
  
    [image: The Promise]
  


  
    
      THE PROMISE

      
        HIGHLAND LAIRDS OF THE CREST

        BOOK FOUR

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        KIM SAKWA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Taggart Press LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Never Say Goodbye

      

      
        Join Me…

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By Kim Sakwa

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      The Promise is a work of fiction. The names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either products of my imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is coincidental.

      Copyright © 2024 by Kim Sakwa

      Cover Design: George Long — G-Force Design

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      ISBN: 979-8-9872899-2-1  (e-book)

      ISBN: 979-8-9872899-8-3 (paperback)

      ISBN: 979-8-9872899-9-0 (hardcover)

      ISBN: 978-1-962018-33-3 (audio)

      Library of Congress Control Number: 2023913604

      Published in Clarkston, Michigan

      authorkimsakwa.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SYNOPSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An ancient family relic, a newly discovered portal to the past — what could possibly go wrong?

        

        After a tragic childhood accident left her orphaned, Brianna O’Roarke found meaning in historical antiquities, objects and artifacts she trusts will never leave her. So, when she discovers her family’s prized possession — the centuries old Wolf Sword — is missing, she’ll stop at nothing to see it returned. Finally securing a meeting with the elusive Mr. MacTavish, who’s now asserting ownership of the sword, Brianna sets off to Scotland and her ancestral home, Dunhill Manor, in hopes of shoring up her claim, and getting her treasured legacy back.

        

        Scotland 1434. Aidan Sinclair has one last mission to complete in order to fulfill his duty — a sacred oath made to his brethren and mentor, to install the Montgomerys in what will become their family seat for centuries to come. But when he finds the mysterious Miss O’Roarke in residence upon his arrival, seeking safe passage to Dunhill, it seems his task is far from over…and perhaps, a new quest is set to begin.

        

        As Aidan and Brianna make the journey across land and sea, two things become evident: one, their lives are somehow entwined, and have been since before they even met. And two, assumptions, especially in matters of the heart, rarely prove true, and even less so where Fate is concerned.

        

        Return to adventure, and Medieval Scotland for another heart stopping, time travel romance in the Highland Lairds of the Crest series, where lingering questions are answered…and new mysteries begin to unravel.
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      Eight-year-old Brianna O’Roarke awoke with a start. Though the heat of the sun had started to warm her face, she was still so cold her bones hurt. She whimpered and tried to open her eyes, but they stung so much that she quickly gave up. She was confused for only a moment before she remembered: Papa’s boat. Something had happened, something bad.

      Slowly, memories trickled in, scary flashes that caused her to flinch as she realized why she was soaked to the skin. She was clinging to the hull of Papa’s boat, the biggest piece that was left. Brianna’s mouth twisted at the realization, and she swallowed hard, then winced at the raw feeling.

      “Mama? Papa?” she croaked. Her throat was so dry and scratchy that she hardly recognized her own voice. She felt around herself blindly, and encountering only the cold metal of the hull, started to panic. She concentrated on opening her eyes, swollen from the spray of salt water and the sun. Then:

      “We’re here, Breea.”

      “We won’t leave you, sweetheart.”

      At the reassuring tone in her parents’ voices, and the confirmation that they were still with her, Brianna finally calmed, letting her lids fall.

      Tuning out the sound of the waves and trying to ignore the clammy feeling of her wet clothes clinging to her, Brianna imagined they were back at home, that her mama had just wrapped her in her favorite pink robe after a hot bath. She sighed, picturing the familiar hallway as she skipped to her bedroom, and the soft fluffy rug squishing between her toes as she climbed onto her bed.

      As quickly as she’d conjured it, the image of her bedroom at home faded as Brianna tried to piece together what had happened on the boat, and how she’d gotten to where she was now. She couldn’t remember exactly what they were celebrating this time, just that they’d set off on Papa’s new boat for a sailing trip. They always seemed to be celebrating something; her parents made even the smallest things feel special, saying that it was all possible because of the ‘wee bit of magic’. Brianna had never asked what they meant by that, but it was true that her life felt special—whether that was because of her parents’ efforts or because they’d actually been sprinkled with some kind of fairy dust didn’t really matter to Brianna. It just was. But that was before this latest trip. Now, trying to ignore the icy feeling in her bones, she wasn’t so sure she believed in magic anymore, any bit of it.

      Usually, Brianna loved their family sailing trips—she loved any trip they took, really—but this time, something had gone horribly wrong. She’d just settled into her bed, a cozy little nook, with fluffy pillows and a few of her favorite stuffed animals when her mama had cried out sharply.  Before Brianna could understand what was happening, she remembered that she’d heard her papa on the radio, his voice stern, repeating “Mayday. Mayday. Mayday. This is Excalibur…” She might be just a kid, but Brianna knew that “mayday” meant “help.” She’d been startled, too, at his tone and had wheeled around to face him. Papa had caught her gaze and she remembered how his eyes had warmed and stayed on hers as he continued speaking, repeating a bunch of numbers while he pulled her in close, checking the clips on her lifejacket.

      Her mama had appeared then, right behind her, muttering “I’ve got it,” and handing Papa something that looked like a flashlight. Papa had attached it to the hook on Brianna’s vest, twisting it until it glowed. Brianna remembered it being so bright she’d had to close her eyes. Then lightning had flashed right above them, followed by the loudest clap of thunder Brianna had ever heard.

      “Arthur!” her mama had screamed, and the next thing Brianna knew, her papa was pushing Brianna toward her mama, shouting, “Get her out, Mere! The life raft! Go, go, go!”

      Mama had picked Brianna up and started to run, but she’d taken only a few steps when a huge wave hit the boat and they were thrown. Brianna remembered feeling a rush of heat and icy cold water all at the same time, her arms and legs tangling as she tumbled over and over again in the waves until she didn’t know which way was up. Just when she felt like her lungs were about to burst, Brianna had felt Papa’s strong arms pulling her up, his gentle voice reminding her that she could float on her back. At some point, he and Mama had found the piece of the hull and helped her climb up onto it.

      That had been a day and night ago, maybe more. Brianna wasn’t exactly sure how long they’d been in the water, but last night before falling asleep, she’d thought she’d heard her parents whispering.

      “They have to be close,” Mama had said.

      Papa agreed. “I’m sure they are, but they’re not going find her tonight,” he’d whispered.

      Brianna had wanted to know who they were talking about, but she’d been too sleepy to say anything. “It’s taking on water again,” Mama had whispered, just as Brianna had noticed water pooling under her on the hull.

      “I know, love.”

      Brianna knew deep down that something was wrong, that they weren’t supposed to still be out on the water, but she also knew her parents would keep her safe. They always kept her safe, no matter what. The last thing Brianna remembered as she’d fallen asleep the night before was the sound of their voices as they sang her a lullaby.

      And now it was morning. Mama and Papa were speaking quietly to one another again, and Brianna let herself be soothed by their voices as she returned to imagining her nighttime routine at home. After climbing onto her bed, she would line up the books she wanted her parents to read to her. She’d just picked one up in her mind, when she heard a noise, a whirring, roaring sound that grew louder and louder until she heard her Mama’s voice: “They found her, Arthur. They found her!”

      “Breea, wave your arms, baby.” That was Papa. Wanting to please him, Brianna waved her arms and kept waving them, smiling when she heard his voice say, “Good girl.”

      Mama and Papa kept encouraging her, their voices loud and clear even through the sounds of the helicopter that was now hovering right above them. Brianna cracked her eyes open just enough to see it but had to squeeze them shut against the wind twisting her hair around and the water spraying her face. She heard another voice calling her name, a man, but not Papa. “Brianna. Brianna O’Roarke.” Then, suddenly, she was being wrapped in a blanket. It felt so good to be warm again, she groaned.

      “I’ve got you,” the same man said loudly over the noise. “Are you hurt?” His hands were gentle but firm as he checked her head and then her body. “You’re going to be alright. You’re safe now,” he said, securing her to his gear with big hooks and clips while holding her tight. Before Brianna could register what was happening, he was lifting her from the small piece of hull, talking to her the whole way through. “You’re going to be okay,” he was saying. “You did it. You’re so brave. Your grandfather’s waiting for you. Let’s get you home.”
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      Always the picture of calm composure, it wasn’t Brianna O’Roarke’s quiet, reserved front that was unusual. As she stood looking at the grand hall of her family’s ancestral home, Dunhill Manor, no one who walked past her would ever suspect she was feeling anything other than vague interest in her surroundings. Brianna had perfected the stance back in grade school, and it had served her well in the years since, much to her grandfather’s dismay.

      Ever worried for her welfare, as well as responsible for it, her grandfather had taken great pains to ensure Brianna’s emotional well-being. Over the years, this included accompanying Brianna to various means of bereavement counseling. Some of the professionals she’d seen had called her mastery of control a product of conditioning, while others referred to it as an achievement. It didn’t really matter which side they fell on, negative or positive, liability or asset, the consensus was always the same: the trauma Brianna endured as a child had taught her to be a few degrees beyond cautious. In the two years since her grandfather had passed, for Brianna, even a ‘trust but verify’ approach had become no longer an option. She verified first, always, and there were very few who made it into the column of those she trusted.

      Today, however, Brianna’s deportment wasn’t a mask carefully employed to evaluate her current circumstances while she considered her options. No, today was different. Today, Brianna was simply stunned beyond words.

      She’d just arrived back at Dunhill, hoping to find some papers that her grandfather might have stored in the family archives before his passing. An appraisal perhaps, or an insurance rider, maybe even an overlooked entry in one of the O’Roarke family bibles, really anything of record at this point would do. She needed something that proved ownership of her family’s sword in order to approach this Mr. MacTavish with any real confidence. This trip abroad was a last resort. Unplanned, but necessary. Obviously necessary, or she’d never have boarded the plane. Brianna rarely traveled, especially over water, if she could avoid it.

      Yet here she was, and within seconds of stepping through the front doors of her family’s ancestral home in Scotland, Brianna took her first deep breath in what seemed like years. The shock of familiarity and the sense of being home floored her. Not that she’d ever actually lived at Dunhill, but every visit throughout her life had felt as warm and welcoming as if she had. Any remaining tension left her body as she hugged her aunt and uncle, hello, literally sagging against them. She’d forgotten what it felt like to be embraced by family, to be really and truly hugged by people who loved you. The loss of her grandfather just over two years ago had hit her so hard that after the funeral, she’d thrown herself into work and isolated herself from her family and friends. Now she feared that staying away had been a mistake. She loved her life in the States, but this heartening and welcoming coming-home sensation was hitting her bone-deep.

      It was on the cusp of acknowledging the error of her ways and admitting that maybe she did need what family she had left that she glanced across the foyer to the fireplace. At the sight of the barren mantel above it, a new kind of shock shuddered through her body. In a complete one-eighty, warm and fuzzy went to hell froze over in a blink, and Brianna stepped back abruptly.

      “What happened to the letterboxes?” she asked, hard gaze turning from the now-bare mantel to her aunt and uncle.

      She watched as they exchanged a discomfited look, and then her uncle shrugged, flashing a childlike smirk. Whatever could be funny about the loss of the last of their family’s most precious heirlooms, Brianna didn’t know.

      “We had a visitor, Brianna. Shortly after your grandfather passed. You had already returned to the States. Our family lore unfolded right before our eyes,” Uncle Christopher said gleefully, his eyes bright and twinkling as his fingers tapped together in merriment. “Why don’t we tell you the story over dinner later?”

      Misreading Brianna’s stunned silence for exhaustion, Uncle Christopher and Aunt Michelle excused themselves, her uncle reaching for her suitcase as her aunt prattled on about her room being ready.

      Feeling numb, Brianna stepped into the great room, where the empty wall that had once been the resting place for her family’s prized Wolf sword loomed. A priceless heirloom dating back to the turn of the fifteenth century. A priceless heirloom that her grandfather had sold for mere pennies without telling her, the actual historian and antiquities cataloguer of the family. Which he darned well knew, since she’d trained at his side since as far back as she could remember! As she returned her gaze to the mantel, horrified could only describe the feeling of seeing it void of the two letterboxes that had miraculously graced that space for centuries. Centuries!

      And now, they were gone. The last of her family treasures were recklessly cast away.

      Grateful for some time alone to process this latest news, Brianna found her way to her room, a beautiful suite originally occupied by Cateline De la Cour back in the fifteenth century, sister and lifelong companion of Isabeau O’Roarke, the first lady of Dunhill. As family history went, Dunhill was built by Fergus O’Roarke, a castle on a hill fit for a queen. His queen. It was a gift for his bride, Isabeau, the love of his life. Their marriage was a love match. All O’Roarke marriages were, despite that not necessarily being the norm centuries ago. Fate might not have blessed all members of their lineage with longevity—case in point, her parents—but when an O’Roarke did marry, whether it lasted years or mere months, it was true and enduring.

      Since the loss of her parents, Brianna’s faith, if you could even call it that, had shifted. Objects, the only things that truly endured and that she could count on, became her primary focus. Counting on people to stick around no matter how much they loved you was futile. So, she surrounded herself with artifacts, the older, the better. They were reliable, always where she’d last left them and in exactly the same state. People, not so much, and in her line of work, avoiding people was easy. Isolating was easy.

      The only consolation Brianna allowed herself (a hypothetical and terribly small consolation) was that if she ever did find someone she trusted enough to let in that close, she knew that she would follow tradition. She would know true and enduring love. The only question was, for how long? Realizing just how exhausted she was after the long flight, Brianna pushed thoughts of love, trust, and history aside and turned to matters at hand.

      After unpacking, she drew a bath, eager to luxuriate in the clawfoot tub some O’Roarke or another had installed during the last century. Arranging her hair in a clip, she grabbed one of the plush, monogrammed fingertip towels from the vanity, then placed it on the rim of the tub. She sank into the hot water, leaning back, her neck on the towel, humming to clear her mind.

      It wasn’t often that she found herself at Dunhill anymore, but whenever she did, something about the energy in its walls, and especially in this suite, uplifted her in some way. Unexplainable, but no less the truth. Even the shock of the missing letterboxes had started to dull.

      When she’d finished with her bath, Brianna wrapped herself in a fluffy robe and padded back out to the bedroom, where she found a tray of refreshments placed on the table by the window. Angry as she was at her aunt and uncle, she couldn’t help but smile. A selection of her favorite cheeses and crudités filled the small table, along with a pot of lemon tea. Christopher and Michelle supped on the late side, so it was well into the evening when she was summoned to dinner. As she made her way downstairs, her eyes drank in every detail of the estate, all of it, rich in history. Her fingers trailed along the stone wall of the hallway—touching it made her feel more connected. As much as it pained her to be here without her parents or grandfather, this was her ancestral home, and these walls still brought her as much comfort as they always had.

      Upon entering the small informal dining room (first utilized by Fergus and Isabeau’s only son Callum, family lore said), Brianna felt much calmer, grounded even. She loved her aunt and uncle, and their warm and welcoming smiles as she joined them made her feel a bit guilty for her earlier outburst. They always meant well. As dinner was served, she tried to explain how she felt, and why.

      “Brianna, just let us explain,” her uncle said, cutting her off gently. “We didn’t betray our family legacy. In fact, quite the opposite. It was family lore, come to life. The lore.” He exchanged an excited grin with Michelle while Brianna suppressed a sigh.

      Right. The story passed down for generations of the lass who would come to claim the historic letterboxes. Legend had it that not only would she have the key that would open them, but that her initials would match those inscribed on the boxes. Who knew how many people had heard and repeated some version of that tale back to them? The O’Roarkes had entertained a few con artists over the years who claimed to be “the one,” certain the boxes were filled with some kind of treasure or priceless artifact, but none of them had been able to produce a working key. Still, her aunt and uncle were easy prey, ripe to be taken. They’d fallen for it each time, hook, line, and sinker.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Aunt Michelle said, “but this isn’t like the others. This one—this woman—was real. Initials and everything. A true wee bit of magic, right before our eyes.”

      “A wee bit of magic,” Brianna sighed, unsure how she felt after hearing the details of their story about the woman with the matching initials and key, the woman who found the letters inside and seemed affected by their contents. It was difficult to be angry with them when they clearly thought they were carrying out their family’s legacy. Maybe Brianna was holding on too tight. Still, a wave of sadness hit her over the loss. How this latest claimant had come up with a key was a mystery, but regardless, the outcome was the same: the boxes were gone. As she stared at the white china plate in front of her, admiring the spray of tiny pink roses dotting its rim, Brianna wondered how they all actually believed that someone would come, that the lore could be true. But they had. Every single one of them.

      Every O’Roarke throughout all of history at one point or another was a believer in this ‘wee bit of magic’. At one time in her life, Brianna believed in it too, how could she not, her childhood had been truly idyllic. But any belief she’d once had in magic had tragically died with her parents years ago.

      “After all that, you still don’t believe?” her uncle said.

      Brianna paused, choosing her words carefully. “I understand that someone who matched every description in the age-old tale came here, and I can see how happy you are that you were the one who fulfilled the lore,” she said slowly. “And I believe you, her key fit in the lock.” Or, at least, that the boxes opened. She didn’t voice her emerging suspicion that the locks might just have been old enough that the next key, no matter what it was, would break them. “But magic? How can that be?”

      Brianna had never voiced the reason she remained adamantly skeptical even though it was on the tip of her tongue. It always was. One day she’d like to yell at the top of her lungs, “It’s not real! Magic isn’t real! Show me where it was when my parents died!”

      “Breea,” he started.

      “Uncle Christopher, please, for whatever reason, a wee bit of magic clearly skipped my part of the family,” she said.

      “Oh, but no!” he gasped. “If anything, Breea, it’s even stronger in your part of the family.”

      Brianna gave a harsh laugh. “How so? A storm appeared out of nowhere and destroyed our boat. I’ve checked the weather reports over and over for that day, and nothing. We were stranded in the open sea for days, and my parents who kept my spirits up and never gave up hope the entire time, drowned before they could be rescued. Not very magical, I can assure you.”

      “Oh, Breea.” They each reached for the hand closest to them. “I still can’t imagine what you must have gone through. A mere babe. It’s a miracle you survived.”

      “So everyone says,” she said, more to herself than anyone else, but still, Christopher and Michelle winced. She could understand why, they had always been a very close family, even with an ocean between them. Her parents’ deaths had been an enormous loss for them, too. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I only wish they’d survived longer, that would have been the true miracle.”

      Brianna glanced up at her aunt and uncle who were exchanging an odd look between them.

      “What? What is it?” she asked.

      “Oh, Breea,” her aunt said, squeezing her hand before casting another glance at her uncle across the table.

      Uncle Christopher shook his head. “Don’t, Michelle.”

      “Christopher, it’s well past time. She needs to know the truth. If you don’t tell her, I will.”

      Brianna’s heart started to thump in her chest. “Please, whatever it is, just tell me.”

      It was a long moment before her uncle finally nodded and broke away from Michelle’s gaze, turning to her. “Breea…your…” he choked on his words, eyes tearing, then swallowed hard and cleared his throat. “Breea...There wasn’t any storm, love. The skies were clear that whole week, just as the weather report predicted.”

      Brianna felt like she’d been slapped “What are you talking about?” she asked, not comprehending a word he said. It was as if he were suddenly speaking another language.  “I was there when Papa called for help. We were in real danger.” It had been years since she’d purposely revisited that day in her memory, but thinking on it now, it came back to her, clear as a bell. A shiver ran down her spine, recalling her father’s harsh tone, and her mother’s frantic look.  “I saw the lightning; I heard the thunder. It was a storm, Uncle Christopher.” She’d bet every artifact in her collection on it.

      “No,” Christopher said softly. “It was a fire, Breea. An awful electrical fire, followed by an explosion.”

      Her uncle took her hands in his and leaned in close. The desperation in his eyes almost scared her.

      “What? My God, what? Is there more?”

      “You were the only one who made it off the boat. Only you, Breea.”

      “No.” She shook her head, her face in a determined glare. “No, no, they were with me. They kept me safe until help arrived.”

      “I have no doubt they did, sweetheart. But I swear on all that is holy and with every shred of O’Roarke integrity passed down through the generations, my dear brother Arthur and his lovely wife Meredith were killed in the explosion that threw you from the vessel.”
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      Judith Fitzgerald would make a fine bride, of that Aidan Sinclair was sure. The question he kept asking himself, however, was whether she would make a fine bride for him. Her brothers had approached him with the prospect upon his latest return from Abersoch, and while he hadn’t outright disagreed with the match, he’d told them he’d consider it. But that was months ago, and now they were growing impatient for an answer.

      Until recently, Aidan had had little interaction with the Fitzgerald brothers, though he’d enjoyed a friendly rapport with their father, Robert when he was alive. Aidan and the elder Fitzgerald had shared a mutual respect borne out of circumstance when he and his brethren—Gavin, Lachlan, and Dar—first set to secure the Montgomery holdings. Discovering that their travels would be most expedient with the use of Fitzgerald land, Lachlan and Robert Fitzgerald had agreed to terms. Sadly, Robert had passed the previous winter, and within a near breath of his burial, his two sons sought a new arrangement.

      Their motivation was obvious. The Fitzgerald brothers hoped to exploit Aidan’s newfound influence, power he now wielded having stepped into Lachlan’s shoes. Not to mention that which he gained while attending to matters at Abersoch, an endeavor he was honored to be a part of. An esteemed reputation that served him well among the locals and along the border both, the latter ofttimes rife with skirmishes. While their travels for the most part were by land, on occasion, Aidan and his brethren made use of one of Greylen’s ships, a journey rife with its own set of complications. His efforts were fixed on the completion of the Montgomery stronghold, well ahead of schedule, Aidan didn’t want to jeopardize what now felt like a tenuous alliance with the zealous pair. Nor did he like the idea of creating further far-reaching problems with the misguided men who aligned with them. It was the only reason he hadn’t flat-out refused.

      He read the brothers’ latest correspondence again, a lengthy (and altogether unnecessary) lecture filled with presumption and censure. Concluding a lesson in restraint would serve them both well, Aidan tossed it aside with a grunt.

      “Sir.”

      Aidan peered across the antechamber that had become his study of sorts, where Henry stood sentinel by the doorway.

      “’Tis fine, Henry,” he said, and Henry, who was one of the three men who had become his shadow upon Lachlan’s departure to the future, nodded and awaited further instruction.

      There was still much to do, at present another journey to Abersoch, so thoughts of entertaining a marriage to appease the Fitzgerald brothers would have to wait. Aidan clapped his man’s shoulder as he passed, knowing Henry would fall in step exactly two paces behind.

      As Aidan made his way through the grand hall, he couldn’t help but notice how quiet it was for early afternoon. Not that Pembrooke was ever teeming with inhabitants (at least not like Seagrave or Dunhill Proper), but the absolute lack of anyone walking the halls now was cause for notice. While the estate was modest in size, it was nicely appointed and well cared for. As such, a handful of capable staff—a cook and chambermaid who had worked for Lachlan, and Aidan’s steward, to name a few—were always scuttling about, quick with warm smiles and friendly chatter. It was something Aidan always enjoyed when in residence with Lachlan throughout the years, the calm and quiet, and the warmth within these walls. Truth be told, Aidan had oft found himself in wonder at just how well these walls suited him, even before they’d been bequeathed to him. Not only the manor itself, but the land it rested upon, and the loch which surrounded much of it. Today, however, that quiet was a distraction. That, and the extra scrutiny he was sure Henry was giving him as they continued through the hall.

      “Henry?”

      “Aye,” his man said, serene as ever.

      “What are you keeping from me? I realize I’m often absent but even a half-wit would notice something’s amiss in the halls.”

      Henry paused, which itself was unusual. He was nothing if not alacritous and to the point. “They’re worried,” he said, then paused again, putting Aidan on alert. “Fairly, Judith Fitzgerald might make a fine future mistress of Pembrooke, but her brothers…” Henry paused again, then gave a small grunt before continuing. “The Fitzgerald brothers have recently incurred a questionable reputation for themselves.”

      Before receiving the letter from the Fitzgeralds, Aidan hadn’t been aware of any reputation of the brothers, good or bad, but their tone in their latest correspondence had made it clear they were very keen to levy this new taste of power bestowed upon them with their father’s passing.

      Aidan turned to look his man in the eye. “I wasn’t aware of their true characters until now, so where did this worry come from?”

      “The missive you reread only moments ago has been seen by all, sir.”

      “Ah.”

      The Fitzgeralds’ new standing as untested men of influence was no secret, mayhap not common knowledge, but still. And now, Aidan vividly recalled leaving their missive right atop his desk, obviously in clear view. Mindful of its contents, he made his way to the kitchen where he found his staff, heads all bent together in nervous chatter near the exterior doors. Aidan, adept at moving quietly and always with precision, had to clear his throat to make his presence known. The staff whirled around as one, and upon seeing their fretful expressions, Aidan did his best to reassure them.

      “Pembrooke is sacred to me,” he said, hand in the air to wave away any concern. “And when I say Pembrooke, I mean all that it encompasses, which includes each and every one of you. As such, rest assured, your future mistress, whomever she is, will be a worthy addition.”

      He looked at the assembled pointedly as he said this, stressing the “whomever” to make his point. Their bright eyes and quick smiles were instantaneous and thus satisfied, Aidan made way for the courtyard, his original destination.

      What he’d told his staff was the truth. Aidan had always considered Pembrooke sacred. Much of that had to do with Lachlan, whom he held in high esteem. Two years had passed since Aidan had last seen him, but he could still recall the moment he realized that he wasn’t merely losing Dar, one of his closest friends, but his lifelong mentor, too.

      Dar’s plan had always been to return to the future with Celeste, and Aidan had never been so foolish to consider otherwise. But Celeste’s unexpected departure (taking with her the sword which they’d assumed at the time was the only key between their centuries) had been difficult to bear. It wasn’t until later, when clearer heads prevailed, that they realized there was still a way for Dar to get to his wife, but neither portal on the property at Abersoch held much appeal. One required a jump from high up on the rock wall, and the other lay somewhere within the tunnels, its precise location still unknown. Surprisingly, it was Gwen, Greylen’s wife, who told them of yet another portal, one that was much less dangerous and didn’t include a literal leap of faith (a leap she feared Lachlan wouldn’t survive), but instead a dip into the tide pools.

      Privy to this new and welcome information, plans were made, and quickly—so quickly that Aidan hadn’t time to fully understand what their success meant. In the short time they’d had left together, Lachlan had implored him to make Pembrooke his own, not only to care for and protect those under his charge, but to safeguard the portal, lest someone accidentally find it, or worse, destroy it. It was an honor that Aidan didn’t take lightly. It wasn’t until that last day, though, after Dar and Lachlan vanished before his eyes, that a sense of finality pervaded. When Aidan had first joined the men on their quest to secure the Abersoch property, he’d been an eager and dedicated participant, never once imagining he would ultimately assume control.

      It had taken Aidan what remained of that summer to fully grasp what this transfer of power truly meant. He’d returned home to speak with his elder brother, Rhys, and to inform him of his plans. While Rhys hadn’t been thrilled at Aidan’s decision to all but abdicate his familial duties, he understood the gravity of Aidan’s new position and the authority he’d assumed. Rhys also had immense respect for Lachlan and accepted that this was his brother’s destiny. “The mantle suits,” he’d said grasping Aidan’s shoulder. With his blessing, Aidan felt a great weight lift and his focus shifted in earnest. Nearly two years had passed since then, and with the core structure of the castle at last complete, Gavin and Isabelle could soon make Abersoch their home, thus ensuring their own descendants’ future.

      As Aidan stepped through the front doors now, his hand brushed the Celtic knot that one of Lachlan’s men had carved deeply into the stone years before, casting Lachlan as watchman and protector, and Pembrooke sanctuary of such. A circular knot had been added around it since, as a symbolic gesture to mark the literal title that had been transferred to Aidan those two summers ago when Dar and Lachlan…left.

      Aidan stopped atop the steps, flanked by the other two of Lachlan’s men, Alan and Richard, as a rider approached bearing Montgomery colors. After Henry retrieved the missive from the courier Aidan cracked the seal, reading Gavin’s message. “Our plans have changed,” Aidan said, staring out over the horizon. “We head west, to Seagrave.”
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      When Brianna had calculated the route from Dunhill to Abersoch, the Welsh estate where Darach MacTavish had mentioned he was staying, she’d made sure to include a stop at a lovely bed and breakfast along the way. A much-needed and very necessary solo retreat on the heels of her aunt and uncle’s table-side revelation. In learning the truth about the death of her parents, the news of the missing letterboxes, and even the loss of the sword, took second place. How could it not when the story she’d told herself for nearly her entire life, the premise she’d built her entire emotional value system upon had been irreparably cracked? And although she hadn’t realized it at dinner, later, when she was alone in her room, it’d become clear that everything she’d once believed had suddenly changed.

      With her head spinning as Christopher told her what he’d learned about the explosion, gathered from reports filed by the coastguard, she’d sat in silence staring at the sconces on the wall behind his head. By the time he had finished, and her aunt and uncle were looking at her imploringly with eyes full of pity, Brianna had already decided her next step. The usual one. Flee.

      It wasn’t the most mature reaction, but at that moment, it was all she could come up with. The thought of digging through the family archives had lost its appeal. And sadly, that welcoming and warm embrace she’d felt upon arriving, from her relatives as well as Dunhill itself, suddenly felt tainted. Settling on an out, she announced abruptly that she had a meeting with Darach MacTavish in Wales. Of course, Brianna didn’t actually have a meeting with Mr. MacTavish, but by that point what did it matter? She was in the UK, and so was he. She’d expected some pushback, for Christopher and Michelle to beg her to stay, but at the mention of Mr. MacTavish’s name, they exchanged a quick glance before turning to face her, slow smiles spreading across their faces. Oddly, her aunt and uncle seemed almost pleased with the prospect of her departure, but with so many conflicting thoughts swirling through Brianna’s head, it hadn’t occurred to her to ask why.

      In fact, until that moment, Brianna hadn’t even considered crashing Mr. MacTavish’s vacation, or his business trip, or whatever it was that he was doing there. She’d been satisfied that he’d responded to her call with an invitation to meet with her when he returned to the States. It had been his response that was the motivation she’d finally needed to restart her search through her grandfather’s papers.

      When she’d come up empty-handed again after her careful plunder of their entire home in the States, she booked her trip to Scotland. She was sad to be leaving Dunhill after only two nights, but it wasn’t as if the estate was going anywhere. She told herself she would visit again one day, with the express purpose of exploring its hidden depths at length as an adult. For now, though, she needed a goal, a quest, so to speak, so she’d Googled the best route to the Montgomery estate (and one that included a stop in a lovely little town along the way), then repacked her bags, already feeling a little more clear-headed at the prospect of a project.

      She’d still been a bit raw that morning when she said her goodbyes, but optimistic, too. This would be good, and the reset she’d desperately needed. Her aunt and uncle had followed her to her car, then waited while she synced her phone with the car’s display, showing the route to the B&B she’d chosen. It was a little more than a six-hour drive, and Brianna was looking forward to a bit of exploration before her dinner reservation.

      As she drove, her mind filled with images from those idyllic years of her life, the Camelot of her existence. Now, she wondered if she’d embellished or invented some of those memories. It was only a brief thought—she knew that she hadn’t of course. Her early childhood with her parents truly was perfect. What she was really struggling with was unearthing the old family belief in the wee bit of magic. She’d closed the door on such things long ago, but what her uncle suggested was that her memories of her parents surviving those few days floating in the sea with her wasn’t a trauma response, but proof in magic. Proof that her parents, although very dead, had somehow managed to stay with her until help arrived. It was almost too perfect—leave it to her parents to be the proof—Brianna had to smile. Not that she had decided to accept this hypothesis as true, of course, but it was nice to think that the wee bit of magic she dismissed that day happened right before her eyes.

      Preoccupied with her thoughts, the time passed quickly and before she knew it, Brianna was pulling into the car park of the lodging she’d booked. It was still a couple of hours before check-in, so she left her bags with the front desk and walked the short distance into the village. It was a lovely town, and Brianna meandered in and out of a few shops, feeling the first spot of calm she’d had since dinner the night before. On her way back, she happened upon an arts and crafts fair, her favorite kind of thing to explore when she visited anywhere. Thrilled at the run-in, the new Brianna—the one who was supposed to start believing in a wee bit of magic considered that maybe it was destined.

      Lost in a plethora of local treasures, she made her way up and down the rows of booths, stopping in her tracks when she spotted a gorgeous, no, stunning replica of a fifteenth-century Venetian gown on display. The dress had been cleverly styled with a large leather satchel, worn cross-body. Noble medieval chic never looked so good. Instantly drawn to the ensemble, Brianna stepped inside the tented area to get a better look, then nearly stumbled over her own feet when she saw the woman standing beside it. If Brianna had ever had a picture of a quintessential fairy queen in her head, this woman would be it. Ethereal with long hair and perfect features, wearing a stunning handcrafted gown that appeared to float around her body.

      The woman smiled warmly but something about the twinkle in her eye snagged Brianna’s thoughts as she murmured hello and fixed her attention back to the display. Still a bit flustered and embarrassed, she took her time admiring the piece before moving on to the table beside it, filled with a selection of gowns, kirtles, and chemises.

      “These are beautiful,” Brianna whispered to herself, as her hand brushed along the heaping piles of soft linen, wool, and silk. Examining the cuts and colors, Brianna realized the pieces all replicated styles worn throughout Europe during the late Middle Ages. The fabrics though, all spoke wealth.

      The woman running the booth sidled up next to her and began rummaging through the messy, but organized piles. “These,” she said of the outfits she’d put together from undergarments to gowns. Brianna eyed the woman, her curiosity piqued—the clothing she’d picked suited her perfectly. At least it would have, were she a noblewoman circa mid-fifteenth century England. “And these,” said the woman, tossing some hose and a pair of fur-lined ankle boots atop the growing stack.

      It really was fine work, almost indistinguishable from the antique designs she’d come across in her career. “These are incredible replicas,” Brianna murmured.

      The woman smirked, and without breaking eye contact, plucked a few more items from the end of the table. “You’ll want these, too.”

      Brianna looked down and grinned, reaching for the bags the woman had added. Never one to resist a great purse, Brianna couldn’t help but be impressed. The woman’s selections continued to be spot on. As she examined the silk and leather bags, Brianna gasped when she found a compact mirror inside a matching pouch. Even if they weren’t authentic, Brianna was smitten.

      “Deal,” she said, grinning. “I’ll take them.”

      “Of course, you will,” the decidedly odd—yet intriguing—woman said, taking Brianna’s credit card and running it. The receipt was printed, but before she handed it to Brianna, the woman gave a small smile, almost to herself, then made her way to the entrance of the booth, where she began defrocking the mannequin of the display gown that brought Brianna in to begin with, gently cradling both the dress and leather satchel that had hung there.

      “Oh,” Brianna said, raising a hand to stop her. “I’m not sure either of those are in my budget.”

      “No, they’re probably not,” the woman said. “But they’re perfect. So, it’s a gift.”

      “Oh, no,” Brianna said, waving her hand now with purpose. “I couldn’t.”

      “You can,” the woman insisted.

      It was such a generous gift—and from a veritable stranger at that—that Brianna, never one to feel beholden to someone, decided she’d drop some cash on the table before she left. It wouldn’t be anywhere near enough to pay for the dress, but it’d be something. She watched mutely as the woman packed everything in the leather satchel, and when Brianna took the bag from her, she clutched the bundle in her arms, feeling torn. She wasn’t sure if she should give it back—it was a very expensive piece. Simple in design, but the leather was supple and worn, without looking used. Not sure what got into her, but certain that the bag felt right in her hands, Brianna decided right then that she was keeping it. The strap went over her head, and she adjusted it cross-body like it belonged there. When she reached for her wallet again, the woman stayed her hand.

      “It’s a gift, Brianna,” the woman said, and for a moment, Brianna froze. How did she know her name? Brianna looked down at her wallet and her shoulders relaxed slightly. Of course, her credit card, which the woman had just run, had “Brianna O’Roarke” printed right on it.

      “You’ll make good use of them, and that will be payment enough,” the woman said.

      Brianna held the woman’s gaze for a long moment. The sincerity in her voice was unmistakable, and any guile Brianna had felt previously was now gone. This was a gift, and Brianna decided she would accept it as a good omen. After a moment, she nodded and thanked the woman, before sort of floating off down the road, wondering at her new belongings, and the odd and ethereal woman who’d given them to her.

      By the time she returned to the bed and breakfast, her room was ready, and her bags had been placed inside. Since she was only staying the night, there wasn’t much to unpack besides pajamas and a change of clothes for the morning. As she spread a hand towel on the marble counter to lay out her toiletries, she realized whatever tension she’d felt from her visit to Dunhill felt far away now. Relishing in her little unexpected excursion, she took her time freshening up before dinner, a lovely meal served tableside with a view of a stunning sunset through the picture windows. She capped off her night with a hot shower, and when she slipped into bed, Brianna sighed happily, sinking into a plush featherbed and fine linens.

      When she awoke the next morning, Brianna felt surprisingly well-rested. Usually one to toss and turn, especially when away from home, she made a mental note to inquire about the bedding before leaving. While repacking was a bit more challenging considering yesterday’s purchases (and gifts), she didn’t regret a thing, not even the odd encounter. After a delicious breakfast, eggs Benedict served with the most divine hollandaise she’d ever tasted, Brianna decided to order a boxed lunch to take with her. One less thing to worry about, and given what she’d sampled so far, it was sure to be another win.

      Refueled, she and the car, Brianna set off again, intent to hit the gates of the Montgomery property by mid-afternoon. Paying close attention to her unfamiliar surroundings, as Brianna turned down the road that led to the estate, she ran through the words she was planning to say to Mr. MacTavish. If the man even let her in. Her earlier calm started to give way to jittery nerves.

      She suddenly felt apprehensive, worried that she would fail in recovering her family’s heirloom. She’d been tracking the sword for nearly two years now and finally had an opportunity to negotiate its safe return to the O’Roarke family coffers. She hadn’t even known her grandfather had sold it until after he’d died and Brianna had taken on the task of going through his papers and various collections. The shock at seeing the sword’s case empty was with her still. And now, here she was, uncertain whether she’d be able to get it back. Losing the sword itself had been one thing, but to learn that the MacTavishes were claiming that they were the rightful owners just didn’t sit well with her.

      Brianna considered all of this as she parked her car and made her way up to the front door. No easy feat since the pictures she’d found of the estate online did not do it justice. Brianna had done a bit of research on the property—which was well within her purview as a historian and art collector, not that she had to justify it, but still. She’d dug into everything she could find. And call her crazy (no, don’t) but in yet another odd turn of events, she discovered that the estate’s owners, the notable Montgomery family had their own mysterious history, loose ends that, from what Brianna could tell, had never been fully tied.

      Finding herself on the front steps, she paused before the doors, a stunning mahogany set, inset with leaded beveled glass, and took a deep, fortifying breath. You can do this Brianna. Time to reclaim your family’s history. Before she could talk herself out of it, Brianna rang the bell, then stepped back, hands clasped before her. The door swung open a moment later, and much to her surprise, it was Darach MacTavish himself who opened it. Naturally, she’d Googled him as well, curious about him and his wife, as well as their connection to the Montgomery family. Still, seeing him in person, this large dark-haired man with a terribly serious look, nearly an arm’s length away, was intimidating, to say the least.

      “Mr. MacTavish,” she said, hating how meek she sounded. She was here to reclaim what was rightfully hers, for goodness’ sake! Get a grip, Bree!

      “Miss O’Roarke,” he said, and for a moment she startled. How could he know her? But of course, the man must have done his own research. That realization made her relax slightly as Mr. MacTavish spoke again. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      It wasn’t a flat-out reprimand, but Brianna flushed all the same, hoping he’d allow her inside. If nothing else, after her long drive, the use of the restroom was necessary.

      “I’m sorry to intrude,” she said, putting some strength behind her voice this time. “I know when we last spoke you said you would be in Wales at the Montgomery estate for a time.”

      “And you followed me?”

      She shook her head. “No, no, no,” she said, waving her hand. “I found myself at Dunhill only two nights ago. Unplanned.”

      “Dar?” A soft feminine voice called. That was unexpected. Brianna hadn’t realized it was a family trip.

      Mr. MacTavish stepped back and gestured Brianna inside, his attention now on the very pregnant woman who’d called his name. Brianna recognized her as his wife, Celeste, and saw how his eyes warmed, his entire expression and body language a beacon of true love. Without a word, he pulled her close to his side, then bent down and whispered something to her. It took Brianna’s ear a moment to adjust once she realized he was speaking French. “It’s Brianna O’Roarke. Christopher and Michelle’s niece.”

      Celeste glanced over at Brianna, so briefly that she almost missed it. “As in…” Celeste whispered back, also in French.

      Brianna, suddenly even more uncomfortable at the idea that even Celeste knew who she was, looked away just as she caught Dar nodding.

      “Why is she just standing in the doorway? Have you invited her inside?”

      Dar glanced back at Brianna and was about to answer when Celeste sighed.  “As in all the way inside?” she said.

      “She has questions about the sword,” Dar told her. “We were supposed to meet at the end of the month.”

      At this, Brianna glanced back at the pair, and when she did, she caught Celeste’s eye for a millisecond. The other woman was looking at her differently now, with a bit more wariness.

      “Then why is she here?” Celeste asked her husband. “In Wales?”

      Brianna could hear them perfectly, even from across the room, but she did her best to remain aloof and pretend she didn’t understand. Might as well learn as much as she could, since it appeared the MacTavishes were being secretive. He must have sensed she was all ears because Darach glanced at her then and started speaking in a different language again. Scots Gaelic. She knew that one too, but stopped short of rolling her eyes. They’d have to do better than that if they hoped to keep her in the dark. All O’Roarkes spoke enough English, French, and Gaelic to get by, and some spoke even more. Credit all the way back to the De La Cour sisters—according to all records, Cateline had taught her nephew’s second wife, Margret, the language back in the Middle Ages, and then Margret had taught her children, and their children taught their children, and so on. And thus began the family tradition, which had since been passed down through the generations. Margret was responsible for another tradition as well. According to some letters that Brianna had come across, Margret had been the one to ensure that all O’Roarke females were proficient in some sort of weaponry, primarily used for self-defense, though at the beginning, protecting her husband Callum had been her motivation.

      Brianna waited patiently, admiring the staircase to her right and an enormous ballroom that overlooked the grounds. While the MacTavishes discussed the merits of inviting her to stay, a man who by his looks had to be Darach’s father, appeared from another part of the house. He smiled warmly at her, before interrupting the couple, still deep in debate. When he spoke, he did so firmly, pointedly, and in English, obviously for her benefit.

      “She’s an O’Roarke. She stays.”
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      When Aidan and his men crossed onto MacGreggor land, dusk was fast approaching, and was long gone by the time they’d reached the outer gates of Seagrave Castle.  A celebratory flair rent the night air as they entered the bailey where large bonfires illuminated the courtyard, crackling and hissing as embers danced in the air before turning to naught. It was a sight not altogether unusual as Grey and Gwen set the firepits ablaze whenever they received guests, and as their numbers increased throughout the years—his brethren and those in their closest circles—with each successive marriage and bairns that followed, so too did their zeal for merrymaking and revelry. It was fast becoming a familiar sight and one that oft caused Aidan to ponder his future and that of his destiny and subsequent lineage.

      Loath to interrupt the children, who despite the late hour were caught up in a game as they ran to and fro, Aidan stayed his horse, content to observe from the perimeter. He breathed in the welcome scent of firewood, taking note of the changes since his last visit. He sent a nod to Grey on the keep’s steps, who returned the acknowledgment, his wife Gwen tucked protectively in front of him. After the loss of a babe born without life and the difficult year that followed, it was good to see that Gwen was clearly expecting again. Gavin (Grey’s best friend and former first in command) and his wife, Isabelle (Grey’s sister) had returned to Seagrave months ago. At first, to offer their support to Gwen and Grey and later, with their impending move to Abersoch not so far away, they’d decided to stay. Aidan knew that Lady Madelyn, Grey and Isabelle’s mother, was thankful to have them all under one roof again, and although still in very good health, Aidan also knew from experience, that traveling back and forth was never what he would call easy on a body.

      Turning his attention back to the young ones who were making another pass from one end of the courtyard to the other, Aidan smiled when Tristan, Gwen and Grey’s eldest boy, gasped and stopped in his tracks as he noticed Aidan atop his steed in the shadows. Aidan had a soft spot for the boy, who often sought his favor and followed him about the castle. So when Tristan jumped atop a boulder and pointedly caught his eye, Aidan knew what was coming. The boy lifted the hood of his cloak, concealing his face in shadow—a fine emulation, indeed, as Aidan was wont to observe— and spread his arms dramatically, declaring, “Keeper of the realm, the mighty bear has arrived.” Aidan chuckled, as did the other adults. As the children went back to their games, Aidan and his men saw to their horses before leaving them in the capable hands of James, Seagrave’s stablemaster.

      When Aidan finally made it through the courtyard toward the keep, the children were gone and off to bed. Inside, he spotted Grey on his way upstairs and Gwen on her way down.

      “Speak in the morning?” Grey asked as he turned, toddler in his arms.

      “Aye,” Aidan nodded, nothing was so pressing that it couldn’t wait until the morrow.

      “You’re in Callum’s room,” Gwen said. “But head to the kitchens first, Cook knew you were coming and made you supper. I’ll have Anna see to a hot bath in the meantime.”

      He stopped her as she made to pass and fixed her with a concerned look. “You’re well?” He asked.

      She nodded, a crooked smile tugging at her lips as her eyes suddenly filled with tears.

      His heart nearly twisted clear around, “Och, Gwen,” was all he could manage.

      “Don’t make me cry,” she said swatting his chest, before waving him off. “Eat. I need to find Anna.” She paused a few steps down the hallway, “And tell your men,” she said, all trace of tears gone as she pointed to Alan, Henry, and Richard, as always close behind him, “I win.”

      He grinned at her recitation of the MacGreggor creed. “As always, my lady,” he conceded, with a nod.

      Gwen smiled, satisfied, then continued down the hall. Watching her go, Aidan made eye contact with Grey, who’d been observing from the landing atop the stairs, grinning too at his wife’s rejoinder. While the castle might now be quiet, it was common knowledge that Gwendolyn MacGreggor was carefully guarded. And while Grey’s men might not stand the mere pace behind her as they once had, she had eyes on her at all times. Plenty more than his three.

      With a salute to Grey, Aidan and his men made their way to the kitchens, toward the large corner spot where they often took informal meals. Cook beamed when she saw him—she had a soft spot for them all, but with Dar gone and Callum prospering once again at Dunhill, he knew she enjoyed his visits all the more. He wasted no time in going to her, fishing out the pouch he’d brought stuffed with herbs plucked with care from Pembrooke’s small but bountiful gardens. She eyed the contents with delight then shooed him to the table. She needn’t ask twice.

      He joined his men, not surprised to find one of his favorite meals waiting beneath the covered platters, a dish Gwen had dubbed pot roast cooked with root vegetables and served with bread still warm from the oven. A divine repast indeed. He sent thanks Cook’s way and heartily dug in. When they finished, they cleared the table to the good-natured grumbles of servants still busy in preparation for whatever meals would be served on the morrow. Then Aidan left his men by the doors before turning to go upstairs.

      The room, once occupied by Callum after his first wife Fiona passed, had later become Aidan’s when in residence. He thought back to the various stages he and his brethren had gone through over the years, all seeming at one time or another to come full circle. Having been fostered together as young boys—he, Greylen, Callum, Darach, and Ronan—their bond was as unbreakable now as it had ever been.

      It mattered naught if they saw each other but once a year, which had been the case for nigh on a decade. It was a solemn observance that called them together every year, a commemoration to Allister and Fergus, Grey and Callum’s fathers, who’d each been instrumental in their development. While Lachlan had played an essential role in their training, and in all their lives, it wasn’t until later that they’d learned he was the true force behind their brotherhood. It was no wonder they all revered the man so.

      Shaking off the twinge of melancholy he sometimes felt when thinking of Lachlan and Dar, Aidan unpacked his satchel, looking forward to a hot soak. Steam was still rising from the large tub which had been placed before the fire, a sure sign Anna had her hands in its timing. Aidan thought again how good it felt to be back at Seagrave, the castle bursting with life and love and joy—and sorrow, too, which had its own beauty. What these walls had seen over the years. What grand stories and displays of honor and valor. After his bath, memories of the past stayed with him as he sank beneath the linens and closed his eyes.

      Aidan slept soundly, always a boon when at Seagrave, which had not only the comforts but the true sense of home. He’d just finished shaving and was running the back of his hand across his jawline when a soft rap sounded upon his door.

      “Enter,” he bid with a grin, knowing it was Tristan.

      Not a moment later, the boy dashed over, eyes gleaming, hand out. “May I hold your medallion?” he asked.

      Aidan smiled and shook his head. “If but I had it.”

      Tristan’s eyes grew wide. “What happened to it? Did you forget it? Did you lose it? Did…did someone steal it?”

      The boy was so expressive, Aidan chuckled. “Nothing so wicked,” he assured him, “Save a blow to my pride.”

      “Nay!” the lad gasped.

      Aidan ruffled his hair. “Aye, it happens to the best of us.”

      At this, Tristan seemed skeptical, which wasn’t at all surprising considering his parents.

      “Truth be told,” Aidan continued, “I was felled by a wee kitten.”

      “You were not!”

      “I see you’ve inherited your mother’s spunk, along with her jargon,” Aidan said with a laugh.

      “Don’t remind me,” Grey said as he walked in, his bluster belied by literally everything when it came to his wife. “Breakfast?” he asked reaching for Tristan’s hand.

      “Papa, Aidan lost his medallion.”

      Grey said naught to the boy but did raise a curious brow in Aidan’s direction as he held the door open.

      Aidan shrugged it off, grabbing his cloak before following behind. In a stark, but pleasant contrast to the calm of Pembrooke, the hallway was nearly bursting, filled with squeals and chatter as everyone made their way downstairs to the great hall. A round of musical chairs later, mostly precipitated by a cherub face with serious intent, platters hit the table and another round of chaos ensued as plates and bowls were filled. Aidan enjoyed the ruckus, helping when he could by snagging a fast-passing dish as little arms reached out in vain.

      A few moments later, the children finally settled to eat, and a bit of calm reigned for all of a breath until Tristan made the proclamation yet again, that of Aidan’s medallion and its missing nature. Hoping the mention would pass without fanfare amidst the crowded table, Aidan took a deep sip of Cook’s morning brew, relishing the pleasantly strong flavor as he put on a deliberate air of nonchalance. He was intent on remaining silent on the matter and was almost sure it had gone unnoticed until a head snapped in his direction and a set of eyes zeroed in on his.

      “Wait,” said the culprit. It was Gwen, of course, who of all present would pick at it. He glared at her from across the table, which made her burst out in laughter. “You’ll have to do better than that, I’m married to him,” she said with a head motion to her right where Grey sat. “Was it truly lost?” she asked.

      Aidan shook his head. “Nay. I know precisely where it lies.”

      “Oh. I thought maybe…”

      “Maybe, what?” he asked as Gwen trailed off. He hadn’t considered anything of the incident, at least not until this very moment.

      “Well,” Gwen started, and Aidan braced himself, suddenly knowing all too well where this was going. “It’s no secret that your medallions carry some significance. Like⁠—”

      “Not in this case,” Aidan said quickly, hoping to staunch whatever nonsense she might weave. While Margret may have been wearing Callum’s lost medallion, and Gwen had found solace in Grey’s before they wed, there was no said significance in the case of Dar and Celeste. To further squash any forthcoming argument to her point, he added, “Let’s move on from the matter to something real. I’ve been approached to marry Judith Fitzgerald.”

      At this, Grey and Gavin regarded him with utmost seriousness while the women gasped, looking horrified.

      Aidan shrugged, outwardly projecting indifference, yet suddenly he felt anything but. “I haven’t yet agreed,” he said, hating the uncertainty that crept into his voice. “Though if I refuse, her brothers will not let it go lightly.”

      “If not for her brothers and the men that they are, one could do worse than Judith Fitzgerald,” Grey said slowly. Nigel and Gil Fitzgerald’s reputation as brutes and bullies, at the least, was known widely, as everyone—even the women nodded at Grey’s statement. “However,” Grey continued, “to speak it bluntly—Judith is wholly of our time, is she not?” It was a question of much import, considering. “If there is anything to be gleaned from our combined experience, your match is likely to be with a lass brought here from a future century.”
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