrian stood beside the straw bed where his grandfather lay. His big eyes looked steadily at the two.

      “I saw Lord Macpherson with Fiona at the Priory, and I was beside Grandpa when he was trampled.” He looked directly at the priest. “It was not Lord Macpherson, Father Jack. If you were to see him up close, you would agree. The laird’s hair is like gold. The rider’s hair was like dirt. The boots the laird wears are lighter-colored than the man we saw. They’re much finer. I saw him, Father. The man who rode down my grandfather was carrying a brown-colored hawk. At the Priory, the warlord had the white peregrine.”

      The old priest gaped at the lad, looking as if the wind had been knocked from his body. After a long moment, he sagged onto the block of wood that served as a chair. Fiona placed her hand on his stooped but still broad shoulders.

      “Father, Lord Alec is nothing like the last laird.”

      “Only Satan himself could match Torquil MacLeod, lass,” the priest said, looking up at Fiona.

      “This one cares about us. About the people of Skye.” She remembered his fearless concern for her. “He is a good man, Father Jack. You know he was the one who stopped the hunting of innocents.”

      “I know, lass. But public power and private weakness often abide in the same man,” the hermit said with a deep sigh. “Then who did this terrible thing?”

      “We’ll find out, Father,” Fiona responded, turning to her injured friend, who was groaning with pain. She put her hand on his forehead. It was burning with fever. “Right now we need to tend to Walter.”
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        Alone as I walked up and down,

        In an abbey fair to see,

        Thinking what consolation

        Was best in this adversity.

      

        

      
        —Robert Henryson, “The Abbey Walk”

      

      

      

      Oh, God. He’s gone.

      Fiona wrung her hands and whipped the veil from her head as she paced her small workroom adjoining the prioress’.

      She had heard stories of the dungeon at Dunvegan Castle. Of how enemies of the MacLeods could languish there for years. Of how death would come violently and painfully to those who even thought to oppose the power of the laird.

      And now Malcolm. How could the prioress let him go?

      Fiona had returned to the Priory when, after four restless days and nights, Walter had at last regained consciousness. Though he was far from being out of danger, he now showed signs of improvement, and Father Jack had ordered her to go and get some rest.

      Then, on returning, she had learned from David that Lord Alec had taken Malcolm to Dunvegan for the day.

      Standing beside the small window, Fiona shook with anger and fear, recalling the nightmares that had haunted the child’s sleep for so long after his last visit to the MacLeod stronghold. She remembered the little boy’s sobs. She remembered the promise that she had given never to allow anyone to take him back there.

      She angrily pounded her fist into her open palm. How could they let him go? Why could they not at least have asked him? Malcolm was not a five-year-old child anymore. He was a young lad with brains, with intelligence. He would have told them no. Why did the prioress not wait for her return? Fiona slumped into the chair at her work table and buried her face in her hands.

      Malcolm’s mother had died delivering him. She had been no more than a child herself, and when she made her way to the Priory, a victim of Torquil’s lust, the prioress had taken her in.

      Fiona had only been twelve the night Malcolm was born. In the months before, she had befriended the shy, frightened girl who was not much older than Fiona was herself. And during those months she had shared with Fiona all the sorrows of her young life.

      The prioress had allowed Fiona to stay beside the pale girl during labor, sponging her face as the contractions increased both in duration and intensity. Once, after her friend’s wrenching cries had proved too much for Fiona, she’d burst into tears. It was then that she had looked at the prioress, her eyes pleading to go, but the prioress had said gently that this was how she would learn to tend to those who needed help.

      Sitting alone in the darkening workroom, Fiona felt the tears begin to slide down her face. She closed her eyes and remembered the helplessness that she’d felt. Remembered the overwhelming sense of loneliness in her friend’s large, anguished eyes—in the death grip with which she held Fiona’s hand.

      Looking into the sad brown eyes, Fiona’s resolve had strengthened. She could not turn her back on the girl.

      She no longer wanted to go. She was needed.

      The hours of labor had dragged on interminably. Through the night-long ordeal, the young woman had become weaker and weaker. Her panting breaths seemed unable to take in enough air to sustain her. Fiona had held her hand, trying to support her with her own strength, willing her to go on.

      Finally, the young mother had cried out once more in pain, and then the sound of an infant’s cry had rung out in the torchlit room. When the nuns had finished their ministrations and the bairn had been laid in the fading mother’s arms, the girl had smiled and looked into Fiona’s face. Reaching out for her, the mother had placed Fiona’s hand on the infant’s head.

      Then she had closed her eyes, never to open them again.

      Malcolm had been Fiona’s responsibility ever since. She’d bathed and fed him. She’d watched him crawl and had helped him walk. And they had grown together.

      Until Torquil took him. In the late winter two years ago, the MacLeod chief had decided to bring his heir to Dunvegan. He was gathering the Highland clan leaders at Skye after the king’s death at Flodden, and he’d wanted to show off his son. Despite all the women that Torquil had lain with during his violent and lecherous life, Malcolm had been the only child of his to be born alive.

      But the bairn had been a disappointment. Young Malcolm, faced with the boisterous brutality of the father he’d never seen before, had been silent, teary-eyed, and homesick for the Priory. The five-year-old was not the tough and unruly youngster Torquil had wanted to display, so Malcolm had been kept hidden away in the dark chambers of the damp and grim castle keep.

      Malcolm had been away for six months, and that had been the longest half-year of Fiona’s life. The prioress had strictly forbidden her from ever trying to visit Malcolm, and something within had told her that this was one time she had to obey for fear of her life.

      Then the news had reached them of Torquil’s imprisonment at Stirling Castle, and the prioress had gone herself to Dunvegan to take Malcolm back. The neglected, wild-eyed boy who had returned to them had required much love and patience—and Fiona had supplied both.

      Fiona leaped to her feet, pacing the room again. She could not believe the prioress would allow the same thing to happen. Not again.

      True, Lord Macpherson was not Torquil MacLeod, but Malcolm was not what these men expected him to be. He was not a brute.

      Malcolm was kind and considerate. He was patient and intelligent. His blood might be noble, but so was his soul. He could never be a chieftain among the savage warriors of the Highland clans. And Fiona feared for him, feared for his survival in a place like Dunvegan—even if he were beside a man like Lord Alec Macpherson.

      Why had he taken Malcolm?
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        * * *

      

      “You enjoy beating me, admit it.”

      “You are pretty slow, for being so big.”

      “I am not slow,” Alec protested. “You cheat.”

      “I do not.” Malcolm giggled. “It was a straight race from the refectory. You just eat too much.”

      “You don’t eat enough,” Alec answered sternly.

      “You sound like Fiona,” the boy responded seriously. “She eats like a bird, yet she still complains that I don’t eat enough.”

      “She’s right,” the warrior said as they entered the chapter house.

      “I’ll beat you to Fiona’s workroom,” the boy blurted out, springing ahead of Alec.

      “You are cheating again, you elfin thing,” he called after Malcolm, chasing him through the darkened entryway. “You know the way.”

      Following the lad through the maze of corridors, Alec hung back enough to let Malcolm lead him all the way to Fiona’s workroom. But when the boy reached a door at the end of one hallway, Alec crashed thunderously into the heavy oak portal right behind him. Without knocking, Malcolm lifted the latch and shoved his way into the candlelit room.

      Alec stepped into the room right behind the laughing boy, but then the world stood still.

      She must have been asleep at the table because her look was one of a person in total disarray. Her dream-clouded eyes cleared with comprehension and then joy as Malcolm threw himself onto her lap.

      Alec stood mesmerized by the sight of the two before him. But then it was her beauty that made his pulse rise.

      She was perfection.

      Her red hair hung in a tangle of ringlets about her face and flamed in the light of the candle sputtering on the table. Her perfectly sculpted features—her nose, her mouth—were too real to be the work of any artist. The warlord’s breath caught in his chest as she raised her eyes to him. She was even more beautiful than he remembered.

      But then Alec’s eyes narrowed as a flicker of recognition passed through his brain. Something in the way she looked, in the way her eyes brilliantly reflected the glow of a thousand lights. A sense of warmth swept over him as a question formed somewhere within him. His dream. She had the face of the angel who haunted him. The one that he could never reach. The one beyond the king…brilliant, beautiful, and unattainable.

      When Fiona looked up at Lord Macpherson, something ignited within her. His blue eyes seemed to penetrate her flesh, searing her soul with an intensity she had never before experienced. Uncontrollably, her eyes swept over the magnificent man filling the doorway. His blond hair hung in loose waves across his shoulders. Her eyes lingered on the strands that dangled over his chiseled features, around the strong line of his jaw.

      Fiona’s eyes took in every bit of him. His perfectly white shirt, pulling across broad shoulders, highlighted the sun-kissed skin of his neck and exposed forearms. His tartan, draped over one shoulder and cinched at his narrow waist with a belt, drew her eyes downward. Her gaze followed the curve of his kilted hips to the exposed tan of his legs to the knee-high boots and back up again. They halted at his face, arrested now by his smiling azure eyes.

      She blushed uncontrollably and hid her face in Malcolm’s mass of curls, now resting on her shoulder.

      “Fiona, I am glad you are back. You’ve been away so long. I missed you,” the young boy said, his voice muffled as he hugged her fiercely.

      “It hasn’t been so long, Malcolm.”

      “It’s been four long days,” he exclaimed. “I’ve been counting.”

      Fiona laughed, ruffling his hair. “So I can see. And I’ve missed you, too.”

      “Is Walter feeling better?”

      Fiona nodded and opened her mouth to answer, but Malcolm’s enthusiasm got the best of him.

      “Oh, Fiona, we had the best day.”

      She could still feel the heat of Lord Alec’s gaze. She dared not look up. She had been caught doing something she had never dreamed of doing before.

      “Alec made me king for the day,” the youngster blurted with excitement. “I could command whatever I wished.”

      “Lord Alec, Malcolm,” Fiona corrected gently. “So tell me, what was it that you wished?”

      Malcolm squirmed out of Fiona’s lap and scampered to the laird in the doorway, taking hold of the giant’s hand. “My first wish was for you to be there...with us at Dunvegan. That was Alec’s wish, too. He told me so. But my second wish...You tell her, Alec. Ple-e-ease!”

      Fiona raised her eyes to the courtly nobleman. Flattery, she thought. Lord Alec has taught Malcolm flattery. The laird stood where he was, smiling. And then she looked at the excited and expectant Malcolm.

      “Would you like to come in, m’lord?” she whispered, standing up. Even to her own ear, her voice had a strange quality.

      Alec entered the workroom, his hand on Malcolm’s shoulder as they crossed the room. Glancing about, the warlord noted the orderliness of the workplace. An open cabinet, with a crisscross of pigeonholes holding hundreds of scrolls, lined one wall, rising to the unpainted wood ceiling. Two tables and two chairs were the only other furnishings. There was no sign of any adornment present in the room, and Alec was mildly surprised at the efficiency evident in the chamber.

      “Would you care to sit, m’lord?” she asked, indicating the chair by the table across the room.

      “Is the chair safe?”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “I thank you,” Alec said. “This little kelpie has worn me out today.”

      Malcolm skipped ahead of the laird and grabbed the chair, dragging it closer to Fiona’s chair. Alec stopped short, amused by the little boy’s antics.

      The warrior waited beside his chair for Fiona to sit, and the young woman was once more taken by his chivalrous behavior. She felt her color rising into her face again and wished she had somewhere to hide from such attentions. He was treating her with unwarranted courtesy.

      Malcolm nearly pushed Fiona into her chair, climbing back into her lap as Alec sat across from them. Fiona was glad to have Malcolm between them.

      “So what was it you wanted Lord Alec to tell me?” she queried the boy.

      “We did so much, Fiona,” the boy blurted out, twisting his body to look at her. His eyes were shining. “Alec let me ride Ebon. And I had a lesson in sword fighting. And I met so many people. And the castle. Fiona, Dunvegan is so different now. It isn’t nearly so scary. There are tapestries and all sorts of things on the walls. And there’s furniture now. And there’s...what else? Aye, there are lots of Alec’s men around all the time. They aren’t mean at all, and they even joke with each other. And there’s Robert, Alec’s squire. He talks way too much, but he’s going to be a warrior.”

      Fiona couldn’t help but smile at the young boy’s excitement. She looked over at the laird, and their eyes met for an instant. Suddenly, she had an urge to thank him for this. For what he had done for Malcolm. This was certainly far different from what she’d envisioned Dunvegan to be.

      “And Ambrose, Alec’s brother, he has a great scar that he won at Flodden fighting for the king. I want a scar like that. And I...and I...” Malcolm stopped mid-sentence. He turned and looked expectantly at the laird seated comfortably across the room.

      “Malcolm, what was it that you wanted Lord Alec to tell me?” Fiona asked, looking pointedly at him.

      “I want... Alec asked me...” The lad stuttered his response, casting a last hopeful look at the laird.

      “What do you have against falcons?” Alec asked casually.

      “What?”

      Alec smiled at the bright-faced boy and turned his eyes back to Fiona. “He wants a hawk.”

      “A hawk? And have another free animal caged? For God’s sake, why?”

      “Why not?” Alec responded quickly.

      “I need a mistress, Fiona,” the boy explained seriously, interrupting the two.

      “You need what?” Fiona looked from Malcolm’s somber expression to the warlord’s barely restrained laughter.

      “He needs a mistress,” Alec repeated. “You heard him.”

      “Wait a moment,” she began.

      “I do, Fiona,” Malcolm interjected, taking her by the chin. “Ambrose said so.”

      “Oh, he did, did he?”

      “Aye,” Malcolm continued. “Ambrose said Alec has a mistress, and that I should have one, too.”

      Fiona felt an unexpected pang of disappointment, then she considered for a moment. “Malcolm, first of all, you are too young to be discussing such things. And second, I think I would prefer not to hear about Lord Macpherson’s private affairs.”

      “She’s not a private affair,” the lad grumbled. “Tell her, Alec.”

      Fiona looked questioningly at the amused laird.

      “You really need to meet Ambrose,” he answered, nodding. “Before I set him adrift in a rudderless boat, that is.”

      “If he is anything like his brother,” she responded, “then perhaps I shall wait.”

      “So I can keep a hawk?” Malcolm interrupted. “I’ll bet the prioress would agree.”

      “I’m lost,” Fiona said, ignoring the boy’s comments. “Hawks? mistresses? scars? swords? What other things of value have you taught Malcolm?”

      “I think I should clarify this before we move further afield.”

      “That would be nice,” she said, raising an eyebrow at the laird and hugging Malcolm to her protectively.

      “My brother made a rather off-color comparison of Swift, my falcon, to...well...to a woman.” Alec searched for just the right words. “His comments went something like...to the falconer, a dog is a servant, a horse is transportation, but a hawk is his mistress.”

      “How is that so, m’lord? Though I’m afraid to ask.” Fiona had always believed these animals to be God’s creatures. Beneath man in the natural schema, perhaps, but objects of man’s will? Never!

      “Others besides Ambrose have said that the relationship between a falconer and his bird is very much like the relationship between a man and a woman. When a falconer trains, or rather teaches a bird to trust him, he can only coax her. If he is successful, he is rewarded with the companionship of a creature that could disappear forever in the wink of an eye.”

      “A rather tenuous view of the relationship between men and women, m’lord.”

      “We can only learn from what experience deals us,” he answered seriously.

      “Only, m’lord?” she asked, a note of friendly challenge in her voice. “I don’t know that women are as inconstant or so much in need of man’s training as you or your brother suggest.”

      “No?”

      “Consider, m’lord, the relationship between falconer and falcon...between man and woman. Suppose, as you say, the man teaches, coaxes, forms her in a way he discerns as desirable. But what of the woman?”

      “The woman? Tell me.”

      “Let us accept, for the moment, that what you say is true. The woman is learning about life. In so doing she is...well...growing a set of wings. For perhaps the first time, she is now able to see more of what the world offers. For the first time, she is able to soar. And as she rises higher, she can also see a changing horizon. As you say, she could use these wings to fly away. But she does not.”

      “What stops her?”

      Fiona paused for a moment as Malcolm squirmed in her lap. The laird sat still, watching her intently. She took a deep breath.

      “Her man. She sees the horizon, but she also sees her man. The woman wants him, but her needs have changed. She now seeks more than simply what her man can teach. She wants trust, companionship. The same basic qualities we want in our friendships. And she knows these things are shared, not taught. She stays, m’lord, sometimes in the hope of these things. But when this sharing does not happen—when she knows it will not happen—the falcon flies.”

      Alec rose from his chair and crossed to the window. The moon was just rising above the roof of the church. He turned and leaned against the sill.

      “Do you think men are unable to learn?”

      “Nay, m’lord,” Fiona responded quickly. “But most see no need to change. And is it not true that men learn only what their passions allow?”

      “Tell me, Fiona,” the warlord said, his eyes capturing hers, his tone lightening suddenly. “What do you know of men’s passions?”

      Fiona blushed, averting her eyes.

      “I only ask the question, m’lord,” she answered, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “I believe someone once said, ‘We can only learn from what experience deals us.’”

      “So can I have a hawk, then?” Malcolm asked, punctuating his question with a yawn. Grown-ups talked too much.

      “We can talk about it in the morning, Malcolm,” she said gently, very aware of the standing laird. “You’re falling asleep right here.”

      “I’ve heard that before. But I’ll remind you again tomorrow, Fiona. I won’t forget,” the boy grumbled, edging off her lap. Brightening, he turned to her. “Carry me up?”

      “Get along, you imp.” Fiona laughed. “If you’re big enough for a hawk, then you’re big enough to go up on your own two feet. But I’ll walk with you.”

      Malcolm whirled toward Alec. “Will you walk with us?”

      The laird nodded, his eyes drawn to the beauty seated at the table. The candlelight behind her caused the red in her hair to flame brilliantly around her face. She was truly radiant, but there was more than just her beauty drawing him on.
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        * * *

      

      “Good night, m’lord. Thank you for showing Malcolm—”

      “Wait.” Alec stopped her, reaching out and touching her elbow as she was about to turn away. Malcolm had just disappeared into the nun’s quarters, and Fiona was about to follow him in.

      Alec did not know what had come over him. But he knew he could not let her go, not yet. Since he had seen her last, Alec had not been able to stop thinking about her. There was something about Fiona that haunted him. He was not sure what it was. She was like a waking dream, following him.

      “The porter will let you out, m’lord,” she said. “Unless there was something else?”

      “There is.”

      Alec’s pause after his last word was enough to send both a thrill and an accompanying flush through Fiona’s body. His look was direct, and its effect coursed through her in a way unfamiliar to her.

      “You still have not shown me around, Fiona.”

      At the sound of her name on his lips, Fiona felt her color rising again. How could this be so? she thought, glad for the cover of night.

      “It is dark, m’lord. We...we would not even be able to see the flowers in the garden.”

      “The flowers are not the only thing that interests me.”

      “No?”

      He shook his head.

      What was happening to her? She knew she should go, but she wanted to stay. The idea of walking in the darkness of the night, under the blanket of stars at the side of this man, sent a shiver down her spine. But it was not proper. It would never be proper for her. And yet...

      “Perhaps another time?” she heard herself say.

      “Nay, lass, there is no moment like the present,” he answered, speaking from his heart. He was attracted to her, and he already knew the reason for it. Yes, she was beautiful—stunningly so. His body was telling him that right now. But more importantly, this woman had spirit and wit. Moreover, despite her willingness to don a disguise in her effort to help those in need, she was devoid of the insidious falseness that defined the courtly ladies he had been dealing with all his life. “You are very difficult to corner.”

      “I am?”

      “Aye, you are. I’ve been here every day since we last met, looking for you. But you’re never around.”

      Fiona’s eyes were drawn to his. She had heard about him coming here and spending time with Malcolm. But it simply could not be that he’d come for her. Something stirred within her at his candid admission... a seed of hope…but it was a hope for something she dared not admit to, even to herself. But had she heard him right? What had he said?

      “I did not...”

      “How about it, Fiona?” Alec pressed. “We’ll not go far. Perhaps we could just sit and talk. It is a beautiful night, and it would be a shame to waste it.”

      She looked at him again. She was out of her element. All the training that she had gone through in her life had not even come close to preparing her for this incredibly handsome and persistent laird.

      “Is there something specific you want to talk to me about?” she blurted. She knew it was a last defense, but she was trying to control a sudden panic. She had to focus on the reason behind all this. She could not in her wildest dreams imagine why Lord Macpherson would want to sit in the moonlight with her.

      “Aye, there is.” Alec peered through the darkness at the young woman. He needed to calm her fears, allay the causes of her skittishness. Like the new falcon that bates in panic in her first contact with the falconer, rising from her perch with a wild beating of her wings, Fiona looked ready to vault the stone steps of the dormitory. And yet, something told Alec that she would not. “I want to talk to you about the poisonous gases that lie just beneath the ground in the Spanish New World. And I really need to learn your feelings about the Tudor king’s new warships. And I was wondering if you had heard about Erasmus’s response to Martin Luther. Or about Suleyman the Magnificent’s harem of a thousand wives. A man needs to learn.”

      She laughed. “You just crossed out of my realm of knowledge, m’lord.”

      “Very well,” he said, taking her by the hand. “Then we can explore territory new to both of us.”

      The touch of his fingers sent a shock through Fiona. As he led her toward the garden paths, the sensation traveled like a river of heat. Up her arm and into her chest. It swept through her and spread. Something within her wanted to resist the pull of his hand.

      But something even stronger drew her on, and ahead the moonlight spilled glowing, white, and liquid into the ordered greenery of the open gardens.

      “Tell me, is this place very old? No one at Dunvegan seems to want to tell me anything of the Priory’s history. How did it come to be founded here? What happened to Newabbey?” Alec knew he had to draw her out. He wanted her to feel comfortable, to be as at ease with him here as she had been in her workroom. “For that matter, what happened to the old abbey?”

      And then, gently, Fiona slipped her hand from his grasp and started to talk. They walked past the darkened buildings, past the rear of the church, and as they did, she spoke of it as the place she called home. She told him of the Priory’s sometimes colorful history, of the nearby abbey that had been raided, burned, and abandoned in the times of the Norse invaders hundreds of years before. She spoke of the succession of women who had guided the construction of the various buildings. Women who had seen the need for changes and had made them. She told Alec of the work of the present prioress, of the improvements that were even now happening.

      Alec listened, amazed by the depth of her concerns, and the vast degree of her knowledge. He knew from his discussions with the prioress and with David that Fiona was neglecting to take credit for her own efforts. He looked at her in the glow of the rising summer moon. She was so young, so beautiful, so resourceful, so inventive. And tonight he had discovered something else about Fiona. She was so candid about her emotions and beliefs. She expressed them with no fear or reservation and displayed them with a great degree of animation. Nothing was hidden within her, and no opinion was held back.

      They had been skirting the gardens. Fiona hesitated at the edge of the shadowy grounds which lay ahead. She fell silent but watched as Alec started to move along the crushed shells of the pathways. She followed.

      As they walked, Fiona became aware of a gentle humming emanating from the golden-haired warrior. She smiled at the ease with which he fell into the tune; she took comfort in the sound of his voice. The rich night scents were rising from the garden beds and mixing with the odor of crushed thyme produced with each step they took across the greensward between the paths.

      Their senses came alive as each found a kind of restless joy in the place and in the magic that was stirring within them. Hardly wanting to end the night, Alec looked about him for a way of prolonging it. Spotting a stone bench, he guided Fiona toward it, stopping at the last moment and cutting off her path.

      “I could use a short rest,” he said, seating himself and not leaving Fiona much choice in the matter. “How about you?”

      “So Malcolm did wear you out,” Fiona said with a laugh as she watched him stretch his long legs out before him. She sat at the end of the bench, a discreet distance between them.

      “Aye, he is quite a lad.”

      “May I ask you something, Lord Macpherson?”

      “Anything.” Alec turned, looking at her profile. She had gathered her hair and tied it at the nape of her slender neck. She was looking straight ahead, avoiding any eye contact. He took in the beautiful features: the fiery hair, the straight back, the modest dark dress, the rise and fall of her bosom with each gentle breath.

      “Why...I was wondering...” she stammered. She could feel the heat of his gaze on her. “Why your attentions to Malcolm? I mean...”

      “The visits here, the trip to Dunvegan, the riding, the hawking?” Alec asked.

      “Aye.” She nodded. “He even calls you by your given name.”

      “You might, as well.”

      “That is not what I’m getting at,” she insisted, the flush rising to her face once again.

      “I know,” he answered. “Well, I like Malcolm.”

      “Malcolm is a wonderful lad,” she pressed. “But surely that is not the only reason. After all, his father was your enemy.”

      She turned and looked directly at him, awaiting his response.

      “My understanding is that his father was not all that popular here, either,” Alec responded quietly, meeting her gaze and indicating the Priory with a sweep of his hand. “If you don’t hold it against the lad, why do you think I would?”

      “Because blood feuds seem to drive the actions of many in your class.”

      The warlord paused for a moment before answering, arrested once again by her frankness and her honesty. And her beauty.

      Gazing into her face, at her finely sculpted features so delicately lit in the glow of the moon, Alec fought hard at the sudden urge to throw caution to the wind, to pull her fiery locks free of their bonds, and to lace his fingers into the silky tresses as he drew her to him. Caught up in the moment’s fantasy, the young warrior was left torn between his desire to communicate with this young woman of wit and intelligence...and his growing need to feel her slender body against his, to mold her soft, full lips to his own.

      “M’lord?”

      “Aye...blood feuds. But do you mean the baker in the village does not occasionally argue with the blacksmith?”

      “Of course they do,” she conceded with a smile. “Though I’ve only once or twice seen the baker raise an army to settle the dispute.”

      “You see? I’m already behind in this area.”

      “I have a hard time believing that, m’lord,” she teased, raising an eyebrow at the long sword tied at his belt.

      “It is true,” Alec protested. “Although I’ve personally slaughtered thousands upon thousands—this week—I’m certain that I have only gathered an army once.”

      “Well, m’lord, you had better hurry. Think of how your reputation will suffer among the other clan chiefs when they find out our baker is ahead of you in raising armies.”

      My reputation will suffer tenfold, Alec thought, if anyone, including Ambrose, ever discovers that I sat next to a beauty such as this and let her escape without so much as yielding a kiss.

      “You have nothing to say about it?”

      “About what, Fiona?”

      “Your poor reputation.”

      “Until a moment ago, I had no idea that my reputation was even in jeopardy. Now it sounds as if my honor has been called into question. Has it?”

      “It certainly has in my mind.”

      “Fiona, I’m truly shocked to think you would feel this way about me,” he complained smilingly. “What have I done to deserve such low opinion?”

      Shifting his position on the bench, Alec moved toward her slightly, taking hold of Fiona’s hand.

      She looked at him with mischief and let him hold her hand in his. “You can be assured that I have no opinion of you whatsoever, high or low. It is merely your reputation that I’m concerned about—a reputation, m’lord, which has preceded you.”

      “Wait,” he cried, feigning a deep wound to the chest. “Now you have no opinion whatsoever?”

      “None, m’lord,” she responded innocently. “But seriously, going back to where we started, you have not answered my question.

      “Your question?” He ran his thumb over the silky skin on the back of her hand.

      “Regarding your interest in Malcolm, m’lord.” Fiona shivered at his caress but still did not withdraw her hand.

      “I like Malcolm,” Alec replied earnestly. “But you are correct. That is not the only reason.”

      She gently withdrew her hand from his grip.

      Alec looked at the young woman whose direct gaze spoke volumes about her affection and concern for her young charge.

      “I do not want Dunvegan forever.”

      “But you are the laird,” she exclaimed, stunned by his comment. “The Stuarts gave these lands to you.”

      “Only because they needed to secure Skye and the Outer Islands. But they belong to the MacLeods and to the other clans that have lived here from the beginning.”

      “So, how does Malcolm play into this?”

      “Malcolm is the rightful heir. He is the future laird.”

      “Malcolm is a child,” Fiona said. “You do not know what happened before.”

      “Then why not tell me,” Alec suggested.

      Fiona started uncomfortably at first. But then, as more of the events of the past flashed in her mind, the more she realized how important it was for this laird to know about Malcolm and his experience with Dunvegan Castle.

      Fiona talked, and as Alec listened, his own revulsion at those first glimpses of Torquil’s dungeon sprang to mind. Upon their arrival, they’d found a tangle of skeletons in the manhole that had been carved deep in the rock beneath the castle’s dungeon. To think that a mere child had been exposed to that made him even more determined to help Malcolm in every way possible.

      “So what if Malcolm is not the kind of leader that is needed?” Fiona concluded. “He has seen brutality, but he has been raised by people who preach gentleness and peace. He’s been raised in a convent. He is smart, do not mistake my words, but he is not a fighter.”

      “Leaders are what Scotland needs for the future, not fighters. And leaders must have much more than a strong arm and a quick sword.” Alec looked at the woman before him. “But don’t shortchange Malcolm. He has spirit, even if Torquil couldn’t see it.”

      “Aye, I know he has spirit, but—”

      “As his teacher does,” he interrupted, placing his hand momentarily over hers.

      Flustered, Fiona lost her train of thought. Even after he removed his great hand, she could feel the imprint scorching her skin. The man had a way of distracting her. Of sweeping her up on some unseen current. Like a rolling ocean wave. Like the wind.

      “I just don’t want to see him hurt. Disappointed,” she continued after a pause. “He obviously likes you and wants to spend time with you. I think that is wonderful. He has never had someone like you to look up to. But do not give him promises that cannot be.”

      “Cannot be?”

      “Aye. I know how easily promises are made and how easily they are broken. I do not want Malcolm to become a fool, dining on hope.”

      The warlord’s tone changed abruptly. “You are talking of my word, Fiona. A promise is a promise, and my promise will not be broken or tampered with.”

      Fiona heard the irritation in the warrior’s voice. She had not meant to be offensive. She had not meant to be disrespectful. But she was the only voice that Malcolm had right now. Rather than have Malcolm hurt later, she was more than willing to take the heat from Lord Macpherson now. “But what of your own heir? Are you not making decisions now that might be changed later? Will your future heir be so generous? Are you not giving away things today that you might regret not having tomorrow?”

      Alec felt the tension charge his body. Memories of broken promises still ruled his life. He looked up at the sky above. The stars scowled down upon them.

      When he finally spoke, Fiona saw a face that had hardened, and there was no hint of softness in his voice. “These lands will be Malcolm’s. That is my final word.”

      Fiona watched as the laird stood, ready to take his leave. She had wrought a change in him with just a few careless words. She had questioned his honor. And perhaps unjustly so. As they walked back beneath a cold moon toward the nun’s quarters, she felt a gnawing regret over what she had said...and about the short-lived friendship that seemed to have wilted as quickly as it blossomed.

      It is true; there is much I have to learn about people. So much I do not know, she thought. A knot was forming in Fiona’s throat, and she dared not look up from the path. So much I’ll never know about Alec Macpherson.
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        He that is without pain or strife

        And lives a lusty, pleasing life,

        But then with marriage he does mell

        And binds himself to a wicked wife...

      

        

      
        —William Dunbar, “He Brings the Sorrow to Himself”

      

      

      

      She wanted Alec Macpherson.

      Everyone at court knew Kathryn Gray had set her cap for the heir to the Macpherson lands.

      He was everything she wanted. He was of noble blood. He was handsome. He was charming. He was rich. He had been the favorite hunting companion of King James, and he was now celebrated for his role in saving the life of the new infant king. He had all the finest qualities of the courtly gentleman.

      And, after all, how could he refuse?

      She was of the noblest blood in Scotland. She was beautiful. She had grown up in the courts at Paris and Avignon. She was also rich...but not rich enough. She had power...but not enough. Never enough. Not as much as Alec Macpherson could give her.

      And she was the mistress of seduction.

      The court buzzed with activity when the news of their intended betrothal was made known. They were seen everywhere together, and all the ladies at court pined at the loss of such a dashing and eligible bachelor. But all the gentlemen at court smiled into their cups and exchanged knowing looks. The lady would soon tire of this one. After all, she had tired of all the others.

      And she soon did.

      But there was too much to gain through marriage to this man for her to let him go. She was the model of propriety in his company. But she was infidelity personified when his back was turned. Whenever his back was turned.

      But Alec Macpherson was not long fooled.
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        * * *

      

      “She’s a faithless whore,” Alec muttered, pounding his fist on the table. “And if she’s anywhere near Benmore when you go home, Ambrose, throw her and her whole filthy lot out in the moat.”

      A messenger had just come to Dunvegan with word of Kathryn Gray’s visit to Benmore Castle. She had stayed a few days before continuing her journey through Highlands. From all that could be gathered, she was heading for Kildalton Castle and the Western Isles.

      “Well, it is clear she has not yet given up on you, big brother,” Ambrose offered tactfully. He knew this to be a dangerous subject for discussion. “Do you think she will come to Skye?”

      “If she does, I’ll drown her with my own hands.” He’d thought he loved her. He had tried to be what she wanted. But now the only feeling left was disgust.

      It was truly over between them. Her own conduct had nailed that coffin shut. But even before Alec had found out the truth about her, she had made clear to him that the sparkling courts of Europe were the places she wanted to be. She had called life at Skye barbaric, devoid of culture. She had said she never had any intention of living in a place so far beneath her. Journey through the Highlands? Whom was she trying to fool?

      After he’d discovered her with her latest conquest at Drummond Castle, Alec had wanted nothing more to do with Kathryn. So Lord Gray had tried to intervene on his daughter’s behalf. The betrothal agreement was nearly finalized, and he made sure they knew that the damage in breaking off the relationship at such a late date would be costly and extensive for everyone concerned—especially for Alec. Or so he thought.

      But then the Macphersons—backed by the Campbells and Lord Huntly—had stood together, and the contract had crumbled to dust.

      “Our parents obviously did not abide her company for long,” Ambrose suggested. “I am surprised that she would be so bold as to stop there at all.”

      “Bold?” Alec asked, facing his brother across the table. “She will do anything that she thinks will profit her. I learned a great deal about her once my eyes were opened, and I know she has absolutely no conception of right or wrong.”

      What was it that Fiona had said the night before? About learning from each other? About trust? That beautiful young woman was living in the shelter of a convent. How could she know about life in the real world? Indeed, he had been that naive once. He wished he could even now draw on her idealism. But it seemed to Alec that he was living in another world. Perhaps it was a world that Fiona could not even exist in—a world that included such creatures as Kathryn Gray. Fiona dwelled far above them, he thought, like an angel.

      And yet, etched so clearly in his memory, the recollection of that final confrontation still smoldered within him. After Kathryn’s lover had scrambled out the high window to save his own hide, she had stood there, confronting him, as if nothing were amiss. She told him of her physical desires and how they had nothing to do with their marriage. With their union, she would have his name, but she would accept no “chains.” She would be independent, and she would soar free as she pleased.

      “I recommend you do the same,” she said, her voice and her eyes as cold as ice.

      Their coming marriage would be an excellent move—politically—for both families, and she suggested that Alec accept it as such.

      “What do you think she is hoping to gain by this little excursion of hers?” Ambrose asked, breaking in on Alec’s thoughts.

      “Sympathy, perhaps. The hope of gaining allies among the parents and others who know me in the Highlands. She’s very good at playing the pathetic, misunderstood martyr when she wants to.”

      “That would explain her next move to Kildalton,” Ambrose suggested.

      “She’ll be in for a cool reception there, though. With Colin and Celia at Stirling, Lord Hugh Campbell and Agnes will not give her the time of the day.” There was some satisfaction in the thought of Kathryn being treated as she deserved. “But one thing is for sure, the slut is not accustomed to being dumped.”

      That day Alec had walked out, disgusted and shaken by the hollowness of the life she envisioned. A life of deception. But his inner strength had soon burst to the surface. He never looked upon her again.

      “I’ll tell you one thing. Because of her own web of false friends,” Ambrose added, “the outcome of her bad luck made for a noisy affair at court.”

      “Court!” Alec spat with contempt. A place he had no desire ever to return to. “I was blind not seeing her cronies as the worthless parasites they are.”

      “We all make mistakes, Alec,” Ambrose responded. “But look at the bright side. In the end, you made some worthless parasites’ lives very miserable.”

      “I just hope that was the end.” Alec paused, standing and looking over the pile of work that awaited him. “I would be happy if I never had to step foot in that court again.”

      “Come, Alec, it is not really the court that is to blame,” Ambrose suggested. “At least there is something to do there—besides work.”

      “Work?” the warlord exploded with a laugh, looking over at the younger man sitting comfortably in the chair. “What do you know about work? You have not yet done a good day’s work in your entire life, you lazy beast. One scar in one battle and you figure your future is secure. When I heard you telling Malcolm how you...”

      “If you are going to slander me,” Ambrose cut in, his face the very picture of the tragically wounded, “I am not going to tell you what I’ve accomplished this morning.”

      “You mean other than sleeping the morning away and lazing around?” he nearly laughed at the shocked look on the younger warrior’s face. After a pause, Alec sighed with comic gravity. “Very well, at least I know this should not take very long.”

      “I think I may have learned of a way to get the MacDonald clan to work with us.”

      Alec sat up again, his attention riveted on his brother’s now smiling face. Alec had seen that the time was right for Scotland to develop a new industry in the west. News of the riches of the New World had swept through a Europe that was bursting at the seams. But Alec knew that to explore and to develop these new lands, great new ships would be needed.

      After arriving here, the new laird realized Skye offered opportunity for such a venture. The island had timber and pitch for hulls and masts, and stone for ballast. It was well situated on the west coast of Scotland, with a number of ideal inlets and coves to choose from for a shipyard. That was when he had asked Ambrose to join him. The younger Macpherson’s knowledge of ships and shipbuilding was well respected across the land. Ambrose brought the expertise that Alec was in search of.

      The only thing Alec lacked was labor. The MacLeod clan had a tradition of fishing as well as farming, but there were simply not enough available workers.

      Half of Skye, however, was populated with MacDonalds, an old and proud clan that had been subjugated by Torquil and his immediate predecessor. There were many available men, but when Alec had approached their ancient clan chief at Dunscaith Castle on the southern tip of Skye, MacDonald had liked the idea, telling him, though, that his clan would never work with either the MacLeods or their new mainland overlord. The people had lived too many years in fear of them just to come out and get involved in this venture. And even though the chief himself saw good in the new laird’s plans, he knew he would be ineffective in convincing his people. After all, he was no longer seen by the clan as either counselor or leader. So Alec’s efforts had been stymied, for the time being.

      “How do we get the MacDonalds to work with us?” Alec asked, quite interested in Ambrose’s discovery.

      “While I was lazing around this morning, riding up the coast and working with the fishermen, one of them mentioned a possibility we were unaware of.”

      “Aye? What, Ambrose?” Alec fired at his brother, who was definitely taking his time.

      Ambrose became serious, leaning on his elbows and looking directly at Alec. “There is an old priest on the island. His name is John. Father Jack, they all call him. He is a hermit, of sorts, but he lives not far from here. Inland, by the edge of the great forest.”

      “Aye,” Alec responded, musing. “I believe I may have seen him on my way to hunt. The fields by the wood are wonderful for hawking. I’ve never been able to stop and speak to him.”

      “The fishermen tell me he is the way to reach the people of both clans. He is a good man, they say. A man who is not impressed by either violence or wealth. They say he treats all God’s creatures the same. The clan folk listen to him...more than they do to their own chieftains.”

      “Can he convince the islanders to work together?”

      “It seems if anyone can, he’s the one to do it.”

      “You just made my day quite productive, Ambrose.”

      “What? Why do you say that?”

      “Because I was just about to ride over to see this Father Jack.”

      “You already knew about him?” Ambrose asked, surprised by his brother’s revelation.

      “Aye. Of course. A good laird knows everything.”

      “This is Ambrose you are talking to, Alec.”

      “Very well,” Alec admitted. “He sent a message that he would like to talk with me on an urgent matter.”

      “Why is the priest not coming here?” Ambrose asked. “Alec, part of being laird is having people come to you.”

      “Ambrose, this is one laird who will go where he is needed.” Alec stood and called for Robert.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Then you’d better get off your buttocks, my hard-working little brother. I’m leaving now.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why he is not coming today?” Malcolm asked Fiona. Alec’s squire had just left the warlord’s message with David, who brought word into the lesson room.

      Fiona had kept Malcolm close to her all morning. She had hoped to see Lord Alec and explain her words of the night before. As tired as she had been last night, Fiona had lain in bed going over their discussion again and again. She had thought back over the words said and had tried to remember why and when he had taken her words wrongly. It was important to her to try to undo what had been said.

      After all, she didn’t want Lord Macpherson to think her a wisecracking ingrate. Even if she had acted like one.

      “Fiona, why?” the boy’s voice cut into the young woman’s thoughts.

      “He is a busy man, Malcolm.”

      As the words left her mouth, Fiona felt a chill spread rapidly through her body. She did not remember much about her past, about her life before the Priory. But she already knew that was partly by choice. Thinking back had always been painful. Her memories were filled with the rough cries of a woman, then wind so strong that it seemed to bite into you, so intense that it forced your eyes closed. Then water. Cold, cold water. And being alone. That was all she remembered. That was all she allowed herself to remember.

      “Do you think he will come tomorrow?” Malcolm pressed. “He promised me that if you agree to it, he will take me hawking. My own hawk, Fiona! Can you imagine? With the hawk on my arm and all, do you think I’ll look like him?”

      Do I look like him? Do I look like him? Somehow these words sounded familiar to Fiona. She grew pale.

      “Fiona, are you well?” Malcolm’s hand rested on her arm. His anxious brown eyes looked with concern into her pale, tired face.

      “Aye, lad,” she answered, mustering a weak smile. “Shaking off the past is a tiring task.”
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        * * *

      

      Fiona shifted the heavy satchel to her other shoulder and looked wearily at the threatening gray sky. She was getting close, for she had been skirting the edge of the wood for nearly a quarter of an hour, and she thought it would be good to have a roof over her head before the rain began in earnest. Though it was only mid-afternoon, the sky had taken on a dusky look. Only an occasional bird flitted from the treetops to the meadow that stretched out to her left. In a few moments, the hermit’s cottage came into sight, and Fiona directed her steps to it as the first drops of the summer shower fell.

      Hurrying around the corner of the building as she peered into the small window on the side, the young woman ran headlong into a tall, cloaked figure leading a charger.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, stumbling to the side as a hand reached out to stop her from falling.

      “Steady, there,” the man responded, a hint of warning in his voice.

      Fiona looked up into blue eyes that were surveying her closely. She pulled her arm away and stepped back.

      “Excuse me, m’lord.” She looked up into the man’s hard face. Sand-colored hair was plastered to his head. Suddenly her eyes fixed on his features. There was something familiar about him, but his unshaven face did not quite match the image that was floating somewhere in the recesses of her memory. She could not quite remember. As much as she wanted to, she simply could not.

      “Do I know you?” Neil MacLeod asked shortly, looking carefully at the woman before him. A frown clouded the man’s eyes.

      Fiona took another step back. Whoever he was, there was something about this man that sent a chill through her body. The rain was coming harder now.

      “No,” she stammered. He was a MacLeod man; she knew from the tartan he wore. A warrior. But that was no help. She had spent her entire life avoiding his kind. Still, there was something in that face. She felt her tongue swell in her mouth. Fear seeped into her bones and spread through her body until it dominated her senses. Fiona stepped back. She wanted nothing to do with him.

      “You are from around here, are you not?” he pressed. “Who are you? Speak up, lass.”

      Fiona stood, momentarily frozen by a snatch of memory. She glanced down at the man’s hand, hanging limply at his side. Somewhere in her head, she could hear a woman’s cry—the same cry that continued to haunt her dreams. Her glance darted again to his face, gleaming in the falling rain. His look was piercing, as if he, too, were trying to remember something.

      “Well?” Alec’s voice growled as he suddenly appeared beside Fiona. His face a mask of steel, he turned toward the MacLeod warrior. “Well? I thought you were in a hurry to get back.”

      Neil MacLeod shifted his glance under the other’s withering stare.

      “Aye. That I am.”

      Alec glanced over at the young woman beside him. She certainly did not look well to him. He had caught a glimpse of her as she passed the cottage window. Looking at her now, standing beside him in the falling rain, he thought she looked pale and tired and frightened. He grasped her arm, and as he did he felt her pull his hand tightly to her side.

      With the pressure of Fiona’s arm, a sense of possessiveness swept through Alec. For the first time, he had a sense that she was communicating a need to him—and he instinctively responded. Pulling her toward him, the warlord leaned forward, partially shielding Fiona from Neil MacLeod with his body.

      When Alec’s eyes snapped back to the warrior, MacLeod was gazing curiously at the laird’s protective grip on the young woman’s arm. Hastily averting his eyes, he reached back for the bridle of his charger.

      “I was just taking my leave,” he said, nodding to Fiona with a last look as he led his gray horse past the two.

      Fiona turned and watched him mount up and ride slowly away in the pouring rain. As MacLeod disappeared into the murky distance, relief washed over Fiona. Now she could feel the laird’s closeness beside her, the muscular grip of his hand. And for the first time all day, she felt buoyant, almost exuberant.

      With a sigh, she turned back to Alec, but her look was greeted with an angry glare.

      “Could you tell me what in God’s name you are doing here?” Alec turned and faced her fully as he asked the question. He was furious with her. But even through the haze of his temper, he was stunned once again by the effect she had on him. He stood, momentarily transfixed by the drops of rain beating against her ivory skin. Her dark cloak fell far short of hiding the brilliant locks of hair that were now dripping with water. Despite her weary look, her large hazel eyes were sparkling with happiness, and his question did nothing to alter her look.

      She simply smiled back at him. He was here. That was all she could think of. Once again he had been here...for her.

      “I saved your hide not saying anything to the prioress the other day, and here you are again, out alone, vulnerable to anyone or anything. Have you no sense at all?”

      “Some, m’lord,” she said vaguely, looking into the deep blue of his eyes.

      “Do you know what being defenseless means?”

      Fiona nodded.

      “Why do you not have someone accompany you? Never mind the two-legged animals wandering around this island. What about the four-legged ones? What would you do if you stumbled on a boar or a wolf? There are still wolves on this island, you know.”

      “So I’ve heard, m’lord.”

      “Heard? You are not hearing one word. You are not frightened in the least, are you?”

      Fiona shook her head slowly from side to side.

      Alec’s eyes surveyed her from top to bottom. She had discarded the ragged cloak and wooden clapper that had helped disguise her the other day. From her shoulder, beneath her dark cloak, the same bag she had carried before hung heavily at her side.

      He wanted to strangle her for being so careless. But at the same time, he wanted to hold her tightly to him, to kiss her.

      “What have you in that satchel?” he continued gruffly, trying to hide the powerful impulses that were rushing through him. “Nothing you could use to save that pretty little neck of yours, I would wager.”

      “My satchel?”

      “Fiona...”

      Alec was very close to her, and he could see the beads of rain on the bridge of her nose, on her cheekbone, her lips. Without thinking, he reached out and brushed the droplets from her cheek. The side of her face rested against his gentle touch.

      His hand paused at the shock of contact with her skin, and their eyes locked for the longest while. They stood, caught in the eternity of a moment. Fiona felt her breath catch in her chest. She was frozen, immobile, panic-stricken with the thought that the slightest movement would break the spell.

      Alec’s gaze fell to her lips and lingered there. He found himself wanting to lift her mouth to his. He wanted to taste the sweetness of the summer rain that wet those ruby lips. He wanted to kiss her. Abruptly, he shook his head to clear it and moved his fingers from her face. Dropping his hand to her shoulder, he took hold of the light wool of her cloak. He took a deep breath before speaking, and when he did, his tone was softer.

      “You are soaking wet, and you are as pale as a ghost. Why, you’ve probably caught a chill already. Do you have nothing to say?”

      Fiona stood looking up at him with the same dreamy expression and shook her head vaguely.

      “Nothing, m’lord.”

      “Fiona, you look like hell,” he lied.

      Her smile widened, and her eyes cleared. “Thank you, m’lord. I’m very glad to see you, too.”

      Turning softly toward the cottage, Fiona glanced back once more before leaving the laird gazing after her in the rain.
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