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Sigh, wind in the pine;

River, weep as you flow;

Terrible things were done

Long, long ago.

In daylight golden and mild

After the night of Glencoe

They found the hand of a child

Lying in the snow.

Lopped by the sword to the ground

Or torn by wolf or fox,

That was the snowdrop they found

Among the granite rocks.

Oh, life is fierce and wild

And the heart of the earth is stone

And the hand of a murdered child

Will not bear thinking on.

Sigh, wind in the pine,

Cover it with snow;

But terrible things were done

Long, long ago.

––––––––
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—poem entitled Glencoe by Douglas Alexander Stewart
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Part One





[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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February 2, 1692  

Alt Na Munde, Glencoe, Scotland

It was not the frigid air easing through the crack next to the window that covered Caitriona’s arms in gooseflesh, but the parade of foot soldiers that appeared at the snowy edge of the loch that February afternoon.  Most noticeable were the Redcoats, their scarlet wool stark against the loch’s pewter water and the thick copse of naked oaks behind them.  But there were others too—clansmen—their tartans indistinguishable in the blue-grey morning light.  Caitriona hugged herself as she watched the men struggle to lean into the wind that slowed their progress.

Above them, a murmuration of starlings dipped and circled.  The soldiers seemed undisturbed by their presence, but her nape tightened at their flying dance.  She stared at the birds, their swooping and swirling mesmerizing and beautiful.  They were usually gone by winter, and she wondered if the flock had stayed in Glencoe to warn her of these men now in approach.  Starlings signaled change—good or bad, that was yet to be seen. 

“What has ye so taken, Cait?” her mother asked.

Caitriona didn’t turn to face her.  She pulled her sgian dubh from its sheath, then twirled it between her fingers, hoping the repetition of movement would soothe her mind as it had in the past.  “Have Sionn and Finnean been creating mischief again?”

Her mother joined her at the window, her hair lightly streaked with silver above her ears.  “Stealing cows?  Even yer cousins would agree ’tis too cold for that.”

“Then what do ye make of the men entering the glen?” Cait asked, her fingers and blade closing over the scar on her left palm, a painful reminder of the last time soldiers had arrived in their quiet village.

“Some are Englishmen.”  Her mother continued to stare at the landscape, her gaze moving higher to the starlings now flying past the loch.  “This isnae about a few missing kine.”

With each passing moment, more soldiers inched their way into Glencoe from the west.  As they edged closer, their muskets and black pikes poked through the blanket of mist hovering over the loch and its shore.  Cait’s shoulders stiffened.  This had nothing to do with stolen cattle.

Ma’s brow crinkled.  “Fetch yer da.”
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Cait scrambled down the stairs and almost fell into the gaping hole on the landing, the laird’s lug hatch wide open.  She grabbed the rope railing and peered down the wooden rungs into MacIain’s secret chamber.  Torchlight bounced off the rough stone walls below.

“Who’s that up there?  Spying, are ye?” MacIain asked, his words touched with a bit of humour.  His voice was low and deep as if it arose from a vast cavern.  

Cait smiled.  “No spying.  I’m simply searching for my da.  Is he too deep in his cups to climb that ladder?”

MacIain’s mane of white hair crept into view.  “What makes ye think he’s down here with me?”

“He’s wherever the whisky is, and I’m guessing you’ve a dram or two in yer hands this very moment.”

MacIain’s head popped out of the hatch first, his great white whiskers concealing much of his flushed face.  Slowly, his huge form emerged from his secret room like a beast from the loch.  Then Da appeared, a bottle peeking out from inside the tartan draped over his shoulder.  He climbed out of the hole, then lowered the hatch carefully.  

“’Tis one of my beauties!”  Da held up the bottle.  “I hope you’ve come for something important.  MacIain and I have a pint between us and two hours of daylight left to finish it.”

“You will be the one to tell me if ’tis important or no.  There’s a group of men coming into the glen.  Some are English soldiers.  Some clansmen.”

MacIain took a quick swig from the bottle.  “A group?  How many, lass?”

Cait shrugged.  “A hundred.  Maybe more.  The line hadn’t ended when I last looked.”

Da turned to the chief.  “Do ye think it has something to do with yer Oath of Allegiance to the king?”

MacIain seemed to consider Da’s question.  “I dinnae see how.  I swore the oath before Campbell himself.  I’ve a letter from Hill to prove it.”

He was telling the truth.  Cait had heard the story from the ghillies who had traveled with MacIain to attend to his needs.  According to them, MacIain had given his oath—albeit five days late—in January.  But that was understandable.  MacIain hadn’t heard about the king’s demand until the day before it was due, so with no time left, he’d chosen to travel north to Inverlochy instead of south to Inveraray, thinking he could get there faster and swear his oath at the fort.  Once he’d arrived, Colonel Hill had said he wasn’t authorized to take it, so he wrote MacIain a letter of protection that he was to present to Campbell of Ardkinglas in Inveraray.  After plodding through a blizzard he’d said was sent by the devil himself, MacIain explained the delay and presented Hill’s letter assuring Ardkinglas that MacIain had only the best intentions to swear his loyalty to King William and Queen Mary.  One of the ghillies known to be a bit of a nashgab, had whispered to Cait that Ardkinglas refused to listen at first, but then MacIain wept, begging for forgiveness, and Ardkinglas took his oath the next day.  Cait knew the story to be true—all except for the weeping.  She couldn’t imagine MacIain, the chief of the MacDonalds of Glencoe, shedding a tear in front of a Campbell.

Da asked, “Then why do ye think there are English soldiers in Glencoe?”

MacIain swatted the air with indifference, then took another drink.  “They’re likely headed to the garrison at Inverlochy.  Or Fort William.  Whichever ye wish to call it.  Either way, I have a feeling we’ll soon find out.”

She had never heard the chief refer to the garrison by its new name.  Fort William.  Could he truly, in his heart, be loyal to King William?  

MacIain turned to her.  “Dinnae look so glum, lass.  Nothing is going to happen to the MacDonalds while I’m chief.”

She allowed her shoulders to loosen with his reassurance, but her fear of Englishmen maintained its grip.  

Her stomach growled, reminding her that she’d missed the mid-day repast, her mind too occupied with the soldiers in approach.  She meandered down to the kitchens to see if Lilas, the cook, had any porridge to spare.  

Her mouth watered as the smell of warm bannocks reached her nose.  Lilas stood at a long table kneading dough, her brow furrowed in concentration.  Caitriona leaned into the warmth of the hearth, her outstretched hands capturing some of its heat.  Beside her sat two round loaves still on bannock stones.  “May I take a wee bit of bannock, Lilas?”

“Heavens no, lass.  Can ye no see they’re broken apart?”  Lilas swiped her cheek with the back of her wrist, leaving a streak of flour behind.   “Ye dinnae want to eat those.  They’re rife with ill fortune.”

A single broken bannock meant that a stranger would pay a visit.  More than one was a bad omen indeed.  “There are soldiers in the glen.  But MacIain says we needn’t fash over it.” 

Lilas stopped kneading, then yanked Cait over to the end of the table, where a large woven basket sat.  The cook jabbed her finger at it twice.  “Look at that!  We have nothing to fash over?”

Inside the basket were at least a dozen bannocks broken into crumbly bits.  Cait’s stomach tautened.

With a crinkled brow, Lilas pounded the lump of dough, and a fine cloud of flour floated into the air.  “’Tis a sure sign of misfortune, it is.  Never saw a clearer one.” 
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Cait left the kitchens, no longer having much of an appetite.  Her mother stood in MacIain’s great hall with a gaggle of women, their murmurs and chirping echoing off the thick stone walls.  Cait signaled to her with the wiggle of a finger, and Ma left the others briskly.

“Did ye find yer father?”

“Aye, but he and MacIain paid no heed to my warning.”

“Well, I suppose they would know best.”  Cait’s mother sighed, her hand picking nervously at the blue sapphire that hung from her necklace.  The walnut-sized stone had been handed down through generations of MacDonalds and was believed to be the largest sapphire in all of Scotland.  Ma never took it off.  “Perhaps ’tis nothing.”

Cait peeked behind her mother at the gaggle of women too busy chatting to notice her agitation.  “I was in the kitchens, though, and Lilas showed me a basket filled with broken bannocks.”

Ma grabbed her arm and squeezed.  Cait’s heart raced.  The message was clear to her too.  “’Tis why I came to find ye.  Da may think nothing of the soldiers, but we know better.”

“What are you two whispering about over here?”  Davina MacNab—the niece of the Earl of Breadalbane, the Chieftain of Glenorchy—leaned into them, her son seated drowsily on her hip.  He reached up and tugged on a messy blonde curl that had escaped her haphazardly pinned-up hair.  “Have ye finally decided on a husband for Cait, Mistress Cameron?”

Ma stood straight, her smile unable to hide her concern.  “A husband?  What would Cait need with a husband?”

Cait bristled.  It was the wrong thing to say to Davina, whose life was ruined because she had no husband.  The man who had filled her head with sweet tales of their future together, then bedded her, had left before she could tell him she was with child.  Davina had told Cait that her world since then had been filled with only heartache and woe, caring for her son alone.  The scorn of her parents and her powerful uncle rained down on her daily in every cross look and sharp word.

Davina shrugged one shoulder.  “She’s of marrying age.  Eighteen, aren’t ye, Cait?”

Cait nodded, but she had no interest in marriage.  Certainly not to any of the eligible men in Glencoe who smiled at her as if she would be their last meal.

“Ye should marry her off before some lad comes around and puts her in a pickle like me.”

Ma’s brow raised in shock.  “Cait would never succumb to a honeyed tongue full of empty promises.  Mind yerself, Davina.”

Davina sank.  “I never meant disrespect—”

“Aye, but ye did.”  Ma’s attention snapped towards the entry to the hall.  “There’s MacIain.  I’ll tell him about the bannocks.”

“And the starlings!” Cait shouted after her.

Ma left them, turning back once, her eyes narrowed at Davina.

“Ye know ’twasn’t like that, don’t ye, Cait?”  Davina shifted her son to her other hip.  “We were in love.  We were to be wed.”

Cait brushed her fingers through little Sandaidh’s dark downy hair as he clung to his mother’s breast.  His eyelids dipped slowly with each stroke.  “Of course ye were.”

Davina had never told Cait who the father was.  The only thing she’d ever confessed to her regarding his identity was that he was a soldier who’d traveled to Glenorchy from Glasgow.  Even her uncle, Breadalbane, who’d threatened her with a public flogging, didn’t know who’d got Davina with child.  Cait had heard gossip, of course, that she was seen with a dark-haired man, but no one knew who he was for certain, for it had all happened so fast.  After a few months, the evidence of how Davina had spent her time alone with him started to show. 

Sandaidh snuggled deeper onto his mother’s chest.  Cait wasn’t sure if she should mention the soldiers entering the glen.  It would likely send Davina running out into the snow in a frenzy.  “Yer bairn is fast asleep.  Why don’t ye set him down so we can have a wee blether.  The last time I saw ye was at harvest.  Surely there’s plenty to tell since then.”

Davina handed the laddie to a servant girl, then joined Cait on a bench by the hearth.  “Very little happens in Glenorchy.”

Cait laughed.  “’Tisnae much different here.  A cow disappears and it sends everyone up in arms.  If it weren’t for the steady trouble with the Campbells, I think I’d die of boredom.”

Ma returned with MacIain and Da, interrupting their gossip.  Da’s face was now flushed with drink, his eyes a little watery but still filled with humour.  “Away with yer foolish wives’ tales.  Yer upsetting yerselves for naught.”

This was no foolish wives’ tale.  Cait grabbed his hand and squeezed.  “When was the last time ye saw starlings in Glencoe in the middle of winter?  And what of the broken bannocks?  ’Twas a whole basket.  I saw them myself!”

Davina stepped closer, her head tilted to the side.  “What did ye see, Cait?”

Da ran his hand down his face.   “There are soldiers in the glen, and Cait thinks—”

Davina perked up.  “Soldiers!”

Da flipped his hand in dismissal.  “Aye, but there’s nothing to fret over.  MacIain sent John and a few men down to the loch to meet them.”

The knot in Cait’s neck loosened.  John, MacIain’s son, would know if they were friend or foe.  Either way, she hoped they had no plans to settle in Glencoe.
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Chapter 2
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The snow found its way inside Edward’s collar and shirtsleeves.  He pulled at his broad-brimmed hat, praying for some protection from the wind.  His feet were wet and numb from having accidentally stepped in a shallow stream he’d thought was frozen over.  He and the others had been marching for weeks now, since December, to meet the Earl of Argyll’s regiment in Inveraray.  Sir John Dalrymple, the Master of Stair, had sent the orders, conveniently forgetting—or not caring—that it was the middle of winter and almost impossible to travel through the snow-covered passes.  If Edward and his men didn’t perish from trying to navigate the dangerous Highland terrain, they’d die from the cold.

Now with the regiments joined, Argyll’s men marched ahead, most of them Scottish and faring slightly better cocooned in green plaids with their blue wool bonnets protecting their ears from the wind’s frosty teeth.  Edward tugged his hat lower, hoping to ease the icy burn on his forehead.

Alexander, his brother, marched farther up front, his shoulders hunched liked all the others, the wind forcing his head down, his chin to his chest.  Even with the north and south sides of the glen framed by tall ridges, there was no respite from the freezing gusts.

The only sounds were the howling wind and the crunch of their boots as they made their way through the snow.  After a while, Edward found it difficult to tell if the noises were real or if his mind had simply allowed their interminable rhythm to play in his head.  

“Edward!”  Alexander called to him with an urgent wave.  It was an unnecessary gesture, for Edward could spot his brother in any crowd.  It was like looking in a mirror.  They were both a half a head taller than most men, their shoulders straight and broad, their hair long and dark.  The only remarkable difference lay in their eyes—Alexander’s the colour of weak tea and Edward’s blue.  Like his mother’s.

The regiment stopped.  Edward edged by some soldiers to join his brother.  “What is it?”

Alexander nudged his chin towards the brae.  “It looks like Highlanders near Argyll’s troops.  Could mean trouble.”

Edward scanned the sloping hillside down to the edge of the loch.  There were men there, maybe twenty or so, but they didn’t appear to be armed.  “They don’t seem as if they mean harm.  I see no weapons.”

Alexander laughed without humour.  “They are Highlanders.  Each one of them has five blades hidden in his plaid.”

Edward blew into his hands, then rubbed them together.  “A bit of an exaggeration, don’t you think?”

“They are armed.  Trust me.  Come.”

They trudged through the snow to Argyll’s men and reached them just as Captain Campbell yelled, “Order your muskets!  Order your pikes!  Rest on your arms, men!”

One large Scot descended the hill first, the others trailing behind.  Edward guessed he was in his early thirties and seemed to have the respect of his men.  He was likely not the clan chief, but he displayed the confidence of a man in charge.

Alexander moved slightly, resting his hand on the hilt of his sword.  He was always so distrustful, too quick to attack.  

“Stay your hand, brother,” Edward urged under his breath.

The Scot’s eyes narrowed, his breath streaming out in front of him in great white gusts.  He pressed his faded blue bonnet to his head as he hopped over a small burn, his expression wary.  He speared an unfriendly glance at Captain Campbell whose reddish-blond hair heavily threaded with grey blew wildly in the wind.  “What business do ye have here, Glenlyon?”

Campbell inched in front of Alexander, then shifted uneasily.  His voice was nervous and a little too loud.  “We only need shelter until the storm breaks, John.  The fort is full, and we cannae go any farther with the snow as deep as it is.”

Edward watched as John took his time studying Campbell’s face.  They knew each other, but it didn’t appear to be a friendly acquaintance.

Leftenant Lindsay stepped out from the regiment, then reached into his coat and pulled out a folded piece of parchment, offering it to John.  “I have papers signed by Colonel Hill requesting that the clan chief provide our two companies quarters while in Glencoe.”

John made no move to accept the missive.  Edward waited while he scanned the expanse of the regiments, his rough-looking men behind him on the hill unmoving.  Edward tried to read their gazes as they danced from one soldier to another, but they gave away nothing.

Finally, John took the sealed parchment and read it.  A gust of wind caused it to flutter wildly in his hands.  Edward pressed his hat tightly to his head, his cheeks burning from the icy blast.  

After a minute or so, John folded up the missive, then handed it back to Lindsay.  “John MacDonald, son of MacIain.”  They eyed one another, their expressions stoic.

John turned to Campbell, one eyebrow raised.  “Kin or no, if you’ve come to make trouble, you can turn around now and head back home.”

They were kin?  A MacDonald and a Campbell?  The bad blood between the two clans was no secret.  They differed on everything—religion, politics, loyalties.  Edward had heard from the Scots in his troop that they stole each other’s cattle and raided their lands regularly.  So, for the captain to enter MacDonald lands and ask for hospitality was no simple request—it was a risk.

Campbell nodded, both hands raised in surrender.  “We’re only here for lodging and a wee bit of food until the weather lifts.”

Edward sensed the thick wall of distrust between them, Campbell’s hand extended to John, waiting.

After a moment, John took it, his arm moving slowly as if weighted with reluctance.  

John signaled to one of his clansmen on the hill.  “Tell my father we’re on our way.  And be quick about it, aye?”

Edward leaned towards Alexander.  “He’s sending them up there to give the chief enough time to prepare.  They don’t trust us.”

Alexander smirked.  “Us or Campbell?” 

“Perhaps both.”  Edward had only just met Campbell, but something about the man didn’t sit well with him.  He seemed desperate, and desperate men do desperate things.

They resumed their march up through the glen.  Campbell walked beside John, Alexander and Edward only a pace behind and close enough for Edward to eavesdrop.  

“Yer headed north?” John asked.

Campbell adjusted his bonnet.  “Aye.  We were sent to punish Glengarry for not taking the Oath of Allegiance.”

John looked at him sideways.  “Ye need two hundred men to do that?”
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Dozens of thatch-roofed cottages sprinkled the small village, smoke from their chimneys flying erratically in the wind.  Not a soul was outside.  Not a goat.  Not a hen.  

Like a squatting giant amongst dwarfs, a large stone manor sat on the brae overlooking the croft-houses below.  Several feet of snow rested on the rooftop, some settling in the jagged nooks in the stone walls.  It wasn’t a castle exactly, but it was clearly a home befitting a man of great importance.

Edward tucked his hands into his armpits, but even they were cold.  “I imagine that is the chief’s home,” he said, thinking out loud.

“My father’s.  Aye.”  John pulled his tartan tighter around his shoulders, then turned to Lindsay.  “Tell yer men to wait here.”  He pointed at Edward and Alexander.  “You two and Glenlyon will come with me.”

Glenlyon patted John on the shoulder.  “Of course, of course!”

A cluster of MacDonald Highlanders stood at the manor’s entrance by a snowdrift, their arms crossed in front of them, gazes piercing, as if to remind Edward and the others that they were merely a step away from slitting their throats, if need be.  John quickly mumbled something private to his clansmen, then turned to Edward.  “You three will leave yer weapons here.”

They disarmed, then followed John inside.  The smell of baking bread and roasting venison hung thick in the air.  It had been more than a week since Edward had eaten meat, the last time when he’d shot a red grouse in Inveraray outside of their encampment.  He’d roasted it over the fire, its flesh tender and earthy, but hardly aromatic.  

Edward’s stomach growled, and John hmphed.  “Dinnae start smacking yer gob just yet.  Ye need to get past MacIain first.”

Edward didn’t mind waiting for MacIain.  He was finally starting to thaw, his fingers and toes now bending without pain and the snowflakes on his coat melting into the scarlet wool.  He inhaled deeply, the mixed aromas wafting in from the kitchens giving him something to look forward to.

In a burst of commotion, several large Scots entered the hall, led by a large white-haired man with a full beard and moustache that hid most of his face.  There was no doubt that this man was the clan chief, his shoulders squared and blue eyes piercing.

John stopped him in his approach and whispered something in his ear, his sight set on Captain Campbell.  MacIain rested one hand on his son’s shoulder.  “Tell the cottars and tacksmen that we have guests.  These men are the king’s soldiers and should be treated as such.”

MacIain turned to Edward.  “Some of ye will billet here, and the others will have to find lodging with the cottars.  We’re a small village, so you’ll have to make do.”

Edward nodded once at the huge beast of a man.  “Much obliged.  Your generosity is appreciated, sir.”

“Alasdair MacIain, Chief of the MacDonalds of Glencoe, but you will call me MacIain like all the others.”  He stared at Edward and Alexander through narrowed eyes, his thumbs hooked in the belt that held his sporran.  “Brothers?  Lethaonan?”

Alexander’s face screwed up with confusion.  “Lethaonan?” 

A man even taller than the chief with unruly golden hair, stepped from behind MacIain and spoke with a strong brogue.  “Twins.  He means twins.” 

Edward and his brother had been asked the same question many times.  He rubbed his forehead.  “Not twins.  We share the same—”

“My father is the Earl of Wetherby.”  Alexander bowed slightly.  “Please allow me to introduce myself.  I am Leftenant Alexander Gage, Baron Mansfield.  And this is my half-brother Edward.  His mother is . . . not the countess.”

Edward wanted to add yet I was the child born out of love, but he didn’t.  Instead, he took a deep breath and smiled tightly.  “We are four months apart.”

MacIain grunted.  “Aye, well, ye share the same blood, and that makes ye brothers.”

That was about all they shared.

MacIain’s thick hand nudged Edward ahead.  “Taran will show ye to the kitchens so ye can fill yer wames.”  He searched the faces around him, his full mane of snowy hair swinging back and forth as he scanned the hall.  “Taran!  Where are ye, laddie?”  His voice boomed off the walls.

A small lad tapping a long wooden stick on the ground just in front of his feet clickety-clacked into the room.  He stared straight ahead with crisp, clear grey eyes unfocused and fixed.  His free hand reached out to MacIain, fingertips gently touching his heavily draped belted plaid.  “Aye, MacIain.”

MacIain bent down and tousled Taran’s hair.  “Take these men to the kitchens, and tell Lilas to give them something hot and a wee bit of drink too.”

“Follow me.”  He waved them ahead with his little hand.  Edward found it strange that the chief would choose a blind child to lead the way, but this little boy’s shoulders were straight and confident.  His cane rhythmically swept the floor before him as he walked, his fine blond curls bouncing with each of his steps.

“Are you kin to MacIain too?” Edward asked.  “A grandson, perhaps?”

“Nay.  I’m the bard’s grandson.  We’re nae MacDonalds.  We came from the Isle of Harris, sent by our master, the MacKenzie Earl of Seaforth, to deliver a message to a man in Inveraray.  We had to stop here on our way back because of the weather.”

Edward shot Alexander a look of surprise.  It was a long distance to travel, especially in the winter.

“And how long have you been in Glencoe?”

“A month.  Maybe more, maybe less.”  They reached a narrow stairwell, and Taran stopped, the tip of his cane dipping onto the first step.  

Edward and Alexander trailed behind him through a short hallway and into the kitchens.  Edward inhaled the tangy, peppery smell of well-seasoned roasted venison.  His mouth watered.  

An older woman crouching before a low hearth, her hands wringing her apron, muttered something.  She finished it off with a “Please, God.” Alexander coughed, and the woman startled upright.  “Oh heavens!  I didn’t see ye there.”

She took in their scarlet coats and the weapons on their hips, then pulled Taran to her side.  “What is it that ye want, gentlemen?  I am in no need of any trouble.”

Edward stepped closer, and she shoved Taran behind her.  “We mean no harm, mistress.  The chief sent us down here to get something to eat.”

“And drink,” Alexander added.

“MacIain sent ye?” she asked.

“He did.”

She reached into a basket at the end of a table and lifted out two flat round loaves of bread, chunks missing from the edges.  “Ye can start with these.  They’re still warm.”

She motioned for them to sit on the bench, then set down wooden plates and a pot of jam.  Taran situated himself across from Edward and Alexander, his arm out in front of him, searching for the bread.  

The woman gasped.  “Taran!  Dinnae touch those!”  She hastily whispered something in his ear, and the lad jerked back his hand and quickly set it in his lap.  

Edward was surprised at her cruelty.  There were plenty of loaves left, enough to feed ten hungry men.  “You can have some of mine, Taran.”  He broke off a piece and held it out, nudging his arm so he could find it.  But Taran wouldn’t take it.

The woman rushed to Taran’s side, her hand firmly resting on his shoulder.  “The laddie will have something else.  These bannocks are for you.  Only for you.”
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Chapter 3

[image: ]




Davina gritted her teeth with each painful stroke of the hairbrush, the bristles pulling her strands out one by one.  How could she have let her hair go so long without a decent brushing?

“Hold still,” Cait begged, her fingers separating Davina’s hair into sections.  “Yer as jumpy as a cat with its tail too close to the fire.”

“Can ye see who is out there?” Davina asked.  She couldn’t see out the window from where she was sitting, but she was sure Cait could.  She knew the soldiers had arrived but had no idea how many or from which regiment they’d come.  “I wish I had a nicer gown.  Brown wool will never catch a man’s eye.”

Cait pulled the brush through with a sharp tug, indicating a fairly good-sized knot, and Davina winced.  “A smile will grab a man’s attention more than a gown.”

That was easy for Cait to say.  She had a perfect oval face and lips as red as a September berry on a Rowan tree.  A smile from her would cause a whole platoon to come running.  But it wasn’t the same for Davina.  At least not since her sweet little Sandaidh had come along.  “Sometimes I smile so much, I think the men believe me to be daft.”

Cait laughed, the last of the evening light catching in her pale green eyes.  “Yer a lovely lass, Davina.  Any man would be lucky to have ye.”

Davina truly only cared about the desires of one man, but without a word from him since they last parted, she wondered if he’d even remember her.  She twisted in her seat, stretching to catch a glimpse of tartan or red coat out the window.  “Tell me, Cait, how many do ye think there are?”

“Too many.  Hundreds, I imagine.”

Davina sat taller.  “Hundreds?”

“More or less.”  Cait leaned closer to the diamond-paned window, lifting Davina slightly out of her chair by her hair.  “I hope they move on quickly.”

Davina’s heart raced.  Could he be here?  Come to claim her as his bride?  She nudged Cait aside and hurried to the window.  She pressed her face to the cold glass, but it was too wavy and pitted for her to see anything short of movement.  She collapsed back into the chair, picturing Sawney’s father’s face the first time he pulled her close, the heat of his large hands burning through her gown at the small of her back.  Cait resumed her brushing and Davina relaxed into the memory, the rhythmic stroke of the brush slowing her fluttering heart.

The door burst open, and Davina startled.  Cait’s younger sister, Gillian, blew into the room, rosy-cheeked and out of breath.  She was a miniature replica of Cait—hair as black and shiny as the feathers on a raven’s wing and a thin, straight nose that turned up only slightly at the very tip.  “MacIain wishes for us to stay upstairs until the soldiers are settled in for the evening.”

Cait’s hands froze, the bristles of the brush still against Davina’s scalp.  “They’re staying?”

Gillian nodded.  “We mustn’t leave.”

That would ruin Davina’s plans for making her way through the ranks.  “I’m sure he meant only you and Cait.  Not me.”

“He said all lasses.  Married ones too,” Gillian insisted.

Little Gilli was only seven, still too young to understand that having a child wasn’t the same thing as being married, and Davina wasn’t about to explain the not-so-subtle difference to her.  

Cait slowly resumed brushing.  “Then it will be dark before we can return home.”

Gilli sat at the foot of the bed, her feet unable to reach the floor.  “MacIain said we will all stay at Alt Na Munde until the soldiers leave.  He thought it would be safer for us here since Da offered our cottage to a bunch of them.”

Davina liked that idea.  The sisters could share her bed and help keep her warm at night, if only for a day or so until the snow stopped and the soldiers could travel safely.  As if to remind her that the weather had no intention of letting up, an angry gust shook the rooftop.  “You’ll stay in here with me and wee Sawney.  Like three sisters in a bed.  I couldn’t wish for better.”

Cait kissed the top of her head, then bent to whisper in her ear.  “Ye dinnae fool me, Davina.  You’d trade us for a big hairy soldier in a trice.”
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The next morning, Davina awoke to deep voices vibrating from below.  She wrapped herself in a shawl and inched open the window.  It was peaceful, quiet outside, the full moon still visible in the early morning grey light.  Gently, she latched it closed and tiptoed out of her room, careful not to wake Sawney, Cait, and Gilli.  She padded down the long passage in the direction of the noise spiraling up the dark staircase.  It wasn’t until she reached the bottom that she spotted several dark-haired soldiers in scarlet coats standing in the great hall.  Englishmen.  Armed strangers.  She never thought MacIain would allow that in his home.  Then she noticed that they were empty-hipped, their scabbards not belted around their middles.  

Perhaps one of them was Sawney’s da.  She desperately wanted to take a few more steps into the room to get a better look.  

“Davina MacNab!”  She spun to face Mistress Cameron on the steps above her, hands on hips, lips tightened into a straight line.  “What are ye doing down here in naught but yer shift?  Get back in yer chambers this instant, or you’ll be sure to suffer the same fate as ye did the last time soldiers were nearby.”

Davina scampered past her up to her room, her cheeks aflame.  It was too early in the morning to be chastised.  Could she go one day without someone reminding her of her costly indiscretion?  

“There ye are, lass.”  Cait lifted Sawney out of his cradle and rubbed her cheek on his wild hair.  She swayed side to side, patting the bairn’s back with light taps.  “For a second I thought you’d run off with one of the soldiers and left us to mind wee Sawney here.”

Cait wore a smile when she’d said it, but nonetheless, Davina didn’t care for her comment.  She would never do such a thing.  Sawney was a blessing, even if he signaled her ruin to everyone else.  She reached out for him and kissed the warm rosiness of his cheeks.  “Help me dress, Cait.”

“But aren’t we to stay put until—”

“Lilas must need our help.  How are the kitchen maids to feed all these men?”

Davina sensed Cait’s apprehension.  Something had happened years earlier that soured her opinion of soldiers, but whatever it was, Cait hadn’t shared the details.  It had left her with a mean scar across her palm and a permanent scowl when they were near.  But with the chance that Sawney’s father could very well be under the same roof, Davina wasn’t going to let Cait’s fears interfere with a possible reunion.

They dressed quickly, left Sawney to play with Gilli, and scurried down the stairs directly into the kitchens.  Lilas and three other kitchen maids bustled back and forth between the hearths and the larder, carrying baskets and platters, true determination on their stern faces.  Lilas occasionally reprimanded one of them or ordered them to ‘make haste’ or ‘move aside’.  Davina stood pressed against the wall with Cait, afraid to interrupt the chaos.  When Lilas finally caught sight of the two of them, she asked, “Are ye here to help or get in the way?”

“I was hoping to get something to eat,” Cait said sarcastically.  “But Davina’s looking to—”

“Do ye need someone to serve, Lilas?” Davina asked, shooting Cait an angry glance.  

Lilas hesitated, then used her apron to wipe her brow.  “Here.”  She handed Davina a jug of ale and Cait a stack of wooden bowls.  “Take these and come right back.  No lingering.  Now go on.”

Davina drew in a deep breath and headed into the hall, Cait right behind her.  The room was cold and dim with only a few pine torches lit, their light flickering off the walls and the great beams on the ceiling that stretched from one end of the hall to the other.  English soldiers sat separately from the Scots, their starkly different uniforms marking a clear line between the troops.  It was not as if she could ask any of them if they knew of Sawney’s father, for she was ashamed to admit she didn’t know his surname.  She’d never confessed that to her parents or uncle or anyone, not even Cait, and the humiliation of that truth lay heavy on her heart.

Davina’s hands began to tremble.  What if he was here?  Could she confront him in front of all these men?  Her mouth started to water, a wave of nausea washing over her.  She wasn’t sure she could do it.  

Davina scanned the scruffy faces of the fifty or so soldiers that had already arrived for breakfast, the jug wiggling in her shaky hands.  None of them was Sawney’s father.

She busied herself pouring ale for the men, when a heavily bearded Scot with not a single hair upon his pink, splotchy head beckoned her.  “Come here, lass.  A bonnie kitchen wench, ye are.”

Davina approached, careful to stay close enough to pour his drink but far enough away to avoid a roaming hand.  “Drouthy, are ye?”

A few more men trickled into the hall.  She swallowed the saliva pooling in her mouth, a sudden chill traveling up the back of her neck.  

“Don’t ye have anything stronger than that to start the day?  A wee dram of whisky, perhaps?” the Scot asked with a wink.

She wiped her cold, sweaty brow with her sleeve.  “If I did, I’d have drunk it already.”

“What’s that, lass?”

She hadn’t realized she’d said it aloud.  “I’m sure we have some back in the kitchens, but I doubt the cook . . .”

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted movement at the far end of the hall.  Two English soldiers entered, partly hidden by the shadows cast by a large wooden partition near the entrance.  Davina ignored the shouts and lewd remarks from the men trying to get her attention and concentrated on the faint sounds of the newcomers’ voices.  They stood together with familiarity yet formally, one nodding intermittently as the other spoke.  Suddenly, they moved out of the shadows and farther into the hall, the elder and shorter of the two with a hawk-like nose and a curled white periwig, and the other dark and straight-backed.

And then she saw it.  That way in which the younger soldier brushed his hand down the front of his coat, first fiddling with the top two buttons, then sweeping his hand to his waist.  She’d seen it before.  Many times.

Her pulse raced, whooshing steadily in her ears.  Her fingers grew weak and her grip on the jug loosened, sending it clanging on the floor, its contents seeping across the stones.  Blood rushed to her cheeks, and heat flooded her chest.  It was him.

Cait rushed over to her, her brow crinkled with worry.  “Are you unwell?”  She scooped up the jug, waiting for Davina to respond.  But Davina couldn’t seem to make her lips form the words.  Cait pressed her hand to Davina’s forehead.  “Come back into the kitchens, and I’ll fetch ye something to drink.”

Davina didn’t want to leave, not now that her lover had returned to her.  The father of her bairn.  She pressed Cait’s hand between her own.  “He’s here.”

“Who?”

“My . . . Sawney’s father.”

Cait’s mouth fell open.  “Here?  In the hall?”

Davina nodded, a hard burning lump the size of an acorn in her throat.

Cait slowly turned her head, a look of worry on her face.  But she wouldn’t know who he was.  Nobody knew, except for Davina.

He was walking in her direction, the elderly wigged soldier at his side speaking with large hand gestures, in his grip a handkerchief waving erratically with each word.  Davina didn’t know whether to escape back into the kitchens or face what she’d been dreaming of doing for more than a year and a half now.  She couldn’t simply inform him of the son he had playing upstairs.  And she certainly didn’t want to do it in front of the older man who carried on incessantly about something he obviously found extremely important.  He was coming closer, and if she didn’t make up her mind soon, her fate would be decided for her.

Cait remained pinned to her side, one hand gripping her own tightly.  “Would ye like me to stay with ye?”

Davina pressed a hand to her stomach, trying to keep it from flopping around like a fish out of water.  “I dinnae think I can . . . I’m not sure I know what to say.”

Cait leaned in close.  “Ye mayn’t have to say anything.  He’ll take one look at yer bonnie face and tell ye how much he missed ye.”

“Do ye really think so?”

Cait cupped her cheek.  Was that pity in her eyes?  “Aye.  I do.”

Davina inhaled, her insides quaking, her heart pounding furiously.  She tried to move, but her feet stayed rooted to the ground.

Cait gave her a gentle push, and Davina took a step.  “Go on.”

Davina swallowed hard, her lip quivering with hope or fear, she didn’t know which.

Before he could sit on the long bench along with other English soldiers, she touched the back of his sleeve slightly.  He turned his head and smiled but said nothing.

She cleared her throat to use a few seconds to calm her heart and steady her voice.  “It’s been a long time.”

He tilted his head slightly, confusion in his half-smile.  “Forgive me, madam.  Have we met?” 
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“Davina?”  It was Cait’s voice.  “Give her some room!”

Davina opened her eyes.  She was lying in Cait’s lap, a blur of faces above her, all male.  Red patches of light and spinning objects swirled before her.  She squeezed her eyes shut again and shook her head.

“Can ye hear me, lass?”  Cait touched a bottle to Davina’s lips, the fire of its contents stinging her nose.  She took a quick drink and sputtered a cough, its burn racing down her throat.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Ye fainted.  Almost hit yer head on the stones had this man not caught ye in time.”  Cait nodded to her right, and Davina turned to see a fuzzy sea of red and gold.  After a few seconds, his face became clearer, his hair, his collar.  And then it all came back to her in a hot rush of humiliation.  He didn’t remember her.  She thought she might retch.  

Cait resituated the damp cloth that Davina realized she wore on her forehead.  “Tell me now if I need to fetch the chirurgeon.” 

“I’m fine.”  Embarrassed, ashamed, torn into pieces.  “Help me up, will ye, Cait?”

“Here.”  The soldier—her soldier—gently reached under her arm.  “I’ll do it.”

She didn’t want him to touch her.  It was far too painful, but she had no choice in the matter.  He lifted her, his chest pressing into her back for leverage.  She closed her eyes, remembering all those times he had held her like that, his arms wrapped around her, his lips on her neck.  As much as she didn’t want to face him, she had to.  At least to thank him.

She turned, his hands still on her arms.  “Thank ye for yer kindness.  I—”

She questioned her memory as she stared at him closely.  Was his jaw always that squared?  His hair so wavy?  Then she noticed.  Her heart suddenly steadied.  It wasn’t him.  This man’s eyes were blue.
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Chapter 4
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That night, Cait sat with Gillian at the ceilidh, listening to the old bard from the Isle of Harris tell a tale about a young wife who lost her husband at sea.  According to the legend, shortly after his death, a large beast with antlers that stretched as wide as a ship’s sail would appear in the wild moors, scaring the sheep with its sad braying.  The widow, knowing it to be her husband, had heard its calls late one night and went out searching for it, never to return. 

Gilli squeezed Cait’s hand and shuffled closer on the bench.  “Would you follow a beast into the night?”

“Nay.  I wouldn’t, lassie.  And neither should you.”  Cait patted her knee, hoping to comfort her little sister.  “Men are nae worth the trouble.”

Gilli nodded, quick to believe the words.  She had to learn sometime—even now at the age of seven—that she needn’t bother with men.  It was a lesson worth knowing.  Da had taught Cait how to sell and barter goods and work with numbers.  That was one of the benefits of not having brothers.  Her father treated her like a son.  And immediately after the soldiers had left the glen a few years back, Da had taught Cait how to defend herself, promising that as long as she kept a blade with her at all times and learned how to use it, she would never fear another man.  Or need one.  It was only a matter of time before he took Gilli aside and taught her to fight with a knife too. 

Cait observed the Englishmen and some of the Lowlanders as they listened to the bard, scratching their beards and shooting questioning glances at one another with every word of Gaelic.  Everyone else sat still, heeding the haunting story, their agape mouths and gasps the evidence of their understanding.

Gilli wriggled in her seat, plainly uncomfortable with the bard’s description of the dark night and the faerie spirits that roamed free on the moorlands.  “What do ye think happened to the woman?  Did the beast take her?”

Cait had to answer this carefully or Gilli would keep her up all night, croodling and clinging to her like ivy to an oak tree.  “The beast took her to a village where the grass stayed green all year round, there was plenty of meat to eat, and the wild berries grew as big as yer hand.” 

Gilli licked her lips with a sharp smacking noise.  “Did she ever have to eat Finnan haddie again?”

Cait knew how much Gilli hated the fish, having watched her surreptitiously feed it to the village cat that wandered into their home on occasion.  She leaned in and nuzzled her close.  “Never.”

Gilli’s feet swung happily, the tips of her slippers barely scraping the floor.

More than a hundred soldiers lined the walls with their scarlet coats and unfamiliar tartans.  Why had MacIain invited the soldiers to join them that night in the great hall?  Englishmen!  

Cait ran her thumb over the scar on her palm, her nerves on end, then shivered as if a cold breeze had tickled the back of her neck.  It had been almost five years since she had seen a soldier, but it felt as if it were yesterday.  She didn’t want to allow that memory to ruin her night, so she released a long breath, expelling every horrible thought that fought to stay lodged in her mind.  

The bard finished, and Big Henderson of the Chanters emerged, his normally wild blond hair tamed back with a leather thong.  Standing an inch or two taller than MacIain, he began playing his pipes, the high-pitched music filling the hall and lightening the mood.  He was a common sight here in Carnoch, this part of Glencoe, and since the arrival of the soldiers yesterday, he was never more than a step away from MacIain’s side.

Before Cait knew it, she was tapping her foot and keeping time to the trilly beat.  

Gilli stood and brushed down her skirts.  “I’m going to look for Taran.”

Cait spotted the bard against the wall, but Taran wasn’t beside him.  “With his grandda nearby, he must be here in the hall.  Dinnae go beyond it without someone ye know escorting ye.  Not a soldier, mind ye.” 

Cait stood to watch Gilli push her way through the crowd.  She breathed a sigh of relief when Gilli found Taran, then turned her attention back to Big Henderson, whose rosy cheeks puffed out with each deep breath, his bushy brows lifting every time he reached a high note.

“Enjoying the music?”  

It was the soldier Davina had mistaken for her own.  Cait couldn’t blame her for wanting to find her son’s father, but at the same time, part of her wanted to scold Davina for placing so much hope in a man.  And an Englishman nonetheless.

“’Tis lovely,” she said, eyes fixed on Big Henderson.

He motioned to the empty seat on the bench beside her.  “May I join you?”

Although he’d been kind to Davina when she collapsed, he still wore the scarlet coat of an English soldier.  “There must be other seats.”

“None that I have found.”

She glanced at MacIain who stood against the wall, his arms crossed firmly in front of him.  He was watching them intently.  She raised her brow in question, and he offered a brief nod.  Although he’d given his approval, she wasn’t happy with it.

She shrouded her discomfort with a half-shrug, then scooted a little to her left, giving him just enough space to sit.  He wouldn’t dare behave improperly with the clan chief not ten paces away.

“When we were introduced earlier, your name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.”  He tapped his finger to his temple and winked.  “But now I know who you are.”

She didn’t care for that wink or the implication of what he was saying, his closed grin likely hiding some vulgar thought.  Her father had told her that every man imagines a woman naked within the first ten seconds of an introduction.  She crossed her arms over her breasts.  “Ye know me?”

“Your reputation extends all the way to Fort William.”

Heat crept up her chest and into her neck.  She didn’t like the sound of that.  Fame and infamy were the same—never amounting to anything good and impossible to hide from.  Could the story of what happened years ago have traveled back to the garrison?  Had the soldiers lied about the events?  “My reputation, sir?  Clearly, ye have me mistaken for another lass.”

“I don’t believe so.  Caitriona Cameron, is it?”

“Beg pardon, but I forgot yer name.”  As soon as he told it to her, she was going straight to MacIain to see that he was given a proper lesson on how to speak to a lass on MacDonald lands.

“Edward.  Sergeant Edward Gage.”

“Well, Sergeant Gage, if you’ve come here thinking to slander my good name or seek some sort of pleasure—”

“Not at all.  You misunderstand me.”  He pressed his hand over his heart, his brow furrowed, the shadow of a smile fighting to stay hidden.  “I meant your reputation with a sword.”

Cait’s shoulders loosened. 

She didn’t mind her skill with a blade being the subject of conversation, but clearly the tales of her expertise were skewed.  She couldn’t imagine besting an opponent with her father’s claymore.  A few parries with that heavy sword would be exhausting.

“If I have a reputation at all, it lies with the way I throw my sgian dubh.”

She forgot that he was English and probably had no knowledge of the Gaelic, so she corrected herself.  “Black knife.”  She wasn’t about to show him.  It was hidden under her skirts.  “A small blade, but it can kill a man all the same.”  

The sergeant smiled, his blue eyes catching the firelight of the hearth nearby.  He had shaved since the morning incident, only a fine dark stubble now shading his jaw.  

She continued, “Especially if it catches him in just the right spot.  The base of the skull, the throat, the fleshy part just below the chest, the back of the knee . . .”  If he’d been thinking of behaving disrespectfully, she was certain her clear understanding of how to kill a man would change his mind.

“I don’t doubt you, miss,” he stated, brow raised.

The man to his right, portly and red-faced, slid a pewter flask out of his plaid and handed it to him.  Sergeant Gage turned it up to his lips and took what appeared to be a hearty swig.  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, winked, then offered it to Cait.  Was he being impertinent?  

As much as she would’ve liked a sip or two, she held up her hand in refusal.  “A black knife is much quicker than a pistol.  Nothing to reload.”

“True.  I—”

“I’m quite good with a dirk too.  ’Tis simply harder to conceal.”

“That it is.”  He took one more pull from the flask.  She’d never seen an Englishman savor the taste of whisky before.  The last time the English were in Glencoe, they’d complained that it tasted like horse piss.

He returned it to its owner, who was showing signs that this was not his first flask of the evening.  “I never expected I’d have a discussion about weapons with a fair lass such as yourself.” 

“Better to learn of my skill through discussion than at the tip of my blade.”  That should keep him from winking at her again.  “So why are ye here, Sergeant Gage?  Ye cannae arrive on MacDonald lands with Robert Campbell of Glenlyon at yer side and no have a lot of folks talking.”

“Why all the concern?  I heard him mention he is kin to the MacDonalds.”

She should’ve known Glenlyon would play the kinsman card.  “’Tis true.  His niece married MacIain’s younger son, Alasdair Og.  But calling us kinsmen is a bit of a stretch, ye see.  Ye cannae erase hundreds of years of stramashes with a single marriage vow.  So, if I appear concerned, ’tis for good reason.” 

Gage shrugged.  “My regiment joined his in Inveraray.  I barely know the man.”

That might be true, but why join forces with him?  And then choose MacDonald lands as the place for both regiments to rest their weary feet?  “I suppose yer here for some purpose.  And dinnae tell me ’tis to punish Glengarry.”

“Then what am I to tell you?” he asked, his brows raised in question.

“The truth.”

“But that is the truth.  We were on our way to Glengarry but stopped in Glencoe because of the weather.  We cannot get through the pass during the storms or at least until the snow melts.  Surely you know that.”

“Why should I trust ye?”  He was an English soldier, after all.

“What other reason would there be?” 

She searched his eyes for a sign of deceit, a twitch, a quick look away.  But his gaze remained steady.  If he was telling the truth, then why did her skin prickle every time the soldiers were near?  The sooner they left, the better.  “Gheibhear a-mach an ceann sreath.”  She realized the Gaelic probably skimmed over him like it did with all the other Englishmen in the room.  “I said—” 

“All will be revealed in good time’.”  He offered her a brief nod, then turned to the red-faced man beside him and pointed to his flask.  “May I?”  The man, now heavy-lidded and swaying in his seat, handed him his whisky.

She froze, unsure of what she just heard.  It took a moment before she could speak.  “Ye have the Gaelic?” she asked, impressed and curious at the same time.  

“You seem surprised.”

“I—I just assumed—”

“That an Englishman couldn’t possibly master the language?  ’Tis my mother’s tongue.  She’s Scottish.”  He took a pull from the flask, then swiped his thumb and forefinger down the corners of his mouth.

“Is she, then?” she asked, her shoulders loosening a bit.  “I’ll remember to take heed with what I say when yer near.”  She’d never met an Englishman like him before.  She snatched the whisky from his grip and drank a good mouthful.  The taste of dried figs with a hint of leather coated her tongue and throat.  “Where is she from?”

“She’s a MacKinnon.  Of Skye.”

A Highlander.  She should’ve known by the way he handled his drink.  “We have some MacKinnons here in Glencoe.”

“Do you?”

“There’s a spirit of kinship between the MacDonalds and the MacKinnons.  They’ve come to the aid of the MacDonalds of Skye when there’s been trouble with the MacLeods.”  She wiggled the flask, happy that it was still half full, then held it up in a salute.  “When ye bear yer blade for a MacDonald, the knowledge of it will be burned in our hearts forever.”  She swallowed another mouthful, pleased with the burn it carried with it, then offered it back to the sergeant.

“I thought you were a Cameron.”  Sergeant Gage took a drink.  He moved to hand the flask to its owner, but the man was fast asleep, his chin on his chest, his gut stretching the buttons on his waistcoat with each intake of breath.  

“Aye, but my mother is a MacDonald and cousin to MacIain.”  Normally, she wouldn’t waste her time explaining her heritage to an Englishman, but this one was part Scot.  And he had an interesting smile, crooked but honest.  For a soldier.  “My father was on his way to Inveraray from Lochaber and had to pass through Glencoe.  He spotted my mother with some women, churning butter and making cheese.  He said she looked lovely singing with the others, her cheeks pink from the sun.  She smiled at him, and that’s when he knew she’d become his wife.”

“All with a smile?” he asked.

Cait had wondered the same thing the first time she’d heard the story.  But her mother was a beauty, her smile beguiling, so she didn’t doubt it.  “I suppose for some, ’tis that easy.”

“And for you?  Would you fall so easily?” 

Foolish man.  “Never.”
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The next morning, Cait’s mouth was as dry as an old bone.  It was the second pint that did her in.  She remembered the sergeant returning to his seat with another flask and how her tongue had flowed loosely about her family and life in Glencoe.  He had shared his story too, although she couldn’t remember much of it.

Still in her gown, now crumpled with sleep, she headed down the long passage to the stairwell, one hand clinging to the rope and the other grazing the curved wall as she carefully treaded each wedge-shaped step.  She paused at the laird’s lug, certain she heard voices below.  She waited, listening, trying to make out a word or phrase, but the sounds were muffled, indecipherable.  Was MacIain down there?  Was he spying on someone in the alcove next to the great hall?  If he was, she wouldn’t blame him.  A room full of soldiers—and English soldiers at that—rarely promised anything fortuitous, but in this instance, it might just reveal a secret or two.

She followed the smells from the kitchen, sweet and heady, her mouth starting to water.  “A tassie of heather ale, Lilas?”

The cook took one long look at her and frowned.  “Were ye partaking in the wine last night, lass?”

Cait shook her head, which felt like it would topple off her shoulders if she wasn’t careful.  “The whisky.”

“Well, then.  It looks like ye learned yer lesson.”  Lilas set a jug and a cup on the table in front of her with some soft cheese.  “Here ye go.  The crowdie should settle yer wame a bit too.”

“Much obliged.”  Cait inhaled the spicy honey scent to clear her senses, then downed her drink and quickly poured another.  Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted an English soldier standing at the entrance to the hall, his scarlet coat too bright in the dull morning light.  He looked like Edward Gage—dark hair, early to mid-twenties—but his laugh didn’t match what she remembered.  She shook her head slightly, confident she was feeling the effects of last night’s whisky. 

Her face was buried in her cup when he spoke, his words formal, crisp.  “I do not believe I have yet had the pleasure of your acquaintance, madam.”

She stared at him over the rim of her cup, then over at Lilas.  She looked the same—short and round, faery-white hair hanging higgledy-piggledy out of her kertch, her apron smeared with earth-coloured handprints.  Edward, however, did not.  Could there be two of them?  He stood hat in hand, straight and tall, waiting for her to respond, but his extreme likeness to Edward prevented any logical thought from forming in her mind and finding its way out of her mouth.

“Madam?”

She set down her ale and exhaled.  “Forgive me.  Ye share an uncanny resemblance to someone I know.”

His smile faded.  “I suppose you have met my brother.”

“Yer brother?”  That couldn’t be right.  Through the course of the evening, Edward had told her he was raised alone, an only child.

“My half-brother, Edward.  I am Alexander.”  He bowed slightly.  “Leftenant Alexander Gage at your service.”

“I’ve never seen half-brothers favour one another as much as the two of you.”

He petted the white foam of lace at his throat.  “Actually, we both favour my father.”  

She noticed he didn’t say our father.  This man was pure English, not a drop of Scottish blood in him.  But just to be sure, she said, I’ll wager my arse that yer imagining me naked right now in Gaelic.

He leaned closer, his head tilted to the side, lips pursed, showing no sign of understanding a word she’d said anywhere in his blank countenance.

She couldn’t help but smile.  “So ye dinnae have the Gaelic.”

“I am afraid I do not,” he admitted.

That was plenty good.  But she didn’t doubt that her father was right, and at that moment, those brown eyes of his were looking right through her clothes.
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Chapter 5
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Even though it was better than sleeping outside in the unbearable cold, lying with five other men in a room the size of a breadbasket was not to Alexander’s liking.  It had to be the worst room in the manor.  Didn’t the laird realize that this was beneath him?  He had made it perfectly clear upon their introduction that he was a noble and not some commoner who should be given a tattered wool blanket and a pallet stinking of mouldy straw and cow dung. 

All night his men had snored and farted, adding to the sour stench that accompanied their unwashed bodies.  It was like sleeping in a poorly kept barn.  He wouldn’t have even allowed his most incompetent hunting dog to rest there.

To make matters worse, he had to start the morning with the knowledge that Edward had somehow managed to meet the fairest of all the Glencoe wenches before him and insert his greedy claws into her.  It was the way she’d looked at him with judging eyes while they were in the kitchens, as if he were somehow inferior to that lowly brother of his, that made his chest burn.

He couldn’t wait to leave this place and all its savagery.  Dalrymple was right.  These people needed to be tamed, brought to their knees in submission to His Majesty, King William, and taught the king’s English, for God’s sake.

Relieved to be anywhere other than his dismal sleeping quarters, he stood at the window in the laird’s drawing room, staring out at the bare larches dotting the hillside behind the estate, their fallen needles buried under three or four feet of snow.  There was something about the sky that promised better weather, though.  By noon, the fog had lifted, and the sun struggled through slightly parted clouds high above.  Alexander leaned his forehead on the cold windowpane, hopeful that the small break in weather would mean they could resume their march and get on with teaching Glengarry a good lesson on loyalty and fealty.  That was his favourite part of being a soldier—drawing the haughtiness out of some desperate scoundrel with his blade stretched across his neck.

Of course, Alexander was only a soldier because his father had turned traitor to King William three years earlier and become part of the Jacobite rising.  If he hadn’t done that, Father wouldn’t be in the Tower eating scraps left over from the guards, and Alexander wouldn’t have been forced into the military to prove his worthiness to the king.  For the moment, the king hadn’t used attainder against Father for his treason, but the threat of it lay imminent.  If William chose to attaint the earl, Alexander would lose his titles and lands.  All his inheritance.  He would become a commoner.  The mere thought of it sent him into a horrible sweat.

“There you are.”  Edward stood at the threshold to the room, his coat off and the top three buttons of his waistcoat undone.  

Alexander hated when he appeared so slovenly.  He was a soldier, an officer.  But then again, he was also a bastard.  

“Would you care to join us in a game of baggammon, brother?” Edward asked.

Alexander rubbed his forehead, still cold from the glass pane.  “Another game of baggammon?  Sounds thrilling.”

Edward crossed his arms, feet spread apart.  Alexander hated to admit it, but he recognized himself in that stance.  Except when he stood that way, it was more of a challenge, not a question.  

There was only one thing that could entice him to join the others.  Alexander asked, “Have they wine?  Not that vile whisky, I hope.”
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It was yet early in the afternoon, and Robert Campbell was already making a fool of himself, half-drunk, loud, and wagering as if he had all the riches in the world.  Alexander loathed men like him.  They puffed out their chests and expected everyone to applaud when they sneezed.  

“What will it be, Leftenant?”  Campbell asked, leaning forward in his chair, ready for Alexander to make his next move.  He scratched the side of his beet-coloured nose with a stubby finger.

Alexander studied the board, joggling the doubling cube in his palm.  With a lucky roll, he would win Campbell’s entire lot, leaving the poor sot singing for his soup.  He felt the smirk warm upon his face.  “I vie.”

The soldiers around them shifted uncomfortably, plainly aware that Campbell was about to be defeated.  Again.

Alexander released the cube, and in seconds, a recognition of defeat appeared in the Scot’s watery eyes.  The old man drew a long pull from his flask, then shouted in a husky voice, “Another game!  Another game!”

One of the soldiers wrapped his arm around his shoulder.  “Nay, Glenlyon.  Ye need something in yer wame first.  Come to the kitchens with me.” 

Campbell peered up at him, his face fallen like a child’s, then allowed the soldier to lead him away.  He was a captain in Argyll’s regiment, yet he was drenched in weakness.  Alexander leaned back in his chair, disgusted by Argyll’s choice in men.

John, MacIain’s son, shook his head.  “Ye better hold onto yer sterling, Leftenant, for as soon as the old bawheid is sober, he’ll come begging for it back.”

Alexander wasn’t worried.  He hadn’t seen Glenlyon sober since they’d arrived.  He scooped the coins into his palm, then slipped them into his pouch.  “He seems to spend an awful lot of time here.  Where is he lodging?” 

Lindsay strode forward, wiping his nose with a stained handkerchief, his white periwig tilted to the right.  “MacIain offered him a bed, but he chose to stay at the end of the glen with MacDonald of Inverrigan.”

Alexander thought the fool would’ve taken quarters with the chieftain of Glencoe, not Angus MacDonald, a mere tacksman.  “How does he manage to travel here every day with the snow as deep as it is?”

John answered this time, sarcasm in every word.  “I suppose the promise of the burn of whisky in his throat and a seat by the hearth playing cards or gammon are enough to make him trudge a mile through the snow.  He’s likely cleared a path by now.”

Spirits and gaming.  Alexander would gladly trade both for the third vice—women.  He had spent three days in the village already and not a single lass—save for the black-haired one seated in the kitchens earlier—was worthy of sharing his bed.  If their stay stretched out much longer, he would have to lower his standards and take a plain wench from the washhouse or kitchens.

He excused himself to join Edward, who was seated at another table, playing cards fanned in his hand and a small pile of sterling stacked neatly in front of him.  The three Scots also at the table, all with hair unkempt and unbound, eyed him warily as if he were a wild boar in approach.  Edward must’ve picked up on it too, for he said in a tone far too jolly for the occasion, “Brother, have you come to rescue me from the gaming prowess of these fine gentlemen?”

Alexander rolled his eyes.  Fine gentlemen, indeed.  “May I have a word?”

Edward gathered his winnings, and they moved into the hall.  

“The weather is showing improvement.”  Alexander pulled at his collar, now suddenly pressing too hard against his throat.  “I cannot wait to leave this place and these barbarians.”

“Improvement?”  Edward shook his head.  “Even if the weather lifts, the pass will still be neck-deep with snow.  It will be a week before it melts enough for us to get through.”

Alexander’s stomach turned.  He had to finish his business here so he could get back to England and fight to keep his right of inheritance.  Hopefully this time, after he carried out his orders, the king would recognize his loyalty and put to rest the idea of issuing attainder.  “The sooner we are out of here, the sooner we can return to England.” 

“What is the rush?  We have shelter and food, and these people have been nothing but hospitable towards us.”

“Hospitable?”  Alexander glared at him.  “I sleep on a straw pallet that reeks of piss and eat hard bread that lies in my stomach at night like lead shot.”

Edward laughed.  “You seem to be content in the evenings, draining flagons of wine by the hearth.”

“Forgive me for finding something to make this stay bearable.”  Edward was always so self-righteous.  So ready to point out the few moments of comfort Alexander managed to scrape up in all the miserable places they camped.  “And what are you doing to pass the time, brother?  Burying your cock in some Scottish whore?”  

“Really, Alexander.”  Edward rubbed his brow.  “I’m not like that.”

“Anymore, perhaps.”

Edward glared at him.  “It always comes down to that for you, does it not?” 

“I suppose it does.”  Alexander didn’t care what Edward thought of him.  He was tired of his condescending ways.  He tugged on his lace cuff.  “I met someone this morning who knows you.”

Edward’s brow crinkled.  “Who?”

“A lass.  I find it amusing that you would not have mentioned me to her, considering the closeness of your acquaintance.”

One corner of Edward’s mouth turned up.  “You’re normally opposed to my drawing attention to our . . . relationship.”

“I am not in favour of advertising my father’s indiscretions, if that is what you are implying.”  It only served to remind him about the annuity his father had sent Edward’s whore-of-a-mother to maintain her as his mistress.  At least that had stopped when he was taken to the Tower.  Alexander’s mother had made sure of it before Father had even been thrown on the back of the wagon and hauled away.  “I simply wanted an introduction.  But I took care of it.”

Edward crossed his arms in front of his chest and sighed.  “I’m not sure to whom you are referring.”

“The raven-haired beauty with the green eyes.  A bit bloodshot this morning, though.  Perhaps from too much . . . frolicking.”

Edward’s lip twitched.  “You should stay away from her.”

He was so predictable.  “You would like that, of course.”  Alexander leaned close.  “Will you speak ill of me to frighten her off?”

Edward poked Alexander in the chest.  “Your misfortune with the lasses is a result of your shortcomings.  It has nothing to do with me.” 

Alexander swatted his hand away.  “Was that true with Lady Berenice?  Hmm?”

Edward planted his hands on his hips.  “Is that really what this is about?  Her?”

Alexander’s chest filled with heat.  “Do not speak of her as if she were nothing.” 

Berenice had been everything.  His heart.  His future.  His hope for keeping his title as Baron Mansfield.  She had been the solution to all his problems—a solution cut short by Edward.  “You ruined my chances at—”

“Am I interrupting something?”  They both turned to face the Scottish wench from the kitchens standing at the threshold, her sardonic smile seemingly aimed only at Alexander.  Her timing was impeccable.  

Alexander offered, “We were just talking about you.  Were we not, Edward?”

She drew back, clearly displeased by that announcement.

A look of panic suddenly appeared on Edward’s pathetic face.  “Cait, I—”

“Calling her by her Christian name, are we?”  He pointed back and forth between the two of them, hoping to bring them to shame.  “Are you two that familiar?”  

“Alexander!”  Edward grabbed his coat sleeve and yanked him hard.

Cait folded her arms, eyes narrowed, her perfect little mouth tightened.  “MacIain sent me to invite ye to the ceilidh tonight in the hall, but perhaps he should’ve thought better of it.”

Edward edged closer, his hands extended in supplication.  “Please ignore my brother.  His anger at me caused him to use a poor choice of words.”  He twisted back and shot him a sharp glance.  “He meant no harm.  We were in the midst of a petty quarrel.”

“About me,” she stated, her jaw tight.

“Not at all,” said Edward.

Nothing could be further from the truth.  Of course this was about her.  Especially her.  And all the others that Edward had stolen from under him.  Alexander gritted his teeth and forced a quick smile.  He offered a small nod.  “Please forgive me.”

She stared at him sideways, as if to decide whether or not she should grant him a pardon.  As if she were superior to him.  A flicker of exhilaration burned in Alexander’s gut.  Oh, how I could bring you down.  

She licked her bottom lip in study.  “The piper will be there, and MacIain told the bard to perform in Scots English this time.  It will be the bard of Clan Donald, not Matheson, tonight.”  Her gaze stayed fixed on him, never blinking.

“We would be honoured to be there, of course.”  Edward bowed. 

She left the room, her skirts swirling angrily after her.

Edward was about to say something, but Alexander cut him off.  “Tell the men we will start drills tomorrow morning whether or not the weather is fair.  Have them ready at dawn.”

“At dawn?  I imagine everyone will want to attend the festivities tonight.  Not a single soldier will be—”

“You were given an order, Sergeant.”  Alexander sniffed, then cleared his throat with derision.

“Very well.”  Edward started for the door, then turned back around.  “Brother?”

Alexander waited for him to continue, his patience wearing thin.

A crooked smile crept onto Edward’s face.  “Speak to her like that again, and I have a good feeling she’ll demonstrate how talented she is with a knife.” 
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Chapter 6
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More than two hundred men and women packed the great hall to listen to the bard.  Edward lingered by the hearth, searching through the crowd, hoping to find Cait.  He wanted to apologize once more for his brother, but more importantly, he wanted to warn her about him.  He probably didn’t need to, though.  The look of contempt in her eyes when Alexander had insinuated they had been intimate had told him she would likely stay clear of him anyway.

“I know you,” a little voice said.  Edward stared down at the child tugging on the hem of his coat, her angelic face tilted in wonder.  “Ye were with my sister last night.”

Edward crouched to her height.  Her eyes were big and round and the pale green of a dragonfly’s wings.  Just like Cait’s.  “You must be Gillian.”

She nodded, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

“Do you know where your sister is now?” he asked.

She twisted back and forth to the bard’s song, rising and falling in a happy rhythm.  “She’s with Glenlyon.”  

What would she want with Campbell?  Edward was fairly sure she didn’t care much for the man.  “Glenlyon?  Are you certain?”  

“Aye.  She said she wanted to give him the gift of a pint or two, so she went to look for him by the gaming tables.”

Gifting Campbell with whisky?  That didn’t seem right, unless it was to pour it over his head.

Edward followed Gillian’s gaze as she searched through the hordes of revelers.  Suddenly, she spun to face Taran in approach, her smile stretching cheek to cheek in an instant.  She reached out and snatched his free hand, his other hand busy with his blackthorn cane.  “Over here, Taran.  ’Tis warm by the hearth.”

Taran’s mouth twisted to the side in displeasure.  “I know where the hearth is.  I feel the heat.”

Little Taran apparently didn’t like being led around by others.  Edward patted him on the shoulder.  “Of course you do, lad.  You probably know your way around this entire estate.”

“I know my way around all of Glencoe,” he said, his shoulders pulled back, eyes staring blankly.

Gillian jammed her fists on her hips.  “How would ye know that?  You’ve spent most of yer time here stuck inside with me.”

The poor lad’s face fell, his shoulders now slumped.  “Only since the weather turned.”

His expression tugged at Edward’s heart.  “Taran is an expert guide, Gillian.  I don’t doubt that he can cross these fields and ford through streams better than most of the men in this room.”

Taran stood a little straighter.  “’Tis true.  I can.”

Gillian threaded her arm through Taran’s and smiled sweetly.  “When the sun comes out and the snow has melted, I’m going to take ye to the faery pool where maybe we can catch a wee one in our hands.”

Taran lit up, his dimples starkly pronounced at the corners of his mouth.

The two disappeared quickly, leaving Edward free to search for Cait.  He was sure she was up to something.  He thought he’d done a good job the other night of convincing her of the truth—that their stay in Glencoe was incidental and not something sinister—but perhaps she still didn’t believe Campbell was capable of behaving honourably.  Otherwise, why would she want to be near the old man?

He zigzagged his way through the crowd to the gaming room, where Cait stood at Campbell’s side.  At the threshold, Edward studied the scene for a couple of minutes before he decided to approach.  Leftenants Farquhar and Kennedy shot him a doubting look as Campbell placed his next bet.  Another questionable stake.  The man would never learn.  

It was indisputable as to what Cait was trying to do.  She leaned into the captain after each roll of the cube, encouraging him to partake in more than his share of whisky, going so far as to hold the pint in front of him if he reached for it too slowly.  Edward had to fight back a laugh, careful not to delight at the old man’s expense.

“Cait.  I mean . . . Mistress Cameron,” he corrected himself.

Cait spun to face him, Campbell’s pint in her hand.  She speared Edward a look that told him he was clearly interrupting something, her eyes narrowed and mouth tight.  He considered leaving her to her own devices but changed his mind when the soldier to her right stretched his neck to admire her décolletage.

“Your sister told me I would find you here,” he said as he approached.

Her eyes darted between him and Campbell, who seemed completely oblivious of the intrusion.  “Did she, then?”

He strolled closer to the Englishman ogling her breasts and laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, casually blocking his view.  The soldier attempted a fairly insistent jab to Edward’s ribs, which he ignored.  “I was wondering if I could have a word with you, mistress.”

She smiled down at Campbell, who suddenly noticed Edward standing at the table.  Cait handed the old cove the pint, which he took gladly.  “I’m a wee bit busy now, Sergeant,” she replied through gritted teeth.

“I see that, but this should only take a few moments.”

She made no move to leave the table, her gaze fixed on the upturned pint pressed to Campbell’s lips.

Edward leaned in to whisper.  “Surrounding yourself with a host of drunken men will likely guarantee an unfortunate outcome.”

She let out an exasperated huff, then pulled him to the corner of the room by the sleeve of his coat.  “I know what I’m doing.”

“Do you?”  

A few of the men watched them from the table, the others far more interested in the game at hand, including Campbell.

She reached into her skirts and pulled out another flask, wiggling it as she spoke.  “A man under the influence of drink, if he speaks at all, usually speaks truth.”

His shoulders relaxed.  She was only searching for information, not planning some sort of attack once the man was good and soused.  “And you think getting Campbell pissed will get him to tell you the truth about what?”

She hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip as if deciding whether or not to divulge her purpose.  “I want to know why he’s here.  Why all of ye are here.”

“You still believe that we mean the MacDonalds harm?”

“I take very few men at their word, Sergeant.  Certainly nae an Englishman.  And never a Campbell.”

“You may call me Edward.  No one is listening, Cait.”

“Dinnae call me Cait.”  She swept a curl away from her face roughly.  “I shouldn’t have made the offer of such informality last night.  I blame the whisky.”

He had to laugh.  She was definitely a different girl from the one she was last night.  By the end of the evening, that girl had turned playful, on the verge of flirtatious, even.  There was no doubt that the spirits had loosened her normally rigid ways.  “I think you meant it when you said I could call you by your given name.”

She stared down at the flask in her hand.  “That was the whisky talking.  Not me.”

“But a minute ago, you claimed that spirits get men—or women—to speak the truth.”

She shook her head in defeat, a smile in her obstinate lips.  “Very well.  Ye may call me Cait when we are alone.”

She started to walk away, but he caught her arm.  “There’s something else.”

She tilted her head to the side, forcing a small crease between her brows.  

“I want to apologize for my brother’s rude comment earlier.”

“Ye already did.”

His palms grew clammy, so he wiped them on the sides of his breeches.  “And I want to warn you about him.”

“Warn me?”

He reached for the flask still in her grip.  “May I?”  

He took a good swallow, then handed it back.  This was going to be difficult.  Alexander had questioned him about frightening her off only a few hours earlier.  “I worry that my brother is . . . what I mean to say is . . . please take care around him.  When he wants something, he takes it.”
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