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Castle MacFearann, Northeast Coast of Scotland

May 1297, 

“Lord MacFearann, you asked to speak with me?” Sir Dougal Aitken stood in the open doorway of the room his friend called his chancery.

The tall red-haired man rose from his desk. Walking over to Dougal, Rhuad MacFearann clapped an arm around Dougal’s shoulders. “My friend. I thought we were past all that formal, Lord, business.”

“Aye, my lord, in private. Where others might hear, I’ll show all due respect.”

Rhuad leaned out the door and searched the corridor in both directions. “I don’t see anyone.”

“Nor, did you see your aunt listening to our plans to rescue your mother and sister.”

Rhuad sighed and nudged his friend into the room then shut the door. “Don’t remind me. I am forever ashamed that she betrayed her entire family. Now sit in that chair near the braiser.” He pointed to a pair of chairs.

“Yet, she paid dearly for her sins.” Dougal accepted the offered seat.

Rhuad took a piece of vellum from his desk then occupied the opposite chair. “True, she did not deserve to be murdered, and that by the false abbess who paid her to spy on me.”

“’Tis done now.”

“Aye, although my sister Labhra has too soft a heart and has taken one of that evil woman’s underlings as a maid.”

“Why would she do that?” Alarmed, Dougal leaned forward and nearly shouted.

Rhuad raised a palm. “Calm yourself, my friend. I am having her watched, as will you if she accompanies my sister to her wedding.”

“I mislike it. Nonetheless, I will do as you have and keep close watch on the woman.” Dougal relaxed. “What would you speak of to me?”

“Lady Labhra’s wedding.”

“Has MacShennan’s heir withdrawn?”

“Nay, all is well there. However, last month I wrote to his father, the Earl of Cowal, explaining about my recent marriage and why I could not at present leave my bride to escort my sister to MacShennan Ruith for her wedding to the son, Sir Bhaltair MacShennan. I have received a reply.” Rhuad held the missive out to Dougal.

“Only your sister? I thought your mother was to go to MacShennan as well?” He reached for the letter.

“Our mother is still recovering from the illness she suffered while in captivity at St. Margaret's convent.” Rhuad settled back in his chair.

“I am sorry to hear that. I gather your healer is hopeful of a full recovery?”

“As long as mother does not tax her strength, yes.”

“I shall pray it is so.” Dougal focused on the letter. His eyes went wide as he read the spidery script.

“The Earl is very understanding about my situation,” Rhuad continued. “Hence, he has requested that you escort my sister and her attendants across Scotland.”

“He writes that he learned of me from Scotland’s Guardians. He recognizes I will be going out of my way to help the two of you and offers Blue Dale, a small, profitable holding in his fief, as reward for my services.” Dougal looked up.

“You would have to swear fealty to him as Laird of Clan MacShennan.”

“Since I know Cowal’s loyalties to be the same as mine, I have no difficulty giving him my oath.”

“I thought the offer might be especially appealing to you” Rhuad grinned. “A holding with income is what you need to be able to wed my wife’s sister?”

“Too bad this letter did not arrive two days ago, while Baron MacKai was still here. I could have discussed the matter with him then.” Dougal said.

“I am glad he and his family could come for the final celebration of the vows his sister and I shared.” Rhuad remarked.

“I was glad to see them, as well. Lady Jessamyn is a very proud mother.” 

“Justly so. Those two babes are entrancing infants. However, I believe you were more interested in the baron’s sister, Maeve, than you were in his children.”

Dougal’s neck heated. “She was very busy, helping Seona and the MacFearann healer. We had little chance to speak privately. Nor would her brother have permitted us to be alone with each other.”

“My brother-in-law takes great care with his family. Perhaps excessively so?” Rhuad raised a brow.

“As would anyone whose parents had been murdered, leaving a brood of eight children behind.” 

All of them under the age of eighteen at the time. As oldest and clan laird, Raeb did his best to carry out his responsibilities to his title, clan and seven sisters. 

“When I first asked him about wedding Maeve, he refused out of hand. He would not even consider giving her in marriage until I could provide a home and show good income.” Dougal studied the page once more. “However, he may not consider Blue Dale sufficiently safe for Maeve.”

“True, it shares borders with MacShennan on the northeast, which is all well and good, but the southeast border lies next to the Debatable Lands. I believe Clan MacTavish lands are to the north and west of the Debatable Lands.”

“Having MacTavish nearby is a benefit. Maeve’s sister Brigdhe is wed to the clan laird, Earl Iver.” Dougal frowned at the letter. “The clans living in the Debatable Lands are infamous.” 

“Aye, none who live there promise allegiance to Scotland or England.”

Lifting his head, Dougal locked his gaze with his friend. “They refuse so they can reive and raid each other as well as their neighbors. To say nothing of the feuds they have with nearly every clan in Scotland as well as the families living along the northern English border. I have heard that Clan Armstrong alone can raise an army numbering in the thousands.”

“That strength of force is why neither Scotland nor England attempts to curb such excesses and claim the lands. I think you are man enough, soldier, strategist, and tactician enough to keep the rievers at bay. Evidently Cowal believes so too, or he’d not offer you the chance protect his lands from raids.”

“I am flattered by Cowal’s thinking as my abilities speak for themselves. The question is will Raeb MacKai agree with you and Cowal?”

Rhuad steepled his hands. “No one will know until you ask him.”

“Before I do that, I must speak with Maeve. If she does not wish to live on the border of the debatable lands, I will decline the Earl of Cowal’s generous offer. If she accepts, then I must hire the best men at arms to form my guard.”

“Generous of you to consider a woman’s preferences.” 

“I’ve seen both you and Raeb give thought to what your women want. Both of you seem to have good marriages.”

Rhuad nodded. “My wife told me that while I can be ox-brained from time to time, she would not have wed me were she not certain I can be reasoned with.”

“Ha. Reason, with Lady Seona, that is essential.”

“We stray from the main point.” Rhuad pointed at the letter still in Dougal’s hand. “Having a strong guard in place may go a long way towards reassuring Baron MacKai of his sister’s safety as your wife. I suggest you write to Lady Maeve now and pose your questions. I will send a messenger with your note post haste after the MacKai entourage. They are probably no more than two days distant from here. A well mounted messenger could reach them in half that time. You’ll have a reply before the lady reaches her home. While you wait, you can send out word that you are hiring men at arms and make your plans for escorting my sister Labhra to MacShennan Ruith. You will need the men regardless of whether or not you accept MacShennan’s offer.”

“Those are all good ideas. I have some coin set aside, so I know I can pay any men I hire. May I use your desk?”

“Certainly.” Rhuad gestured toward the quill and ink resting on the wooden surface. “I’ll make arrangements for the messenger. Bring your note to me in the great hall as soon as you finish.”

“I will, Thank you, my friend.”

“You would do the same for me were our circumstances reversed. I’ll see you later.” Rhuad left and shut the door behind him.”
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Dungarob Keep, Northwest Coast of Scotland

Mid-August 1297

Dougal led his charge, her attendants, and his mounted men at arms into the small bailey of Dungarob Keep. The home of Baron MacKai and his family was a familiar place, though it had been more than two years since Dougal had returned for any length of time. 

He’d earned his spurs as part of the MacKai guard and had risen quickly through the ranks to become captain of that guard. He’d also become fast friends with Baron Raeb MacKai. ‘Twas Raeb’s father who trained both his son and Dougal until Raeb was fostered to family friends in England. When the old baron and his wife were murdered, Raeb was called back to take up the title and its responsibilities. Dougal had remained as captain of the guard. 

“Sir James,” he caught the attention of the younger MacShennan son. “Please assist Lady Labhra to dismount.”

“Certainly,” he replied and suited his actions to his words.

Dougal ordered his men to assist her servants.

After dismounting himself, he sent the horses and pack animals to the stables and the care of the MacKai master of horse. Then he dismissed his men to the barracks. 

“Are you ready to face the rest of Lady Seona’s family, Lady Labhra, Sir James?” 

“We look forward to meeting them again.”

“Indeed, I very much enjoyed all of them when we met last May. I expect to have as much fun with them now as then. They are a very lively group. Lady Maeve has become a good friend. I will be happy to have her as a neighbor if she accepts your proposal.”

The MacKai family filled the space between the two large open doors. Baron Raeb MacKai stood, flanked by his wife, Lady Jessamyn on his left. On his right stood Lady Maeve, Lady Artis, Lady Neilina and Lord Simon Du Grace, Lady Jessamyn’s brother.”

“Fàilte ort, is e mo thaigh-sa do thaigh, Lady MacFearan, Sir Dougal and all.

That is very kind of you to permit me to call your home mine, Baron MacKai.” Lady Labhra responded.

“As the sister of my sister’s husband, you will always be welcome as family. Hence we may dispense with Lord this and Lady that.”

“Since it pleases you, brother.” Labhra replied, accepting status as an honorary MacKai. “I am eager to see how your twins have grown, Jessamyn.”

“I will take you to see them shortly. First allow me to present my brother Lord Simon Du Grace.”

Tall, blond, and blue-eyed, he bowed over Labhra’s hand. “I too am considered honorary family. Please call me Simon.”

“I will, if you call me Labhra.” She smiled.

He grinned back. “Agreed.”

The ladies surrounded Lady MacFearann, and bore her off to visit the nursery.

After being hugged by his friends, Dougal found himself seated with the other two men before one of the hall’s huge hearths with a mug of MacKai’s superior ale in hand.

“I know you are escorting Lady Labhra to her wedding. What brings you to Dungarob? I thought you would travel south of here.”

“Ordinarily I might. However, Dungarob was the closest harbor on the west coast. Given the talk of reivers rampaging throughout Scotland, I believe it safer and faster to take ship from here to the village of Cairndow, not far from MacShennan Ruith, The Earl of Cowal’s seat.”

“That makes complete sense. I gather you do not fear pirates.”

“No, I have hired the best available men at arms.” Dougal sipped his ale.

“You hired men at your own expense just to protect another man’s affianced wife?” Simon Du Grace leaned forward.

“No, not for that reason alone.” Dougal shifted to meet Raeb’s gaze. “Earl MacShennan has offered me in fief, Blue Dale, a small but valuable holding as reward for ensuring Lady Labhra MacFearann’s safety. I had intended to speak with you about this privately, Raeb.” 

He cast a quick glance at Simon.

Grinning, Du Grace leapt to his feet. “I just remembered, I promised to aid Lady Neilina with one of her projects. Please excuse me.”

Raeb nodded.

“Thank you,” Dougal murmured as Simon walked past.

“Don’t thank me too quickly. You’ve not learned our Baron’s thinking yet.”

Dougal shrugged and swallowed. He waited until the man had disappeared from sight.

Although there is room for expansion to the holding, you must understand that its longest border is shared with the debatable lands.”

“You plan to annex property from the clans of the Debatable Lands? “

“No, I prefer peace with my neighbors and may have something to offer in exchange for a secure border and possibly future unions between our families. Also MacTavish’s lands march on the western border.”

“You always did have a plan or two in place.” Raeb chuckled. “The Earl of Cowal is a canny man. He gets an experienced escort for his soon to be daughter-in-law, and a buffer from the reivers of the debatable lands all for one price. He does not even need to spend his own coin to hire the necessary men at arms for either task.”

“I agree ‘tis clever of him, especially since he is doing me a favor.”

“Does he know that?”

“Probably. In the years I have served the Guardians of Scotland, I’ve kept no secrets about my need for a valuable holding. Though I never made mention of Maeve or any MacKai in connection with that need.”

“Very wise.” Raeb nodded. “As you had and still have no direct connection with Maeve. Plus, your only connection with MacKai is our friendship borne of shared experiences when we were younger.”

“True. However, you have known for years of the feelings Maeve and I share. When you sent me away from Dungarob, you yourself stated the conditions under which you might consider a marriage between her and myself.”

“Aye, a home and income.” Raeb sipped his ale.

“The holding MacShennan offers is that, and has the potential for growth.”
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