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PROLOGUE  
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Lithingow, Scotland

February, 1782

It had been a long, arduous journey through the snow, but Angus MacLeod knew he could not turn back. Leaving his home on the Isle of Lewis, he had only stopped briefly for a quick meal. Angus was desperate to reach Edinburgh, over two hundred miles away, before it was too late. Fiona's note said she was planning to marry John McGhee, which he could not allow. The future of his clan depended on his success.  

Exhausted and cold, Angus reached Lithingow, fighting the bitter February winds. Despite his reluctance, he decided to stop for the night after riding for thirteen hours since eight o'clock that morning. He still had several hours to go but was desperate for sleep.  Angus stopped at an inn along the deserted road. He dismounted and tied his horse to the hitching post outside the inn.

“Spare some money for a starving man?” said a voice from the dark. 

Angus turned, only to be grabbed from behind. Despite his strength, he was overpowered by two burly thugs who dragged him into a dark alley. 

“Here ye are, mate,” one said, grabbing Angus's billfold and tossing it to his companion. 

“And just so ye don’t get any ideas about calling the sheriff,” the other said, thrusting a dagger into Angus’s side. The men then left, stealing his horse.  

Angus staggered a few steps toward the inn, but the wound in his side bled profusely. Unable to walk further, he collapsed unconscious into the snow.
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CHAPTER 1
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Isla Mackenzie woke with a start in her dark room. She sat up, straining to hear. A slit of muted light passed under the door, accompanied by the hushed voices of her younger brothers. What were they up to now? Isla felt for her robe at the end of her bed, wrapped it around herself, and went to the door.   

Isla saw the light emanating from the spare room at the end of the dark corridor, formerly her mother’s sewing room. It had been little used since her mother's death five years ago, containing only a small bed and chair. Puzzled by her brothers' hushed conversation, she approached the room.

“We’d best fetch Dr. MacGilvray,” said Morgan, the elder.

“Aye,” agreed Cailean. “The poor bastard is bleeding like a stuck pig.”

“What is going on?” Isla asked as she entered the room.   

Startled by their sister's voice, the two young men looked up. Isla's eyes, however, were fixed on the colossal man unconscious on the small, sagging bed. Her eyes widened in alarm.

“Who is this? What happened?” she asked.

“We dinnae ken,” said Morgan, approaching her. “I was just home from the pub,” he continued, ignoring her disapproving look, “and found this fellow collapsed in the laneway at the end of the drive.”     

Isla walked over to the bed, dismayed to see the man's clothing soaked with blood.  “Good God,” she gasped. “He’s been wounded! Cailean, fetch me fresh water and some clean towels.” She began removing the man’s heavy cloak and lifting his shirt.

“Should I fetch the doctor, Isla?” asked Morgan, both siblings looking gravely at the wound.

“Aye, Morgan,” she nodded. “I think you should.”


Morgan set off at once as Cailean returned with a basin of water and towels.

“Will he die?” asked the youngest Mackenzie, frightened and fascinated by the



situation.


“I hope not,” Isla said softly. “But he looks like he’s lost a lot of blood.” She



unbuttoned his shirt, noting his fine clothing and the possibility that he might be a nobleman.


The man’s sheer size struck Isla. All five of her brothers were large, but 



this man surpassed them with a broad, well-muscled chest covered in dark hair.

“Come here,” Isla said, focusing on the task. “Give me the towels.”

Cailean complied and applied pressure to the wound as Isla gently washed the blood from his torso.

“Are you sure you should be doing this?” Cailean asked uneasily.

Isla looked at him, puzzled. “What do you mean?”

Cailean shrugged. “You being an unwed girl and all, touching a man’s body...”

“For heaven’s sake, Cailean!” she cried, returning to her patient. “What would you have me do? Let him bleed to death? Besides, I’ve grown up with you lads. I know what a man’s body looks like.”

Cailean’s face reddened.     

Having cleaned off the blood, Isla bent closer to examine the wound.

“Let’s have a look, Cailean,” she said, moving his hand away. The bleeding had slowed but not stopped. Isla continued to apply pressure. “A nasty piece of work,” she muttered.

“Aye,” Cailean agreed, peering over her shoulder. “Looks like a dagger did it. Maybe he was in a brawl at the pub.”

Isla shook her head. There was no trace of whiskey on his breath. She examined his features, noting his long dark hair, strong jaw, and uncommonly handsome face. She wondered about the color of his eyes.

“What’s that around his neck?” Cailean asked, pointing to a silver medallion.

Isla glanced at the medallion just as Morgan returned with Doctor MacGilvray.

“Here he is, Doctor,” Morgan said as Isla and Cailean stepped away from the bed. The elderly doctor put on his spectacles and examined the patient.

“You’ve done well cleaning the wound,” he said, studying it closely. “Looks like a stab wound.”

“Will he need stitches?” Morgan asked.

“Aye,” the doctor nodded. “We need to stop the bleeding, or he could bleed to death. A wound this deep won’t heal on its own. Bring the lamp closer, Cailean.”

Doctor MacGilvray opened his bag and took out a needle and thread.

“He’ll need to rest here for at least a week, maybe more,” the doctor said as he began stitching the wound.

“We don’t even know who he is,” Isla protested. “He might have a family looking for him—or be a fugitive.”

“Aye,” MacGilvray agreed, “but he’ll be an invalid for a few days. You’ll need to change his bandage and watch for infection. Are you up to it, Miss?”

Isla sighed. What choice did she have? She had cared for her mother and now looked after her younger brothers and father. The men in her family relied on her strength.

“Aye,” she said finally. “I’m up to it.”    

“Good,” said MacGilvray. “Morgan mentioned your father is out of town. I’m sure he’ll agree; he’s reasonable.”

Isla nodded as the physician applied a bandage to the wound.

“How long before he’ll wake up?” Morgan asked. “He’ll be anxious when he does.”

“It’s hard to say,” MacGilvray replied, packing his bag. “He’s lost a lot of blood and could be unconscious for a day or more. Stay close; he’ll be in pain when he wakes. I’ll leave some morphine if needed. If you have laudanum, it might help him rest. I’ll return in a week to remove the stitches.”

“Thank you, Doctor. I’ll see you out,” Isla said as Morgan walked out with the doctor.

Isla sat in the chair by the bed. “Why don’t you go back to bed, Cailean? I’ll stay up with him.”

Cailean hesitated but decided his sister was safe from harm due to the man’s condition. “Alright then. Good night.”

“Night,” Isla replied, stifling a yawn. She covered the man with a quilt and decided to make a fire. Morgan entered the room as she worked.

“I hope you’re not upset about bringing him here,” he said, helping her.

“No,” Isla said. “It would be unchristian to leave him out in the snow. Besides, you’ve always brought home strays, Morgan.”

Morgan laughed. “I suppose I have. I’ll keep watch with you if you like.”       

“Why don’t we take turns?” suggested Isla, warming her hands by the fire. “That way, at least one of us will get some sleep.”

“Good enough,” agreed Morgan, feeling sleepy. He looked at the still figure on the bed. “I wonder who he is. Maybe he’s a rich laird who will reward us for saving his life.”

Isla laughed. “More likely, he’s a penniless beggar who will never leave once he’s tasted a soft bed and a roof over his head.”

Morgan grinned. “I’ve always enjoyed a good mystery. I hope he doesn’t die on us.”

“Morgan!” Isla admonished. “Don’t be so callous.”

Morgan chuckled. “Well, I’m for bed, then.” He kissed his sister on the cheek. “Night, Isla.”

“Goodnight, Morgan. Sleep well.”

Morgan left, and Isla sat by the bed again, studying the man’s face. This was no beggar; he had the face of a man of power and pride. She smiled, imagining the color of his eyes beneath those long eyelashes, and drifted off to sleep.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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The man’s moans and mutterings awakened Isla. She jumped up and touched his brow; he was burning with fever. Isla quickly applied a cold cloth to his face and ran another over his arms and chest.

“No...Fiona...” the man muttered in his delirium.

“Is everything alright?” Morgan asked, entering the room, his auburn hair tousled with sleep.

“No, Morgan,” said Isla. “He’s burning with fever. Help me.”


Morgan grabbed another towel and soaked it in icy water. 



“Perhaps we ought to take the rest of his clothing off,” suggested Isla.


Morgan raised his eyebrows. “He’d be naked, Isla. It’s not proper.”



Isla was amused by her brother’s concern for her virtue. “This is no time for propriety, Morgan. We must get this fever down, or he won’t last the night.”

Morgan nodded, realizing she was right.

Isla hesitated, then started on the belt. “Let me,” said Morgan. “Turn away.”

Isla sighed and obeyed.

After a few moments, Morgan spoke. “Alright, you can look now.”

Isla turned back and saw Morgan had placed a towel over the man’s groin. 

“Fiona!” moaned the man again.

“Who do you think Fiona is?” asked Morgan as they wiped down the man’s feverish body.

Isla shrugged. “It could be anyone. Or no one at all.”

They spent the next hour sponging the man with cold water. Finally, when he seemed to be resting easier, Isla sat down, exhausted.

“His fever has broken, thank God,” sighed Isla.

Morgan nodded. “Aye, and he’s stopped thrashing about. You go and rest now, Isla. I’ll stay with him for a while.”

The thought of sleep was immensely appealing. “Very well,” she said, standing up. “But wake me if he worsens.”

“I will,” said Morgan. “Try and sleep.”

Isla fell asleep almost immediately upon lying down. She fell into a vivid dream about the mysterious man, seeing him as the host of a great feast, handsome and strong, his smile brilliant, and his eyes sparkling.

Dawn had broken when Isla woke, troubled by the strange dream. She didn’t want this man in her mind, feeling certain reality would squash her fantasies.

Isla got out of bed and went to the room where Morgan had watched their guest. Morgan was asleep in the chair, head thrown back. She put a hand on his shoulder and kissed his cheek. 

Morgan woke with a start but smiled. “Oh, hi,” he yawned. “Did you sleep?”

“Aye, a wee bit,” she replied. “I’m going downstairs to help Beth with breakfast.”

“Good,” said Morgan, stretching. “I’m starving.”

“How is he doing?” Isla asked, feeling the man’s brow. He was still warm, but not as much as the previous night.

“Didn’t stir the whole time,” said Morgan.

Isla nodded. “Good. Perhaps the worst is over.”

“I need to visit the loo, so I’ll ask Beth to start breakfast,” said Morgan. “Do you mind taking over?”

“No, not at all,” said Isla.

Morgan left the room. Isla opened the curtains, letting in more light, then stood beside the bed.

His colour is better today, she thought. Her eye caught the silver pendant around his neck. She bent closer, gently picking it up to examine the design. It bore a bull’s head flanked by two staves with flags and the words “Hold Fast” engraved below.  A clan emblem, she reflected. Since Culloden, it was unlawful to wear clan symbols. This man was clearly a Highlander, boldly defying the law. 

Suddenly, her wrist was trapped in a vice-like grip. She gasped, looking up into a pair of very blue, very angry eyes.

“Release me!” she cried.

“Why should I?” replied the man. “You have my property in your hand.”

Isla looked down and saw that she was still holding the medallion. She released it immediately, but he still did not let her go.

“I wasn’t stealing it if that’s what you imply,” she said, keeping her voice calm. 

“No?” he asked, his tone both challenging and sceptical.

“No. Now, please, release me.”

The man considered for a moment and then let her go.  Isla backed away from the bed, rubbing her wrist. 

The man closed his eyes, feeling drained by the physical exertion.

“Do you have a name?” she asked.

The man opened his eyes a slit and looked at her. “Of course I do.  I’d assumed everyone did.”     

“Indeed, they do,” retorted Isla.  “I have a few choice ones that would suit you, sir.”

To her surprise, the man laughed. “MacLeod is my name. Angus MacLeod.”

Isla nodded. “Well, Mr. MacLeod, you are a guest in my father’s home and at the mercy of my goodwill, so I suggest you mind your manners.”

“Manners, lass?  It’s hard to be mannerly when I’m naked,” he smirked. “What have you done with my clothes?” 

“They’re soaking in a tub of cold water,” she said nonchalantly as she pulled the covers up so he could reach them.  “You were burning with fever, so we needed to remove them.”

Angus was angry for allowing himself to be in such a vulnerable position.  But how did he get here?  Who was this beautiful, proud lass who seemed to control his fate completely? He stared at her, taking note of the fine features of her face: her large green eyes, her full pink mouth, and fair skin, all framed by a somewhat tousled mane of thick, wavy auburn hair.  

“You win,” he said softly, closing his eyes. “At least for the moment.”

Isla smiled and watched him drift off to sleep. 
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CHAPTER 3
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“So how is the poor bugger?” asked Cailean as Isla entered the dining room.  She had dressed and pinned her long hair up into a chignon.

“Watch your language,” said Isla, cuffing Cailean in the back of the head as she passed behind him. “Mr. MacLeod is asleep,” said Isla as she sat beside Morgan. 

“How did you learn his name, then? Did he wake up?”  asked Morgan.

“Only briefly,” replied Isla.  She did not wish to tell her brothers about the bizarre exchange between her and Angus MacLeod. It had left her feeling somewhat unsettled and more than a little confused. No doubt her brothers would take exception to MacLeod’s rough treatment of her.

Isla winced as she poured herself some tea.  It did not go unnoticed by Morgan.

“Something wrong, Isla?” he asked, watching her closely. 

Isla looked up at her brother. “No, why do you ask?” 

Morgan said nothing but felt suspiciously like she was hiding something.

“I’ll go up for a bit now,” said Cailean as he stood up. “Keep the poor bug...I mean bloke company for a wee bit before I leave.”

“Alright,” said Isla. “Just don’t be late. Father will tan your hide if you miss classes.”

“That’s right,” piped up Morgan.  “A lad your age needs his schooling. We’ll manage just fine without you, boy.”

“And how will the farm manage without you?” asked Isla. “You have obligations and responsibilities to keep with father away.”

“And I suppose you don’t see anything wrong with you being left alone in the house with this stranger?” asked Morgan testily. 

“I won't be alone,” protested Isla calmly.  “Beth is here, and Jimmy is always about, not to mention the servants.   Besides, the man is as weak as a newborn kitten. What harm could he possibly inflict on me in such a state?” She surprised herself at the calmness with which she asked that loaded question.

Morgan remained silent. It seemed like he was stuck between a rock and a hard place. 

“All right then,” he conceded at last.  “Just make sure the door is open, and be careful.   He’s a mean-looking brute if you ask me.”

Isla did not respond, hoping that her first impression of Angus MacLeod did not accurately indicate the man’s true nature. 

“So how are ye feeling, Mr. MacLeod?” asked Cailean as he sat beside Angus's bed. 

“How did you know my name?” asked Angus.

“Isla told us,” explained Cailean. “She told us how you had woken up a little earlier.”

Angus nodded. Isla, he thought. So that was her name..

“Aye,” said Angus. “She’s been very patient, very kind.”

Cailean nodded. “She can be an angel, that lass.”

“Can be?” asked Angus, amused by the boy’s candour.

“Aye,” said Cailean. “She’s got her faults, just like anyone. Too bloody smart, for one thing. It isn’t right for a woman to read so many books.”

Angus nodded, trying not to smile. “Indeed.”

“Aye,” continued Cailean. “And she can be impossible to please sometimes, too. I can’t tell you how many blokes she’s turned away from her door, never finding one good enough.”

Angus was intrigued. “Is that so?  Never been in love, then?  A beautiful lass like her?”

Cailean shook his head. “No, never even kissed a lad, as far as I know. Never liked one enough to let him.”

Angus nodded, wishing he could press the boy for more information but feeling exhausted. Cailean could see that he was fading, so he stood up.

“I’ll let you sleep now,” said Cailean. “I’ve got to get to school anyway.”

“Alright then,” said Angus. 

Isla saw her brothers off before proceeding upstairs carrying a basin of fresh water and clean bandages.  Quietly, she opened the door and saw that Angus was asleep. She tiptoed in and lightly touched his brow. The fever was still there, she discovered, to her dismay. 

She sat on the chair beside the bed, hesitating momentarily.  She was worried that the wound had become infected, for she could think of no other reason for the fever.  She looked up into Angus’ face, not wishing to disturb him after the restless night he had passed. 

Isla stood up and walked over to the window.  She stood and watched the snow drifting softly onto the lawn below.  It was a frigid day, the frost on the window attesting to it. She shuddered to think what would have happened to Angus had Morgan not brought him inside the previous night. 

Isla walked over to the fireplace and put another log on the fire. She watched it as it crackled and became consumed by the flames. 

Angus awoke feeling as though he had shards of glass in his throat. He lifted his head from the pillow and saw who he assumed was the same woman he had met earlier. What had her brother called her? 

Isla heard her name being whispered hoarsely and turned around in surprise. She immediately approached the bed. 

“Aye,” she said, sitting down. “I’m here.”

“Water,” he said with considerable effort.

“Of course,” she said, pouring some water into a tumbler.  She realized that he was, at present, too weak to hold it for himself, so she put one arm behind his shoulders to prop him up and held the tumbler to his lips.  The pain caused by the twisting of her wrist made her wince and her hand shake. With great effort, she held it as steadily as she could, allowing him to have a drink.

“Just sip,” she said gently. “Slowly.”

Angus felt the refreshingly cold water slide down his parched, sore throat and closed his eyes in relief.

“Thank you,” he said softly after he had his fill.

Isla set the tumbler down on the nightstand.

“I need to look at your wound,” she said. “Your bandages will need to be changed.”

Angus did not open his eyes. “Of course.” 

Isla carefully pulled back the covers and set about changing the bandages and cleaning the wound. It looked clean, and so far, there was no sign of infection.

“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked, trying to break the tension of the intimate moment she was sharing with the stranger. 

Angus made no reply at first, for he had opened his eyes and was busy studying her face. 

“I like your hair better loose,” he said at last.

Isla glanced up at him and frowned, wondering if he were delirious.

“Though it looks quite lovely as it is,” he added. 

Isla was taken aback.  She did not know what to make of this strange, contradictory man.

“How did you know my name?” she asked, changing the subject as she finished applying the clean bandages. 

“Your brother told me,” said Angus.  “He was very informative,” he said, with a trace of a smile.

“Indeed?” said Isla, raising an eyebrow. 

“Aye,” said Angus with a yawn, again closing his eyes.

“Do tell,” said Isla as she sat back in the chair, her task complete.

Angus opened her eyes and looked up at her.

“He told me you were too smart for a girl,” said Angus. “And that you’d read far too many books.”

Isla frowned. “Did he now?”

Angus nodded, enjoying her indignation. “He did.” 

“Anything else?” she said, folding her arms over her chest.

Angus hesitated before continuing. “He told me that you had never been in love, and, to his knowledge, you had never been kissed by a man.” 

Isla’s face went red with embarrassment and indignation.

“Though I find that hard to believe,” he added. “A beautiful lass such as you must have to fight lads off with a riding crop.”

Isla did not know how to respond. She was mortified that Cailean had disclosed so much personal information to this proud, bold man. 

“Cailean likes to exaggerate,” she said at last.

Angus was amused. “And what part did he exaggerate? The part about your intelligence or your lack of experience with men?”

“Both!  I mean...” she stammered. “I mean, never mind!” 

Angus laughed. “I’m sorry, lass. I seem to have embarrassed you.  Though, you are enchanting when you’re embarrassed,” he said with a smile, closing his eyes again. 

Isla did not know what to make of this strange man who could be so rude and insulting one moment and so charming the next. “Who is Fiona?” she asked, anxious to change the subject. 

Angus’ eyes snapped open, and he looked at her warily.

“Why would you ask such a thing?” he demanded. 

“You were saying her name last night in your sleep,” replied Isla. “Is she your wife?”

Angus shook his head. “No, she isn’t my wife. I have no wife.”

“A lover or perhaps a mistress?” asked Isla.

Angus frowned. “You seem very interested in my personal affairs all of a sudden, young lass.” 

Isla shrugged. “Don’t tell me then,” she said, standing up. “I’ll let you sleep. Unless there’s something else I can do for you.”

Angus looked up at her, wondering what was going on in her head. He felt too tired to consider it further, though, and shook his head. 

“No,” he said tiredly. “A rest is about all I need right now.”

Isla nodded her head. “Very well. I’ll be up later to check on you. Perhaps you’ll be up to eating a wee bit.”

Angus closed his eyes and nodded. 

Isla was about to close the door when she heard him say, “Fiona is my sister.”

She smiled and then closed the door. 

That night was a rough one for the Mackenzie household.  Angus’ fever had returned, and the pain he had been suffering through all day only seemed to be magnified by it. 

Morgan had taken the first watch with him but seemed unsure of what to do when Angus awoke in obvious distress in the dead of night.

Isla was in a deep sleep when Morgan approached and rapped on her door. “Isla!” he called to her. “Come quick!”

Isla jumped out of bed and hastened to the door, not bothering with her robe. She pulled open the door.

“What is it, Morgan?” she asked in alarm. “Is it Angus?”

“Aye,” replied Morgan as they proceeded down the hall. “He’s burning with fever again and seems in great pain.”

Isla entered the room where Angus was.  She could see just by his face how much pain he was in.  The poor man, she thought.

“What should we do?” asked Morgan. “Doctor MacGilvray only gave us a wee bit of morphine.  It’s all gone.”

Isla thought quickly. “He said we could try laudanum if he were having trouble sleeping. Fetch it at once and some water as well.”

Morgan hurried out of the room to do his sister’s bidding as Isla sat beside Angus.  She took one of his hands to comfort him. Touching his brow, she was dismayed to see how feverish he was again. The time he had spent in the cold and wet snow undoubtedly gave him a cold or perhaps even worse.  

Angus turned his head on the pillow and opened his eyes. He could see that Isla was sitting with him and even felt her hand in his, but he didn’t have the strength to speak to her. 

“It’s alright, Angus,” she told him gently. “Morgan has gone to fetch something to ease your pain. Just try to rest easy.”

Angus was grateful for her kindness and tender care and wished he could tell her so.

Morgan returned presently with a tumbler of water and a paper envelope containing laudanum in powder form. Isla took the envelope from him and, after quickly estimating Angus’ body weight, measured what she thought was an appropriate amount into the water. 

“Here,” she instructed, “help him, Morgan.”

Morgan put one arm behind Angus’ shoulder and gently propped him up. 

“Now drink this, slowly,” instructed Isla as she held the tumbler to Angus’ lips. He did his best to sip at the water, feeling its refreshing coolness slide down his throat. Finally, when Isla was satisfied that he had enough, she motioned for Morgan to lie Angus back down. 

“That should help,” she decided, setting the tumbler down. Angus seemed to be asleep, at least for the moment.

“You go to bed, Morgan,” she suggested, turning to her brother. “I’ll take over now.” 

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Aye,” she replied with a yawn. “Just bring me up a basin of water and some fresh towels; he still feels too warm for me.”

“Coming right up,” said Morgan. 

Isla felt a chill and realised that she was without her robe. She stood up and walked over to the fire, warming herself in front of it while waiting for her brother to return. She turned and watched Angus as he slept. He was a mystery to her on so many levels. Why had he been attacked? And why was he so far from home?  How was Fiona involved in Angus’ mishap?  He was an enigma, at once moment cynical and sarcastic, the next charming and agreeable. Isla had never met anyone like him. 

“Here,” said Morgan as he entered the room once again. “If you need me, just wake me up, Isla.”

“I will,” she replied, returning to the bed. “Good night, Morgan.”

“Thanks,” he responded, kissing her on the cheek. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

Isla smiled as her brother left the room. She placed one of the towels into the cold water and squeezed the water out. Then she returned to Angus’ side and put the cold cloth on his forehead. She remembered doing the very same when her mother was ill with typhoid, how she had burned with fever for days on end, and how hard Isla had tried to ease her suffering. Thinking of her mother brought a lump to her throat. How she missed her still!  All her brothers thought of Isla as a pillar of strength, but deep down inside, she had suffered more than anyone when their mother died. 

She pushed the sad memories away, forcing herself to return to the task. This man needed her help, and she would not let him down.  She sat at his side for the rest of the night, alternately cooling his brow and holding his hand as he faded in and out of his delirium. When dawn broke, he became stronger, his fever was gone, and Isla felt like she had won the battle. 

“Isla?”  

She turned to Angus as he slowly turned to her.

“Aye, Angus,” she said, leaning toward him. “I’m here.”

“Thank you,” he whispered as he drifted off to sleep again.  

Isla smiled. “You’re welcome,” she replied softly. 

Isla felt utterly exhausted, having spent most of the night awake, tending to Angus. Yet, a strange exhilaration surged through her, and she wasn’t sure if she could sleep. She could only attribute the feeling to the relief she had experienced witnessing Angus’s recovery.  He certainly was proving to be a remarkable man. 

Isla went to her room and lay on her bed, leaving Angus in Morgan’s care.  She immediately fell into a deep and dreamless sleep. 

When she awoke, it was almost noon. She had Mabel, the household maid, draw a bath and soon felt like a new woman. 

“Well, there she is,” announced Beth as Isla entered the parlour. “Did you manage to get some sleep? Morgan told me about your adventure when he came to get breakfast. Why didn’t you wake me?”

Isla smiled at Beth as she bombarded her with questions. “Yes, I did get some sleep, thank you.  It was tense, but Angus seems to have amazing recuperative powers. I think he’s past the worst now; I hope so. And why didn’t we wake you? Beth, you’re up at dawn every day starting breakfast for us all; you need a good night's sleep. Besides, I don’t mind looking after him.”

Beth nodded with a smile. “I see,” she replied, returning to her embroidery.

Isla frowned. “What does that mean?” 

“Not a thing,” responded Beth without looking up. “There is some lunch in the kitchen if you’re hungry.  Angus was asleep when I peeked in on him, so you may want to check on him. Perhaps he’ll be up to eating a little something.”

Isla nodded. “I hope so,” she replied, standing up to go to the kitchen.

She ate quickly and then put a plate together for Angus. She brought it upstairs and quietly opened the door to Angus’ bedchamber. 

“May I come in?” she asked.

“Of course,” called Angus from within.

Isla entered the room, tray in hand. “I didn’t wake you, did I?” she asked as she approached the bed. 

Angus watched her, shaking his head. “No, you didn’t. I’ve been awake for a little while.”

She sat down on the chair beside the bed. “You look much better today,” she decided, noting how the colour in his face had improved. “How are you feeling? Are you hungry?”

Angus nodded. “Aye,” he replied as he tried to sit up. “I am.”

Isla put the tray down. “Here,” she said, standing up at once. “Let me help you,” she said, assisting him to a sitting position. She propped the pillows behind him. 

Angus smiled at her. “Thank you.”  

“Here you go,” she said, handing the tray to him.  “I’m sure you’ll feel much stronger once you’ve eaten.”

Angus nodded. “I’m sure. This is all very foreign to me, being an invalid. I hope I haven’t inconvenienced your family too much.”

Isla watched him as he began to eat. “No, of course not. Why would you think that?”


Angus looked up at her. “I know you spent the night here at my side,” he told her.

Isla nodded. “Aye, that I did. But you were in a bad state. You needed someone to 



stay with you. I wasn’t about to let you suffer all alone, Angus. I could never do that.”

Angus was silent. He had never met anyone like Isla before, and in his experience, most people cared little for the troubles of others. 

“I appreciate it,” he told her. “Truly. I don’t know how I’ll repay you for your kindness.”

Isla smiled. “Just get well, Angus. That’s all the payment I need.”
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CHAPTER 4
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Douglas Mackenzie was one of the most respected landowners in the Lothian region.  He was prosperous, but more than that, he was just.  While greed corrupted many of his peers, causing them to raise their tenants’ rent often beyond their means, Mackenzie treated those who tended his land with fairness and almost paternal goodwill. Three of the six children his wife had borne him had married: Robert, the eldest at 27, had become a lawyer and lived in Edinburgh; Rory, 25, and Declan, 24, lived with their families in homes of their own on their father’s property, and helped him manage the estate.  Living in the manor were the youngest three: Isla, 20, Morgan, 18, and Cailean, 16.  When autumn came, Morgan was planning to leave for university, and Cailean hoped to do the same in another two years.

Isla, the only daughter, had done her best to fill the shoes of her mother, Mary, who had died five years earlier.  She loved her kin fiercely, knowing she held a special place in the family. Yet, she often yearned for more, for her own family.  Many men had courted her, or at least had attempted to do so.  Isla Mackenzie had a strong will and made up her mind that she would not marry for the sake of expedience.  No, she would marry someone because she loved them, a foolish notion in a time when powerful families arranged marriages to strengthen social and political status.  Nevertheless, Isla remained steadfast, and the men in her family knew her well enough not to quarrel with her. 

It was mid-afternoon, two days after the unexpected arrival of Angus MacLeod on the Mackenzie property. Isla sat in the kitchen enjoying a hot cup of tea with Beth.  Beth had been the late Mary Mackenzie’s cousin, who had become widowed several years earlier.  Douglas had taken her and her son, Jimmy, in, giving them a home with his family in the manor house.  They did a great deal around the estate to earn their keep; Beth cooked, and Jimmy tended the horses. 

“So, did Mr. MacLeod enjoy his lunch, Isla?” asked Beth. 

“Aye,” replied Isla with a smile. "He was ravenous, the poor man. He ate it up in a matter of minutes.” Angus had been steadily growing stronger; his fever had not returned. Isla was amazed by the man’s fortitude. 

Beth laughed. “Good. He’ll be getting in strength back in no time and will be able to make his way home.”

Isla nodded as she sipped her tea.  Beth watched her closely.

“You’ve taken a fancy to him, haven’t you?” asked Beth with a smile.

Isla’s eyes widened. “I have not! Why would you say that?”

Beth shrugged. “Just a feeling, I suppose. You spend a great deal of time up there.

Isla felt her face grow warm.  “Well, he needs to be cared for. I’d hate to be left alone for hours, wouldn’t you?”

Beth smiled. “The fact that he’s handsome has nothing to do with it, then?”

Isla shrugged, trying to appear indifferent. “You find him handsome? I find him brooding and too hairy.”

Beth laughed as she stood up. “Well then, I suppose you’ll be glad to see him leave. Seeing as he repulses you so.”

Isla opened her mouth to protest and then shut it again, realising Beth was teasing her.

“Well, since you find him so attractive,” said Isla, “perhaps you wouldn’t mind giving him a sponge bath?  He can’t let his stitches get wet, so sitting in a tub would be out of the question.  And quite frankly, the man needs a bath.”

Beth laughed. “If you don’t think he’ll object, then I’d be happy to.”

Isla stood up. “Good. I’ll go up and tell him.”

Angus was waking up when Isla quietly opened the door.

“I didn’t wake you, did I?” she asked, seeing his eyes open.

Angus shook his head. “No, you didn’t.”

Isla watched him as he stretched, his long muscular arms reaching above his head.  Repulsed? Had Beth honestly thought that?  

“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” she said, sitting beside him. “But I do believe you need a bath.”

Angus frowned. “Are you telling me that my smell offends you?” 

Isla nodded. “Yes, I am.”

Angus was shocked by her candour, and he laughed.

“Well then, by all means. Can I expect a pretty lass to attend me?” he grinned.

Isla laughed. “Indeed, a pretty lass shall.”

At that moment, Beth came in, carrying a basin of steaming hot water, lye soap, and a scrub brush.

“Well, laddie,” said Beth, setting the basin down and rolling up her sleeves, “shall we get started, then?”

Isla had to leave the room both for propriety’s sake and for fear that she would start laughing.  The look of shock mixed with acute disappointment was plain to behold on Angus’ face.  He had something else in mind when he agreed to a bath.

As she walked down the stairs, she heard Angus bellow in protest. 

“Easy now! I’m not a bloody potato, woman!”

Isla laughed and continued on her way.

About an hour later, Beth came downstairs again, shaking her head.

“A more stubborn, disagreeable man has never been born,” she muttered as she set the basin on the kitchen table. 

“I heard him,” said Isla, trying not to laugh. “He didn’t enjoy his bath, then?”

Beth snorted. “I should say not. Bloody big baby, he is.  He also wanted a shave, but I said I’d have none. Maybe you ought to do it. He’s got me blood boiling, so he has.”

Isla smiled. “Very well,” she said, standing up and pouring hot water from the pot over the hearth into the basin. “I suppose it would be all right for me to do that much.”

“Well, I wish you better luck than I had, Isla,” said Beth. “The man is a bloody tyrant. He thinks he’s still in the Highlands, a high and mighty castle laird.”

“Well, I think I can handle him,” said Isla confidently.  “No doubt he’ll behave himself when I have a blade at his throat.”

Beth laughed, admiring the young woman’s spunk.

Isla opened the door tentatively. Beth had provided him with a pair of trousers, so at least he was no longer naked under the quilt.  He looked up at her when he heard the door open. His face clearly showed his irritation, but he relaxed slightly when he saw that it was Isla and not his tormenter returning.

“So, you’ve decided to be merciful, have you?” he asked.

Isla frowned, pretending not to understand. “Whatever do you mean?” she asked, trying not to smile.

“You know bloody well what I mean,” he grumbled. “You’ve spared me the ministrations of the resident mistress of torture. She has the bedside manner of an executioner.”

Isla had to laugh. “Oh, come now,” she admonished. “Surely it wasn’t that bad.”

Angus made a sour face. “It was, I assure you.”

Isla smiled. “You smell much better, so it was worth the trouble. So, do you still want a shave? Or are you too cross now to hold still for me?”

Angus finally smiled. “Just promise to be gentle with me, lass. I’ve had a terrible ordeal.”

Isla laughed. “Oh yes, ye poor wee bairn,” she said as she applied the warm cloth to his face.  “Now, just relax.”

Angus closed his eyes and tried his best to do so. The warmth of the cloth was soothing and helped him calm down.

“Now, hold still,” she said after a few minutes. She removed the cloth and applied the shaving soap to his face to begin her task. 

Angus watched her as she carefully, slowly shaved his face.  She had one hand on his bare shoulder, bracing herself to keep her hand steady. Her lips were parted in concentration.  Angus became excited by her proximity and the feel of her hand upon his skin. He tried to tear his eyes away from her face but could not.  

As for Isla, she was finding it challenging to remain focused. The bath had left his skin warm and soft, and he smelled wonderful.  The shoulder she had rested her hand upon was hard and unyielding as she imagined the rest of his body.  

“You’ve done this before,” he said.

Isla nodded, not taking her eyes off her task. “Aye, many times. Don’t talk; I’m about to do the bit around your mouth.”

Angus nodded and held still.  Isla’s eyes were now focused on his mouth. She swallowed hard, trying to keep from imagining what it would be like to be kissed by that mouth. She looked up into Angus’ eyes. She could tell by how he was looking at her that she wasn’t the only one with provocative thoughts in their mind. Angus forced himself to look away from her eyes, his gaze lighting on her wrist. He frowned when he saw the bruises there. He reached up and gently took her forearm. She looked at him questioningly.

“Did I do that?”

Isla looked down at the bruises encircling her slender wrist.  She nodded.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I hope you realise I would never hurt you intentionally.”

Isla smiled. “I just attributed your brutish behaviour to delirium.”

Angus smiled a little, still feeling uneasy about what he had done to her, albeit unwittingly.

“There,” she said, somewhat relieved to be finished. “You look quite the new man,” she said as she wiped the soap from his face and neck. 

Angus ran his hands over his face, nodding approvingly. “Well done, lass. Thank you.”

Isla smiled. “You’re quite welcome.” She stood up to take the basin back downstairs.

“Are you leaving me so soon?” 

Isla turned around and looked at him. She could see in his eyes the same undefined feeling within her.

“I’ll return soon.  You need to rest. Remember, you’ve had quite an ordeal,” she smiled.

Angus laughed. “All right, then.  I will do as you say, milady, and look forward to your company soon.”

Isla left the room, feeling more confused than ever. 
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CHAPTER 5
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When someone pounded on her door, Isla’s peaceful sleep was shattered again that night.  

“Isla!” called Morgan.  “Wake up!”

“No,” she said to herself. “Not again!” Isla leapt from her bed and hurried to the door. She opened it to find Morgan standing there, candle in hand. He looked alarmed, his red hair askew.  Just then, she realised why he had awakened her, for she heard shouting coming from the room occupied by Angus MacLeod. 

“You bloody bastard!  I’ll get you for this!”

“Morgan, quickly!” cried Isla as they raced down the hall.  Morgan opened the door, and by the light of the fire, they could see Angus tossing and turning about in the throes of a nightmare. He was very agitated and thrashed about violently.

“He’ll break open his stitches at this rate!” cried Isla as she hurried to the bed.  “Light the lamp, Morgan!”

She sat down on the edge of the bed and took Angus by the shoulders. “Wake up,” she commanded. “Wake up! You’re dreaming, Angus!”

Morgan stood by and watched, feeling helpless. He admired his sister’s ability to remain calm when he had panicked.

“What’s going on?” asked Cailean as he poked his head into the room. When he saw his sister shaking Angus, he became alarmed.

“What are you doin’ to the man?” he cried, trying to pull her away.

“Leave her be, boy!” shouted Morgan.

All the shouting and the shaking finally woke Angus up.  His eyes snapped open and looked right into those of Isla. He was confused at first, not fully awake enough to assimilate what his eyes were telling his brain.

“Fiona?” he said, looking wide-eyed at Isla.

Isla shook her head. “No, Angus. I’m not Fiona; I’m Isla. Remember?”

Angus’s breathing gradually became normal once again, and he relaxed.  “Aye, Isla,” he sighed. 

“You were having a nightmare,” Morgan told him. “Shouting at the top of yer lungs.”

Angus frowned. “I was?” he asked, looking up at Isla.

She nodded.

“What were ye dreaming, Angus?” asked Cailean.

Angus thought for a moment, trying to remember. “I don’t know,” he replied slowly.  “I remember seeing my sister Fiona, but nothing more.”

Isla was not surprised. Angus had not said anything about her, but Isla had the distinct impression that, somehow, Fiona MacLeod was the reason Angus had landed in such a state.

“Look!” cried Cailean, pointing to the side of Angus’ body where he had been injured. “You’re bleeding!”

Isla looked down and gasped.  She pulled back the quilt and saw that the wound had begun to bleed again. Blood now soaked the sheet on which Angus lay.

“Fetch some water and linens, Cailean, hurry!” commanded Isla.

“Here,” said Morgan, handing his sister a towel that Beth had left behind after the ill-fated bath. “Use this to stop the bleeding.”

Isla applied the towel to the wound, pressing it to slow the bleeding.

Angus watched her as she worked furiously, tending to his wound. He was impressed by her courage and sensibleness, but more than that, he was moved by her obvious concern for his well-being.

“Here you are, Isla,” said Cailean as he hurried back into the room, slopping water onto the floor in haste.

“Now,” instructed Isla, “Morgan, you keep up the pressure while I clean up the blood. Cailean, we’ll need a clean bed sheet and quilt.”

Cailean scurried off again at his sister’s direction.

Isla looked up at Angus, realising at last how alarmed he must be feeling amid all the chaos.

“It’s all right, Angus,” she told him soothingly. “You’ll be fine.”

Angus only nodded, feeling somewhat lightheaded. He closed his eyes and started to drift off.

After about 10 minutes, the bleeding finally stopped, much to the relief of all.

“What about the bed linens?” asked Morgan. “He’s out cold.”

Isla considered for a moment. “We can’t let him sleep in that mess. Morgan, you and Cailean roll him onto his side while I change the sheet.”

With great effort, the boys managed to move the sleeping giant of a man as Isla first removed the soiled sheet and then replaced it with a fresh one. All three were exhausted when, at last, Angus lay peacefully in clean linens. 

“I will stay with him for a while, I think,” decided Isla as she pushed her hair away from her face. “I’m worried about his stitches.  I’ll wake you boys if I need help.”

“Alright then,” replied Morgan, too exhausted to argue.  The two young men left the room, leaving Isla alone with the sleeping patient. 

“Here, Isla,” said Cailean as he returned to the room to hand her a blanket. “You might as well be comfy.” 

Isla smiled, appreciating her youngest brother’s thoughtfulness. “Thanks, love.”

Isla wrapped the blanket around her shoulders and sat down on the chair. She watched Angus sleep, hoping the dreams filling his head were pleasant. 

Angus awoke several hours later just as faint morning light was beginning to filter through the drawn curtains. He felt the pain in his side throbbing and his throat aching and parched.  He turned to see Isla, who had fallen asleep on the chair beside his bed.  She had curled one leg under her, the other stretched before her. Her nightgown had ridden up, revealing her outstretched leg almost to her knee. One of her hands rested under her cheek against the side of the winged chair. Her long hair was loose about her shoulders, framing her face. 

Angus watched her, feeling more attracted to her with each breath she took. He knew what was happening between them even if she did not have the experience. 

No, he thought to himself. I can’t do this. God knows what the future holds for my clan. I won’t drag this sweet lass into the bedlam.  

Angus swallowed hard, wincing against the pain in his throat.   He spied the tumbler on the small table beside the bed and reached his hand to grasp it. He became frustrated when he was unable to get it.  Angus closed his eyes, overwhelmed by his sense of weakness. He heard Isla stirring, and he opened his eyes, hoping she was waking up. 

Isla opened her eyes, startled for a moment by her surroundings. Then she remembered the crisis that had beset them. She turned to see Angus awake and watching her. 

“Good morning,” she said, smiling at him. “No more nightmares, I trust?”

Angus shook his head. “No,” he replied, his voice hoarse.

Isla frowned. “You sound dreadful,” she told him. “Have a drink,” she suggested, holding the tumbler to his lips. Angus lifted his head off the pillow as she helped him drink.

“Thank you,” he sighed as he lay back down.

Isla set the tumbler down. She wanted to ask him about the dream but was unsure if she should. 

“Is Fiona the reason you’re here?” she asked.

Angus looked at her for a moment before responding. She had saved his life; indeed, he owed her some explanation.

“Indirectly, I suppose she is,” he replied. 

“Is she in trouble?” asked Isla as she checked his bandages.

“She eloped a fortnight ago,” Angus related. “She left our parents a message that she was marrying some bounder working off our land. I tracked them down and learned they were heading for Edinburgh. But, as you already know, I didn’t make it that far.”

Isla nodded. “So, what did you plan to do when you found her?” she asked.

Angus frowned. “Bring her home, of course. She’s been betrothed to another man since she was 10 years old.  Her engagement to this scoundrel is a sham.”

“Maybe she loves the scoundrel,” suggested Isla. “Did you consider that?”

Angus scoffed. “Loving her husband isn’t a luxury she can enjoy.”

Isla frowned. “Well, I would never marry a man unless I loved him,” she averred. 

Angus didn’t find this declaration surprising. “Well, her circumstances are different from yours, Isla.  She is the daughter of a chieftain. She has family obligations to uphold.”

“Family obligations?” echoed Isla.

“Aye,” replied Angus. “The marriage that had been arranged would have helped to settle a dispute between our respective clans. Now she’s made matters worse.”

Isla shook her head. On the one hand, she could understand the importance of keeping the peace with a neighbouring clan. Yet, should the girl’s happiness not be considered?

“It must have been a difficult decision for her,” she said. “She must truly love the man to turn her back on her family this way.”

“Fiona is a spoiled, selfish chit,” grumbled Angus. “She has never thought of anyone but herself. This is typical of her, and not the first time she’s pulled an outlandish stunt just upset our parents.”
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