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  Praise for the Rag and Boyd Series


“The blend of Celtic folklore, modern mystery, and heartfelt character moments makes this story utterly unputdownable. The landscapes, both real and Otherworldly, come alive with vivid imagery and the tension never lets go. A must-read for fantasy lovers who crave adventure with real emotional depth. Can’t wait to see where this series goes next!” — ScotliteBoost on Goodreads


“Engaging characters, a captivating storyline and enough suspense, thrills and humour to keep you gripped.”


“This book took me to a new world through its playful narrative voice and ability to merge fantasy with a believable

story.”


“What really elevates this is the delightful cast of characters and creatures, vividly realized with marvellous descriptive prose.”
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  Prologue




The door at the top of the cellar steps was thrown open and a wide beam of yellow lamplight cut through the gloom. Something shuffled in a far corner behind the brandy casks, but the two men at the head of the stairs weren’t concerned with rats. One hauled the limp drunkard upright so the other could take his share of the weight, and between them they half-lifted and half-dragged the dark-haired figure down the wide shallow steps towards the stacked casks and dark recesses below.


It was fortunate for Vandyke, that they dragged him backwards, so it was his booted heels that hit every step with a considerable thud, rather than his head. At the bottom, the two men tossed him roughly onto a pile of old sacks.


‘He’s heavier than he looks,’ said one.


‘That’ll be the amount of brandy-wine he’s drunk,’ grunted the other. ‘You sure there’s nothing left in his pockets?’


‘Not a copper penny.’


The second man grunted again in disapproval. ‘Well, he can sober up down here and then work off what he owes when he wakes up.’


The two men went to leave; at the top of the stairs, one picked up Van’s travelling pack, having given it a quick search and found nothing worth stealing, he tossed it down. It landed heavily on Van’s belly. The broon gasped and made a muffled protest before rolling onto his side. The inn-keeper paused to sneer in disgust.


‘Bloody Others! Come here, get drunk—well if he wants his weapons back, he’ll have to earn them!’


The man spat down the stairs before slamming the cellar door shut and turning the key in the lock.


 


Comparative silence descended; the thick oak floorboards muffled the noise from the busy inn above. This part of the cellar was under the corridors, not the main tap-room, so there were only the footfalls of the servers, and pot-boys occasionally scurrying overhead. Narrow chinks between the boards let through thin slivers of light. As his eyes adjusted, Van could see, albeit blearily, where he was… he just wasn’t capable of moving, not quite yet…


A small figure in a fine, broad-brimmed hat peered cautiously around the stack of large casks near the back wall, and seeing there was just one figure crumpled on the floor, he moved forward warily. He stood over Van and stared down at him.


The broon could barely focus, but he could make out a ruddy-cheeked face, clean-shaven, above a high collared, green jacket decorated with braid; the sleeves cut to reveal the expensive silk linings.


Van turned his head as he felt the bile rise in his throat… and noticed the fine, black silk stockings, highly polished leather shoes with silver buckles… before he vomited in their direction. The owner of the shoes jumped back nimbly and stepped clear of the winey, foul-smelling puddle.


‘Not over me good shoes, boyo!’ he said crossly.


The figure circled around to Van’s other side and stooped to get his hands under the broon’s armpits.


‘Let’s get yer away from that nasty mess and see what we have here.’


For a small person he was surprisingly strong. He dragged Van towards the dark shadows at the rear of the cellar. Van had enough of his senses about him to try and struggle free, but the little man held him fast, and Van was far too drunk to think coherently as to means of escape. The broon felt himself lowered down on to a thick mass of straw knots, cast off bottle-wrappings piled together on the floor. A light flared inside a horn-lantern; Van squinted against the sudden brightness. He could see some heavy, green glass bottles standing beside a half-filled, fine crystal goblet on top of a small cask.  Another smaller cask beside it provided somebody with a seat. This ‘somebody’ arrived back carrying Van’s pack and some clean sacks; which were quickly folded up and pushed firmly under the broon’s head and shoulders to raise them. The figure sat down and took his hat off, which he placed on a bottle rack. Van’s vision was swimming in and out of focus, but he noticed the encircling hat-band was composed of coloured feathers, all different kinds, and many of them…


‘Now might be as good a time as any for introductions. I am Cluricaune—yer can call me Clurry if yer can’t get your tongue around it—and in yer present state I doubts yer’ll get yer tongue around much of anything at all.’


Clurry’s Irish accent was pronounced enough to make Van wonder why this obviously fae creature was here in the South West of all places—though he didn’t get as far as wondering what a fae was doing drinking by himself down in a cellar. Van nodded, and tried to struggle up, which made his head spin and his stomach feel queasy.


‘No, don’t fret about formalities,’ said Clurry. ‘Perhaps a wee drop of the good stuff to clear the nasty taste from yer mouth maybe?’


Clurry produced another fine goblet, seemingly out of thin air, with a flourish and poured a small amount of brandy from one of the bottles.


‘Aged to perfection’, he said. ‘Now, don’t you spill it…’


He reached out and placed it in Van’s hand, curling the broon’s fingers around the stem and guiding the rim to his lips.


‘Just a wee sip—moisten yer tongue is all…’


Van took a small sip. The fiery spirit all but evaporated in his mouth…before some trickled down his throat like liquid flame. It made him cough violently.  The glass was hastily withdrawn.


‘Maybe you’re not ready for that just yet—water, yes water.’


Clurry snapped his fingers and a tumbler appeared on top of the cask. ‘Now it will be around here somewhere…’


The Cluricaune stood up and walked away. Van heard the sound of rushing water, before he saw Clurry returning with a wooden pail.


‘They keep the floor down here nice and clean, and there’s a drain, so I knew there had to be a tap for them to swill the place off.’


He dipped the glass in the pail to fill it and handed it to Van, who managed to focus enough to hold the glass securely by taking it with both hands. He sipped the water before struggling to speak.


‘My thanks. My name is… Vandyke… I am… grateful for your kindness…’


Clurry sat back on his cask and watched the broon take tiny sips of water. Eventually he spoke softly, almost to himself.


‘My, my… the state of yer—svartalfar-bred by yer looks, liosalfar dressed by yer clothing, but you take the broonish name yer mother gave to you. So, tell me, truthfully now…’ His bright green eyes seemed to stare straight into Van’s heart and mind. ‘Speak to me truly of what it would be yer drinking to forget? Or should I say—who?’


Van struggled to look away from those mesmerising eyes, but found himself answering anyway.


‘Lady Finnola.’ he whispered. ‘The Lady of the Swan-folk.’


‘She wouldn’t have yer?’


Van shook his head miserably, which almost brought on another bout of nausea. ‘She said… she said she could never be with a creature that couldn’t fly…’


Clurry nodded his head understandingly, ‘But she was beautiful…’


Van nodded.


‘And so gracious… and charming,’ Clurry continued.


Van sniffed loudly.


‘And truly the loveliest female creature ye’ve ever seen in yer entire life?’


Van wiped his nose on the back of his hand, and sniffed again.


‘Sure, aren’t they always?’ Clurry said.


He reached over and took the glass from Van’s fingers. ‘Best you lay down awhile and sleep it off. I’ll keep an eye out for you—no, no…’ Clurry hushed Van’s feeble protests and looked around the cellar as if expecting a response. ‘Yer man needs to sleep, and I, Cluricaune, promises to watch over him, so I do.’


Van’s increasingly heavy eyelids slid closed and his head slipped back onto the folded sacks, and he was instantly asleep.


Clurry reached for Van’s pack and proceeded to search through it, speaking aloud to himself with a running commentary as he did so.


‘Dayz love us—good shirts, yes, well made—by broonish hands—small clothes—well-knitted socks, not necessarily from his own hand—a wee book…’ Clurry riffled through the pages. ‘He writes poetry—of course he does! Ah, ever the romantic one as hates others might see it, eh? Whetstone and oil for yer blades—a fighter then. Bandages, needles, and salve… so yer thinking there’ll be harm coming yer way. Well, salve won’t help that head, but I’ve a little something left that will, and surely to stars above, ye’re going to need it!’


Clurry searched through his many concealed jacket-pockets and produced a small, round, turned white-wood pill-box.


‘Powdered unicorn shell—rare and valuable, and good for what ails yer! And I’ll just write a wee note…’


He took the pencil from Van’s book and tore out a page and wrote: ‘…a small pinch in spring water will clear the head, and heal. Use… sparingly. You owe me… Signed…’ Then he folded the note tightly around the box and pushed it into Van’s pack.


‘Now what’s this?’ Clurry pulled out a slender white pipe. ‘Boyo here plays the tin whistle…’


He put it to his lips and blew gently. A lovely, lithe melody sounded from the pipe as Cluricaune’s fingers twinkled up and down covering the holes. When he’d finished playing, he stroked the instrument gently.


‘Ah Vandyke, me poor wee man, yer play well, I dare say… and now, I think I’ll gift yer to play this pipe even better than before. For I truly feel sorry for yer. Yer fell so deeply in love with the wrong creature, so you did.’


Clurry held up the small, brilliant white feather he’d found along with the pipe. ‘For a Daughter of Lir is not the one for you.’ He shook his head. ‘She’s too much water, when your heart should be seeking fire…’


Clurry retrieved his fine-looking hat. He carefully tucked the swan’s feather into the hat-band, along with all the others, before putting the broad-brimmed felt on, adjusting it to a jaunty angle.  Then he picked up his glass and raised it in a toast to the sleeping broon.


‘The wind at yer back, the sun on yer face, home fires bright ahead. May straight roads and winding waters, lead yer back to a safe bed.’ Clurry took a sip, and smiled to himself.


Van stirred, and in doing so rolled over and his sleeve rucked up revealing some of the warding mark Wulfric Kennetson had laid under the skin of his broon’s forearm. Clurry put down his glass and leant forward to kneel beside Van so he could push the sleeve up further. The ward on the broon’s arm stirred and the pearl-white knots moved slowly under the skin.


‘So that’s the way of it…’ muttered Clurry. He held Van’s arm and pressed his thumb into the centre of the knot, which briefly swirled a misty pale loop up and over and around his hand before sinking back under Van’s skin.


‘Oh, so ye’re bound to Himself are yer, me boyo? And I dare say Himself keeps a fine cellar and could spare a drop or three for a poor, ol’ thirsty fella who brings his young blade back home. Oh yes, I should think so.’


He placed Van’s arm across his chest, shook out the blanket from the broon’s pack and laid it over the sleeping figure.


‘You take a wee nap, me lad—then we’ll see about me taking yer back the quick way, because, that’s one long, old, cold walk yer have ahead of yer, from South-West to Far North, and nothing but the bitter tears in your heart for company…’


Clurry topped up his elegant crystal glass from the heavy green bottle, rubbed a speck of dust off his shiny shoe buckle, and settled back with a contented sigh.  He sipped his brandy and began to sing quietly, to himself:


 


Ah love is pleasing and love is teasing,


Love is a pleasure when first ‘tis new.


But as it grows older,


Then love grows colder,


And fades away like the morning dew…




  




  Chapter One




September was surprisingly sunny, not especially warm, but big, bright Highland skies dotted with fair-weather clouds and unusually soft winds made being outdoors pleasant.


When he felt he had the strength, Lachlan liked to sit in his favourite armchair near the window of the spacious, but cosy sitting room that adjoined his old bedroom; the one he and his wife Aurelia had once shared when they still lived at Wulf’s castle. The view across the loch and up the valley to the rising moors and mountains beyond, gave him the sense of freedom he craved. It took away some of the memories of being chained within cold, grim stone walls that leached away all knowledge of time and space. He liked to be reminded that days still passed in the proper order—in the Svartlord’s cells he was often kept hooded to disorientate him, and lamps were constantly alight so he never knew day from night.


‘Dad, shall I start filling the bookshelf over here?’


Boyd knelt on the floor amongst the many boxes that had been delivered to Wulf’s castle by the removal men. They’d finished clearing the family’s belongings from their old house in the English Midlands a couple of months ago, but still hadn’t emptied all the packing cases.


Lachlan sighed. He dragged his gaze away from the view outside and looked across the large, pleasant room that was completely panelled in warm honey-coloured wood. Once so familiar, but now filled with clutter and disorder… it seemed odd without Aurelia being here… never being here again. Ever. He refocused his eyes and thoughts back to the present.


‘Just unpack and stack them, son. Then I can see the titles and decide what I want putting where.’


‘You’re sure you don’t want me to shelve them for you?’


Lachlan slowly shook his head; his thoughts seemed to rise so ponderously, like bubbles through treacle. It annoyed him when he was asked to make quick decisions and found he couldn’t.


‘No… leave them in piles so I can see them. Just take the boxes away with you. You should be outside on a lovely day like this. Where’s your sister?’


‘Rag’s practising her archery in the orchard. She’s really taken to it now,’ said Boyd.


Lachlan nodded, ‘I heard from Vandyke how she’d ridden out on the back of a Swan, bow in hand. And you did too—you were both very brave…’


‘I did what I had to,’ said Boyd with a self-deprecating shrug. ‘So of course, Rag had to come along whether we wanted her or not. Although—I have to admit, I sort of aimed high, because I just wanted to scare the Unseelie fairs… I think Rag did to.’


‘I know—you weren’t ready to try and hurt them. And that can be a good thing.’ Lachlan smiled, ‘Morag takes after her Mum. Aurelia was brave… although she was never keen on heights… I remember the first time we rode a Pegasus-pony. She was clinging so tightly to my waist I couldn’t breathe…’


Lachlan’s smile slowly faded; his jaw dropped open a little and his eyes glazed over as he become lost in thoughts and old memories.


Boyd watched his father drift away; it was an all too familiar sight these days. And he hated it. He wanted his old dad back—the one that knew what he wanted to do and did it. The one who was full of energy, not the one who was still painfully thin and gaunt, and whose clothes always looked too big for him.


There was a gentle scratching at the door—Hazel let herself in. The small broon bustled forward, her long brown skirts swishing just above her ankles. She was carrying a silver tray with a glass, a jug, and a small bowl—beside them was a large, steaming cup… of coffee by the warm waft of smell that reached Boyd’s nostrils.


‘Master Lachlan—time for your medication, sir. And I thought you’d like a hot drink, nice and milky. And some wee shortbread biscuits—I made them myself.’


Hazel smiled at Boyd as she went to the small table beside Lachlan’s armchair; she set down her tray and began to prepare a draft of the finely powdered unicorn shell that Van had brought home with him—along with the Cluricaune who had given him the remarkable powder, and who had enjoyed the run of the laird’s wine cellar for a week as a reward. Broonie, the chief of the household staff, was still smarting and fretting about the amount the little Irish creature had consumed!


Hazel readied the powder for Lachlan to drink.  She gently tugged his sleeve to get his attention back to the present. Lachlan turned his face towards her very slowly as if waking from a deep sleep, although his eyes were wide open.


The man felt the moisture of the tiny dribble of saliva at the corner of his lips and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand crossly.


‘Yes, Hazel—what do you want?’


His words were sharp, but the broon ignored the brief flash of temper.


‘The Laird said you should have another dose, Master Lachlan—it has done you good so far.’ Hazel stood patiently holding out the small glass; the white powder still swirling in the clear spring water.


‘Just swallow it quickly, dear, and then have a mouthful of coffee to wash it down.’


Boyd turned away and kept his attention focussed on unpacking boxes and stacking piles of books. It felt intrusive for him to be watching his father being treated almost like a child, even though he knew full well how ill his father had been… still was. Uncle Wulf had explained to him how the Svartlord’s rough treatment of his father, and the imposed thrall, had left the man so weak and confused he could barely walk, or talk… or anything.


According to the liosalfar, the residue of an exceptionally violent thrall like that could leave long-term damage—the best his uncle could explain was it was something like multiple inflammations at the finest, tiniest levels of the nerves and cells.


‘I have strong hopes Lachlan will recover, but it will take time to repair such extensive damage.’ Then Wulf had quickly added, ‘There will be ways we can help him—we just have to find them.’


When Van had arrived back with the powder Cluricaune had handed him ‘to clear his head’, it was Wulf’s decision to try giving some to Lachlan. It had worked. A tiny amount each day had created a significant improvement in Lachlan’s health, but Boyd had heard Hazel tell one of the other broons that there was not much of it left—and he’d heard the concern in her voice.


‘That’s it, hen. Drink it down—now here’s your coffee, pet, can you hold it steady?’


‘I’m not that bad, auntie…’


‘’Course you’re not, dear—I just don’t need more washing to do if you spill it over your nice new dressing gown,’ murmured Hazel soothingly as she took the glass from his lax fingers.


‘I can manage, Hazel!’ His father’s words had that edge of irritation again.


‘Yes, sir. Of course.’


The little broon rearranged her tray neatly, removing the glass and bowl and leaving behind the coffee cup and saucer and plate of shortbread on the table.


‘Hazel—I’m sorry. I get so… so frustrated, by…’


Hazel patted his arm. ‘I know, dearie, I know… My, you should have seen m’lord Muirdoch after he was injured back in the spring. Now he was a handful and a half! No mistake there!’ She bustled away.


‘Master Boyd, stop with those boxes. Time you were outside with your sister. Give your father a bit of quiet.’


‘He’s not doing any harm,’ said Lachlan.


‘No, but then you can enjoy your coffee and a wee shortie in peace, and watch the nice day outside.’


‘I don’t seem to do much else.’ Lachlan sounded fretful.


‘You will when you can. Rushing forward when you need to stand still won’t help anybody,’ Hazel’s voice was brisk. ‘Now Boyd, open the door for me and we’ll find something else for you to do—have you had your archery practise today?’


‘I was going to go out when Rag had finished,’ said Boyd.


‘No reason you can’t both be there.’


Boyd kept quiet, not wanting to admit it irked him slightly that Rag was getting better at archery than he was.


‘Well, if you practised more, she wouldn’t be.’ Hazel spoke over her shoulder as she bustled through the large panelled door, which Boyd held open for her.


His jaw dropped and he looked questioningly at his father, who sat watching them. Lachlan gave a chuckle.


‘I never could tell if Hazel was reading my mind, or making an educated guess, when I was growing up,’ he said. ‘But if she was around, I always took great care what I was thinking about as I got older. Off you go, Boyd. I’ll see you later.’


Lachlan turned his gaze back to the landscape outside the window as he raised his cup carefully, before taking a slow sip of his gently steaming drink.


Boyd closed the door behind him and followed Hazel out of his father’s apartment. She had already disappeared down the little spiral stairs to the kitchens before he got that far down the landing.


Frithjof, Uncle Wulf’s huge, lynx-like, long-haired cat was sunning himself on a wide window-seat near the top of the main staircase; he liked to be somewhere he could sprawl and still have a good view, making sure he didn’t miss anything. Boyd reached out absently and fondled behind the big cat’s be-whiskered ears—something the animal would never have let him do when Boyd and his sister first arrived at the Keep.


‘Best go and get that archery done,’ thought Boyd as he trudged down the wide, polished wood stairway.


Frithjof stared after him for a few moments, then jumped down to the floor and stalked along the corridor towards Lachlan’s rooms in search of a warm lap or a soft cushion to snooze on.






  




  Chapter Two




Rag drew back her arm, elbow held high; she paused as she felt her hand reach her usual nocking point… then loosed the arrow. It caught the edge of the round, straw target and skittered off to clatter into the high wall behind it. Rag frowned, she didn’t know what the matter was with her today—every other arrow missed the target, or hit the edge. She wriggled her shoulders inside her leather jacket—it certainly felt tighter than it used to… and now the Long Brothers, who supervised her and her brother’s archery training, had decided she should be given a heavier short-bow with a longer range… Maybe she should just admit the pull was too much for her? Her second thought was, ‘of course not!’


She re-focussed, adjusted her nock, and loosed another arrow. Unfortunately, just at that moment the tough stitching in her jacket’s sleeve seam broke wide apart with a lingering creak. The unexpected noise from just below and behind her ear was loud enough to make her twitch—which made her elbow jerk.


The arrow flew high and fast, arching over the high, stone wall that surrounded the open-water swimming pool; the one Muirdoch, the Water-Horse, swam in most days, no matter the time of year. Rag was startled, but the arrow really had gone a long way…


Moments later, an enraged screech was followed by a loud stream of angry words, sprinkled with Gaelic profanities she didn’t entirely understand… but she got the drift. Oh no, NO! I’ve hit somebody!


Still holding her bow, she ran across the orchard to the railed wooden fence that kept the goats out, flung open the gate and raced up the yard towards the wooden door recessed into the pool garden’s sheltering wall. The angry shouting had barely subsided from the first angry screech, and others from the household were already on their way.


Gam must have been nearest; he was there first, quickly followed by Russ and Peat. Gam, flung the door open and dived through, swiftly followed by the two brothers. Rag charged up after them so fast she collided with the brothers’ backs, not realising they’d come to a dead halt immediately inside the open door.


‘Have I killed somebody?’ Rag whimpered in distress. She was full of guilt and felt awful.  She tried to push between Russ and Peat, who for some reason were standing stock still, and visibly trembling… Oh no, nonono…


Then she got a clear view of Gam—trying to help the apoplectic Broonie retrieve his best summer straw hat, the one he’d only had a month… the one that now had her arrow firmly lodged through its high crown. It was floating in the middle of the swimming pool. She became aware that the brothers’ trembling was accompanied by strange wheezing, and muffled spluttering noises. They were laughing!


Broonie saw her. He pointed an accusing finger and screamed at the brothers, ‘Get her gone! Now! And move those targets!  What pair of gomerals sets practise butts towards habitation? Eejits the lot of you…!’


There was plenty more, but Russ and Peat turned and pushed Rag out the door ahead of them. They marched her swiftly back towards the orchard—where they both burst out laughing hard enough to fall down and roll on the grass.


Rag was mortified. ‘I don’t know what’s so funny—I could have killed him!’


‘No,’ said Peat, ‘but you made a good job of killin’ his best hat!’


Russ wiped the tears from his eyes and composed himself. ‘You should be pleased, young Morag, a head-shot’s a very difficult target.’


They both burst out laughing again. Rag stamped her foot—how could they find this so funny?


Up the path from the far paddocks stalked Vandyke; he looked very subdued, lost in thought and scarcely glanced at his brothers other than to give a curt nod, before he quickly turned away from them and headed towards the far stables. To Rag’s eyes, he was somehow managing to scowl and look thoroughly miserable at the same time.


‘What’s wrong with him?’ said Rag.


‘Oh… that—some problem after your trip south—dinnae fash yersel’,’ said Russ.


Before Rag could ask more questions, Boyd strolled around the corner of the pool-garden wall towards the orchard fence. He was carrying his own short-bow and a quiver.


‘I just passed Broonie, he’s spitting feathers about something—what have you two done to upset him now?’


Peat put his hand on his chest. ‘Not us, no. Not this time,’ he said with an air of exaggerated innocence.


His brother vigorously nodded agreement. ‘Ask your wee sister—the sharp-shooter,’ said Russ.


Rag scowled, made an incoherent mumble of annoyance and stomped over to collect her arrows and quiver from where she’d dropped them in the grass.


‘Come on Boyd, you can help us now that you’re here. We need to shift the targets so you’ll be facing the other way.’


‘Why is that?’


‘Ask your sister,’ said Peat. Russ just sniggered.


The large straw bosses were heavy and needed all three of them to man-handle the rounds up the centre of the orchard’s main open walkway. It ran between the paired rows of low-growing fruit trees, tucked inside the broad shelter belt of tall, slim, white-barked birch trees. It made a perfect archery field.


Rag folded her arms, looked rebellious and refused to help, though eventually after the first one had been moved, she went over and helped carry the wooden frame.


‘Right through his hat?’ Boyd asked Peat with a grin.


‘Oh yes,’ said Peat.


‘No wonder he was mad,’ said Boyd, as they paced out the new distance from the target bosses.


‘Yes,’ said Russ. ‘Maybe steer clear of The Broon for the rest of the day until he calms down, eh?’


Rag pouted, ‘I should say I’m sorry about his hat,’ she said.


‘Yes, well… leave it for an hour or two. Let Hazel make him a nice cup of tea and hand out the fresh shortbread she’s made,’ said Peat.


‘Shortie?’ Russ was always eager for sweet treats.


‘Yeah, she brought some up for Dad while I was there,’ said Boyd.


‘Dad? Is he up?’ Rag lost interest in the archery practise, ‘Can I go and see him?’


‘Ah lass—I dare say you’ve had enough for today,’ said Peat.


‘I dare say Broonie thinks so too,’ said Russ, with a grin. ‘But young Boyd, you can try out the distance for half an hour or so.’ He looked at the sky, ‘No rain yet, so you’ve plenty of time. Then you’d best find Gam and ask him what he has for you to do.’


‘I suppose,’ said Boyd.


‘Aye, you suppose right,’ said Peat. ‘We’ll see you later. The unicorn needs seeing to—Morag, when you’ve been to visit your father, you can do that.  The beastie seems restless, and as he likes you and Fallow best, he’ll be easier with you.’


Rag nodded. ‘I’ll be down later when I’ve seen Dad.’ She walked away, back towards the yard and the Keep.


 


Boyd turned to face the new position for the targets. He eyed up the distance. ‘It looks further away now,’ he said.


Peat put his hands on his hips and squared up to face the big straw disc. After a few moments, he shook his head. ‘No… it looks that way because there’s nothing but grass and the far trees beyond. You’re seeing all of it and not just the boss.’


‘An optical illusion,’ said Russ.


‘Och, there’s you and your fancy words,’ said Peat.


‘’Tis true. That’s what it is,’ said Russ. ‘That’s the name for the thing.’


‘And there’s me thinking it just means you’ve got further to walk when you loose an arrow and it misses.’


‘Oh yes,’ agreed Russ, ‘that too.’ He clapped Boyd on the back. ‘Encourages you to make your mark though!’ Russ winked at Boyd, and the two brothers strolled back towards their chores.


‘Remember—half and hour, proper practise, and then find Gam.’ Peat called back over his shoulder as they left through the wooden gate. Boyd raised his bow in salute, and then turned to select an arrow from his quiver.


 


Rag stripped off her leathers with a bit of a struggle. She examined the split seam and thought of telling Sepia about it, then decided she’d just hang it up for now, along with her bow and quiver, and go to see her father first.


The storeroom for the arms and armour was away from the dampness of the kitchens and the glass houses in the centre of the Keep. It was situated in the building that held the dry feed for the animals. To one side were the tack rooms and workshop were Sepia and her twin sister Sienna did the repairs to all the leathers: harness, saddles, plus shoes and the like. Their own rooms were in the lofts above, kept cosy by the flues of the big brick-built stoves that provided heat to dry the grain, and kiln the wood for the main house. In the past, she thought she’d caught a glimpse of Russ coming down the staircase from their rooms once or twice, but she wasn’t sure it was him or one of his brothers and it seemed rude to ask the sisters who had been visiting them.


 


It took several minutes for Rag to cross over to the main buildings inside the Keep’s walls, and then wind her way up through corridors and stairs to her father’s rooms. They were in the part of the castle that sat on the other side of the Veil from her and Boyd’s own set of rooms—along from where the grand, main staircase divided. His rooms were down corridors that Uncle Wulf had originally told them led to unsafe chambers and half-ruined battlements. Now of course she knew that warning had been meant to keep them to “their world’s” side of the castle; to the old rooms their parents had originally had as children growing up here.


She had wondered about asking to move across, but now she knew she and Boyd were only a half-stair, a long corridor and a set of double doors away from her father’s apartment, and that of Uncle Wulf, and Muirdoch’s suite of rooms, it seemed pointless. Walking through the double-doored, little portal rooms scarcely bothered her nowadays—that strange, though now mild, stomach-flip feeling was something she took for granted. She approached Lachlan’s door and knocked gently. After a moment she heard her father’s voice call ‘Come’ and went in.


The wood-panelled room was light and bright, although the sunlight was no longer shining directly through the tall window, but angled away from her father’s armchair so that he was in shadow. He gave a wan smile when he saw her and waved her towards him.


‘How’s my raggedy girl, then? The broons tell me your aim might be a bit off today… but then maybe not?’


Morag blushed, ‘Already? I didn’t mean to hit him, Daddy—it just happened.’


He gave her a weak hug, ‘I know you didn’t darling. They should have set up the targets facing the other way in the first place. Trouble is they’re not used to beginners anymore. It’s been years since your mother and I were…’ His voice trailed off.


‘Yes, Russ and Peat have changed the bosses round so we aim away from the walls. They did it straight away.’


Lachlan patted her arm. ‘No harm done, sweetie—anyway, apparently Wulf has promised to buy Broonie a new hat.’ He gave a breathy rasp and Rag realised her father was chuckling.  Her arrival and the sound of voices had disturbed Frithjof—who had been asleep on her father’s knees. The cat stirred himself and jumped down, before stretching languorously, and then winding his way between the piles of books to sit at the door. Frithjof turned his head, yawned and looked meaningfully up at the handle of the closed door.


‘Let him out, Rag, before he starts scratching at the woodwork again.’


Rag too had to manoeuvre through the stacks to reach the door.


‘Why don’t I put some of these on the shelves for you?’


‘I suppose you could… there are novels over there.’ Her father waved his hand vaguely, ‘I’d like them in alphabetical order. Your mother likes to have them by genre, but I think by author is easier…’ He paused, ‘She liked them…’ There was a small silence.


It hurt Rag to suddenly realise how much more easily she now accepted her mother’s death—less than a year, but so much about their lives had changed… There was so much to do that was different. It felt like life before the castle and Uncle Wulf was more than another country… more than a different place and time. She was distracted, thinking about her life before and her life now, and she blundered between two big stacks of books and knocked them crashing and sliding across the wooden floor. They in turn knocked more piles of books over. The sudden, sharp noise startled Lachlan. He jumped up out of his armchair. ‘You clumsy fool,’ he shouted. ‘Look what you’ve done! Look at all this mess!’


Rag froze in horror, astonished to find herself shouted at, and guilty that she had upset her father and made him shout.


‘I can pick them up, Daddy.’


Lachlan kicked out at the nearest volumes that had slid across the floor towards his chair.


‘Can’t move. Move! Get them out of the way—away.’ He kicked another book across the room; it flew through the air, pages fluttering.


‘Get out,’ he shouted. ‘Out. Leave me—leave me alone!’


He launched an unsteady kick that sent another book into the air before losing his balance. He staggered and had to sink down against the arm of his chair.


‘Go Morag—just go…’ His suddenly quiet voice was half-broken now.


Morag fled. On the other side of the door, she bumped into Hazel and Fallow who had come running up the stairs. 


‘What’s the matter Miss Morag? Hazel asked. She could see Rag was upset. ‘Fallow—you go in to Master Lachlan,’ she said.


Rag burst into tears. The little broon put her arms around the girl. Rag put her head on Hazel’s shoulder and sobbed, before pulling back.


‘I didn’t mean to… I upset him. I’m sorry. I—I kn-knocked the books… and he… he shouted. I didn’t mean to Hazel. It was an ac-accident.’


Hazel took a handkerchief from her apron pocket and dabbed Rag’s face. 


‘Hush… hush, now. Everything will be fine. Come on with me.’ Hazel walked her along until they could sit on the wide window-seat in the corridor leading to the main staircase; the one recently vacated by the cat.


The broon put her arm around Rag’s shoulders. ‘It will be alright. Everything will be good soon enough.’


Rag’s tears subsided to a few sniffles. ‘I didn’t mean to make a mess…’


‘Oh no, don’t worry yerself. It’s nothing, and Master Lachlan will see that soon enough. The trouble is… he has started to make some progress. And now he kens how very ill he was, he gets frustrated that he’s not getting better quicker. It makes him lash out, but he does nae mean it, not really. You sit here a minute while I go and see what’s to do, then I’ll come back for you.’


The broon stood up and bustled off.  Rag heard her scratch the door, go in and shut the door firmly behind her. Five minutes or so later she was back.


‘He wants to see you to say he’s sorry.’


Hazel put out her hand and Rag took it.


‘The rooms straight now and your father is going back to his bed for a wee lie down, he just wants a word before he goes.’


Hazel guided Rag through the door.  Fallow had restacked nearly all the books against the wall out of the way. She slid passed Rag and out the door, giving her an encouraging smile as she quickly walked away.


Lachlan was sitting in the armchair, his elbows on his knees, his face in his hands. His shoulders were shaking, and Rag realised he was crying. The sight of her father crying was almost as upsetting for Rag as him shouting at her. She shrank back, but Hazel was behind her and gently guided her forward.


‘Your daughter’s here, hen,’ said Hazel softly, and stepped back.


Lachlan sniffed, rubbed his face with his hands and sat up. His eyes were red-rimmed. He stretched out his hand.


‘Rag—I am so—so sorry. I shouldn’t…’


‘It doesn’t matter Dad. It was my fault…’


‘It wasn’t your fault I shouted. That was me and my stupid… temper. I lashed out and the last thing I should do is take things out on you—that’s so unfair. Come here Raggy-girl. Give me a hug.’


Rag leant into his arms and rested her head against him.


‘Sorry, Dad,’ she mumbled into his shoulder.


‘No. I’m the one who’s sorry. I get so…’


They hugged each other in silence for a few seconds, then Lachlan gently pushed his daughter upright. ‘I hope you can forgive your father for being a silly old man.’ He sniffed, and closed his eyes for a brief moment as he took her hand in his. Then he looked her in the eye. ‘Morag, I love you. And your brother… But… I find being like this so difficult, so frustrating. It’s a terrible thing to do to you, to ask you to put up with me…’


‘No Dad—we know how ill you’ve been. And that’s ok—you’re going to get better. You are getting better.’


Lachlan kissed his daughter’s hand still held fast in his own. ‘Thank you darling. I will do my best. And will you do your best to forgive your old man?’


Rag threw her arms around his neck again and kissed his face. She felt the slight prickle of stubble beneath her lips. She could taste salt, but she didn’t know if it was her tears or her father’s.


‘That’s good,’ said Hazel. ‘All’s well as can be mended. Now Morag, dear, your father needs his rest, so why don’t you go and wash your face and go back downstairs?’ Hazel’s voice was very firm as she took charge. ‘I’m sure you’ll find Ecru needs some help in the still-room.’


Lachlan sat back in his chair. He looked exhausted, his cheeks hollow, his face drawn. Rag nodded her head. She whispered ‘Bye Daddy… Can I come see you tomorrow?’


Lachlan nodded weakly and smiled.


‘Off you go, pet. I need to help your father to his room.’ Hazel’s voice brooked no argument, and Rag left.


She went along the corridor, back to her own room, and sought solace with the little pukis who lived happily in her bedroom cupboard. Morag found him curled up asleep on a pile of her shoes. As she gathered the little dragon-cat up into her arms. He harrumphed sleepily and a tiny wisp of spoke escaped from his nostrils. She kissed the top of his scally head and whispered, ‘I’m here for you Pookie. Always.’




  




  Chapter Three




It was much later, in the middle of the night, when Rag was woken up by the pukis, only then, she had some niggling doubts about keeping a pet in her room. The pukis wanted to go outside. Uncle Wulf had forbidden her from letting Pookie out of her bedroom window. Granted it was unlikely, but there was always the risk that somebody from the mannish world out and about at night, a straying star-gazer with binoculars, or maybe a poacher… would see a strange, flying creature launch itself from the castle’s window.


Uncle Wulf had said: ‘Such occurrences in the distant past have led to very unfortunate rumours, and the occasional village deputation arriving armed with torches and pitch-forks’.


He’d pointedly refused to expand on that story, but Rag had got the message—if Pookie was to stay in her bedroom at night, he had to be let out from the other side of the Keep.


The floorboards were cold under her feet and Rag wished she’d remembered to put her slippers on. The pukis scampered ahead of her, its little claws skittering over the oak boards as they both headed for their usual window; up another flight of stairs to the floor above. The room was unoccupied and unfurnished. Rag liked it because the tower-window in the corner projected out from the main building and was fronted by a curving balcony with waist-high stone pillars. It felt very fairy-tale like, sort of Rapunzel mixed with Romeo and Juliet—Rag had dibs on this room for herself, if they ever moved over to this side of the Keep.


It also provided the perfect platform for Pookie to fly down into the bushes below and do his business, and the view down the loch towards the distant mountains gave her something to look at while she waited. She had been going to just open the glazed door enough to let him out, before retiring back to shelter inside the room, when she heard the quiet music—which was curious, because it was the middle of the night after all. 


The clear trilling notes of a tin whistle rose into the cool night air, and the curiosity of who was out there overcame the discomfort of chilled feet. It didn’t sound like the sociable music that meant the broons were having a gathering. No, this was sad, and lonely… it sounded beautiful, but also like somebody might be very unhappy, she thought.


It was a nearly full moon. Morag stepped out onto the balcony and peered down towards the edge of the loch.  She could see the bright silver and black of the rippling water, and when a figure shifted on the rocks above the shoreline, she glimpsed a streak of white hair against dark and realised it was Vandyke. The wind was blowing towards the Keep, and the melody was clearer now. He played for another minute of two, then set his pipe aside and began to sing towards the lapping wavelets.  The melody was lovely. It sounded like a sad lullaby… She was too far away to hear all the words, but it was about someone rising from the water and falling back to the sea, and then someone asking them to ‘return to me’. It was beautiful. She stood and listened, and thought admiringly that Van had a very nice singing voice—shame about his moody temper she thought to herself and immediately felt a twinge of guilt for being nasty.


There was a flurry of movement in the air above the shore, and a hippogriff landed. It folded its pale feathery wings to its sides, and shook out the quills around its head, opening and closing its large beak. After a moment the creature stood still, watching Van intently, appearing to listen to the broon. Van finished singing abruptly, and stooped to pick up a travelling bag from the foot of the rocks; evidently, he had been waiting for the animal to arrive. He put his pipe away in the backpack and slung it across his shoulders, then strode forward and leapt up onto the hippogriff’s back.  The creature half-spread its huge wings and trotted down the sandy gravel, extending them fully and flexing them in great slow beats.  In no time it was airborne with the broon crouched low over its grey-feathered neck.  Rag watched for a minute or two as they flew down the length of the loch, the moonlight glinting off the hippogriff’s pale flanks and wings. Then a passing cloud veiled the moon, but a small movement below her on the paving outside the Keep made her peer downwards.  In the darkness, she caught a glimpse of long, white hair and realised Uncle Wulf had been watching Van leave too.


The pukis returned making little huffs of greeting and satisfaction. She closed the French-door and padded back to her room with the little dragon-cat leading the way. She was back in the hallway leading to her and her brother’s rooms, just as Hazel appeared at the top of the small spiral stairs with a tray and a hot milky drink.


‘I heard the windie in the turret open so I knew the little creature had woken you. Back to bed, Miss Morag—I bought a warm drink up to help you to sleep.’


‘I heard Van singing. He sounded quite sad.’


‘Yes, I believe the music and playing gives him some consolation.’


Rag climbed into bed.  The pukis lifted his head and snuffled in case there were going to be biscuits available, before sleepily curling up again at the bottom of the bed in a nest made of Rag’s soft toys.


‘What’s the matter with him? He’s been like a bear with a sore head since he got back—what happened?’ said Rag.


Hazel smoothed the blankets over the bed before replying.


‘Well… perhaps you should know if it will make you think the better of him. He feels his heart is broken. All because that Swan-maid rejected him—she said she could not align herself with any creature who could not fly.’
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