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Spring 1859, Dungarob Keep, Northwest Scottish Coast

Aisla flew down the keep’s curved stairs then paused in the center of the great hall. From her window, she’d seen Caibre MacFearann riding toward Dungarob. His horse had been heavily laden, as if for a long journey. He’d often spoken of traveling the world, perhaps settling in the western territories of the United States of America. She’d shared his dream, and she knew, she just knew, he’d come to beg her hand in marriage from her brother Steafan.

She pressed a palm to her heaving chest and told herself to breathe slower. It wouldn’t do to be breathless from running when her brother called her to his study. She needed to behave like the mature woman she wanted him to see. A woman ready and able to be a wife.

She’d long ago given her heart to Caibre. So long ago, she almost couldn’t remember the first time she’d seen his dark hair and long lashed blue eyes. She’d been what? Three? His mother and hers had been friends, and the MacFearanns—Caibre, his mother and his brother—came every summer to visit for several weeks. 

As soon as Aisla had learned to ride, she and Caibre—their two older siblings being not much interested in ‘babies’—had chased each other the length and breadth of Dungarob’s lands. Both families were cash poor with most of their properties overburdened as well as entailed and therefore not a viable source of money. Dungarob had seen its better days, but more often than not the Barony had teetered on the edge of poverty until the foreclosures which hit Scotland hard had pushed the Barony over the edge and kept Dungarob down.

Voices on the other side of the study door drew Aisla back from her memories. The door opened.

“Caibre.” She threw herself into his braw arms with enough force to stagger even his tall, muscular frame. “I’m soooo glad to see you.”

“One would never guess,” said Steafan dryly from beside them.

For one delicious moment, Caibre’s arms closed about her. She thought she felt his lips in her hair and would have lifted her face for his kiss. However, Steafan coughed, and Caibre set her at arm’s length then stepped back a pace.

She should be blushing, but she was too happy to be embarrassed. 

“Ahem. Lady Aisla would you do me the favor of a walk in The Lady’s herb garden? He followed the request with a courtly if unnecessary bow.

She curtsied in kind. “I would be delighted to walk in The Lady’s herb garden with you, Lord MacFearann. She wondered at his formality. Was it for Steafan’s benefit? It must be. She and Caibre had never been formal with each other. In fact, he normally eschewed anything that tied him to the nobility. One of the few things on which they shared a friendly difference of opinion.

He held out his arm. She took it, still smiling ear to ear.

They’d taken five steps toward the door that opened on the walled Lady’s herb garden. 

“MacFearann,” called Steafan.

Both she and Caibre paused, turning to look back.

“Ten minutes only. I’ll come looking for you, if Aisla is not back in my study by then. Understand?”

“Aye.” Nodded Caibre. “I ken only too well.”

If she’d had any doubt of Caibre’s intentions before, her brother’s warning confirmed for Aisla that a proposal of marriage was forthcoming. She hoped Caibre wanted a short engagement. She could not wait to be his wife.

***
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CAIBRE ESCORTED HIS beloved to the bench in a shady corner of the garden. A bench where tradition said every MacKai bride received her proposal.

He handed Aisla onto the bench and watched her arrange her skirts. Even after she settled, he stood staring at her. He needed this moment, for he doubted he would ever see her again. At last he took a seat at her side. However, the words he must speak clogged his throat.

He was silent so long that Aisla put her hand on his knee. “Caibre, is something wrong?”

He nodded.

“Tell me.”

“I dinna want to.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m your friend, and soon I hope, will be more than that.”

He shook his head, raised her hand to his lips then clasped it with one of his while he drew out a ring from his inner jacket pocket.

He fixed his gaze on Aisla’s and saw her anticipation. 

“This.” He raised the ring between them. “This isn’t what you think.”

“And what is it I’m thinking that is?” She grinned at him as she took the golden circlet and examined it.

The corners of his mouth lifted briefly as he held the ring out to her. “It’s no’ an engagement ring.”

Her smile fell, and her eyes filled with questions. “No? What then? What are you playing at, Caibre?”

He dropped her hand, stood, and paced away from her. Three strides out, turn, three back. He thrust a hand through his hair and looked down on her face, her bonny brow creased. Her MacKai gray eyes dark as Dungarob harbor before a storm.

“I canna ask you to marry me, Aisla?”

“Wh . . . why not?”

“You know why not. I’m too puir a mon t’ support a wife, and you deserve better. You deserve silks and satins, servants and houses by the score. You deserve luxury, and I’ll nae be able to provide that for you now, mayhap never.”

Her hands fisted. The ring clenched inside one. “But we’ve both been poor forever, and I don’t want luxury. I want you.”

“My father’s returned to MacFearann Castle. He’s not changed other than he’s verra ill. He’ll no be able to travel, and I willna live under the same roof as the bastard.”

“Caibre!”

“Forgive my language, Aisla.” He sat beside her once more and took her still fisted hands in his. “You know how angry the thought of him makes me. The reality is worse.”

“How could it be? What has he done?”

Caibre released her hands, and turned his profile to her. “You mean besides selling off everything of value?”

“Yes, besides that. He’s been doing that all your life.”

“He called Eric and me home from Cambridge in the middle of the term to tell us that he could no longer afford to send us to school. In fact, he has bought Eric a coronet, since soldiering is honorable work for an earl’s heir. As for me, the only inheritance that ba . . .”

“Caibre.” Aisla warned.

“The only inheritance he left me is that ring. He claims there’s some legend about finding true love attached to it, which I very much doubt.”

She bowed her head and remained silent for a long while. “If it is all you have, why give it to me?”

He lifted her chin so she could see the truth of his words. “Because you already have my heart. I know where my true love is, and she, you, will never be mine.”

“But . . .”

“No, let me finish. I love you with all my heart, but I’ll never be the kind of man you should wed. Never be able to give you the life you should have. I’m going to the American west and will make my way by the sweat of my brow. What I have I will earn and owe no man or heritage for it.”

“Take me with you.” She grasped his wrist.

“No. I’ll have a hard life. I don’t want that for you.”

“And what of what I want?”

“You’re young and will have many opportunities to see that I’m doing what is best for both of us.”

She threw his arm at him and rose to her full height. “You’re a fool and a coward Caibre MacFearann. You are wrong about everything. Everything. And because of your cowardice, I wouldn’t have you on a gilded platter, trussed, roasted and with an apple filling your mouth to stop your idiotic words. Goodbye. I’ll say your farewells to my brother.”

She walked away from him. Her back straight, head high. At least she didn’t love him. Not really. She’d shed not a single tear, nor had she pleaded for anything save to take her with him. That he could not do. He lingered a long time before leaving the garden from the exterior gate. He’d never forget Aisla MacKai. It was a good thing he had an older brother who would marry and have children to carry on the MacFearann name. Caibre himself would likely never marry. Not when Aisla MacKai will forever hold my heart.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Late fall 1869, Dungarob Keep, Northwest Scotland

Aisla MacKai wished with all her might for the means to change her future and that of Clan MacKai. She crumpled the letter in her hand and paced the length of the laird’s study. “Curse Lalie Collins MacKai and the day my brother met her. She has no right to do this to us, to our clan. She never belonged here. Leaving is the one good thing she did.” Aisla shouted at the walls then flung herself into the desk chair, banging her hip on the wooden seat corner that poked out of the ancient padding. She rubbed at her sore hip laying that pain as well as all the sorrows of the past two plus years at her unwanted sister-in-law’s door.

Spreading the letter smooth against the desktop, Aisla stared at the words which announced that her brother, Baron Steafan MacKai, missing for more than two years, had been officially declared dead at the request of the current Baroness who wished to remarry. The MacKai clan is well rid of her, but because she wants to remarry, Clan MacKai will be homeless and the barony will cease to exist. Only an American could show such unconscionable disregard at the demise of an ancient title.

Aisla shoved the letter aside and rested her head against the cool surface of the oak desktop. She bit her lips against the urge to weep. Why had some ancestor been so stupid as to promise allegiance to the English crown? The stupid man had caused Dungarob to fall under English not Scottish law. Why hadn’t she been born male? Not that she wanted to be a man, far from it. But at least then the barony would have passed to her, and her clan would still have its home. Why had her darling brother married a selfish shrew of an heiress whose money was so tied up that it could not be used to rescue Dungarob from debt and decay? Why hadn’t Steafan stayed in Scotland and worked to save their home instead of gallivanting across the seas in search of some pipe dream fortune? What possible reason, other than pure spite, could Lalie MacKai have had for stealing the Brother Blade and all of Dungarob’s hope? The legendary sword had been the luck of the MacKai and Marr clans for centuries and now for Clan MacKai both sword and luck had vanished.

She sighed, lifted herself upright, and reached for a piece of precious foolscap. She’d tried on her own to stave off complete ruin, but this last blow was more than she could handle alone. She needed help. Help from another woman, someone who would understand the importance of home and heritage. Aisla penned her missive then rang for her housekeeper. 

Nannie Grogan, Aisla’s former nurse and present housekeeper, was not spry. However, even a young woman would spend a good five minutes making her way through the warren of the keep’s halls and passageways. While she waited, Aisla made another decision. She didn’t know how, but she would make the coming holiday season the best Dungarob and the MacKai clan had ever seen. Unless a positive answer was received to her letter, this might well be the last Christmas the clan would share together.

***
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MID-NOVEMBER 1869, MacFearann Castle, Northeast Scotland, 1869

“I’ll not spend another moment in this drafty testament to misery and greed.” Caibre MacFearann, strode past his older brother Lord Eric MacFearann, Earl MacFearann.

“I don’t blame you, but Odhran claims a massive storm is coming. Says he feels it in his bones.”

“And how often have Odhran ’s bones been wrong?” Caibre swung a fur lined cloak over his shearling riding jacket and pulled on his fur lined gloves. The gentle breeze that had greeted his arrival for his father’s funeral had stiffened over the past interminable weeks to near gale force. “Odhran pulls that my old bones trick every time he thinks we aren’t acting as father thought we should.” 

“Which is why you and I ignore our dear departed father’s valet be he right or not. The dropping temperature and the wind howling around our doors suggest this might be a good time to pay attention to the man’s warnings.” Hands in pockets, Eric lounged against a nearby pillar that supported the roof of the main hall.

“Storm or no, brother, I’m leaving. Two weeks here is two weeks too many. I’ll wire your bank the money for essential repairs to the castle. You can repay me when you sell off the rest of the antiques father pilfered from others by cheating at cards. The paintings alone are enough to restore Castle MacFearann far beyond its former glory. I wish you well of it.”

“I wish you well with your American Heiress and your business merger with her father. I pray you do not make the mistake our parents and ancestors made. Marrying for convenience, business, or anything but love, has never proven successful for a MacFearann.” 

“America and its women are different. No one there knows that MacFearann is the most hated name in Scotland. No one there has cause to believe ill of me or my family. Come visit when you’ve repaired this place. I should have a passel of nieces and nephews for you to spoil by then.” 

Eric grinned, walking over to give Caibre a hug. 

“As heir, I’ll have to take that as a challenge and find myself a bride quickly. You’re sure you must do this yourself.” He glanced at the ancient sword resting on the side table. We could easily send it by messenger.”

“I feel obligated to return the Brother Blade to Clan MacKai in person. Steafan MacKai is one of the few people in Scotland who never acted as if all the stories about Clan MacFearann were true.”

“But the man isn’t even in Scotland. He went missing at sea almost two years ago.”

“Which doesn’t mean I should avoid doing the right thing. He has a sister, if I recall correctly, who’s taking care of the barony and its property for him. I’ll give the blade to her then head for Wyoming with a clear conscience.” 

He’d never told Eric or anyone besides Aisla MacKai and her brother of his love for her. He’d abandoned Scotland and her more than ten years ago. Yet he’d never forgotten her, and his feelings for her had only grown stronger. Would she be happy to see him? He prayed not. He’d become used to the ache in his heart when he thought of her, so he’d tried to forget. That had proved impossible. He had believed he’d never see her again, else he might not have agreed to marry Miss Veronica Halstead. Now he would see Aisla, but only for a brief time. And if she hated him, that was all to the good, for he could not in good conscience act on his love. Having Aisla hate him would make it easier to leave again.

The big front door opened, and wind pushed snowflakes into the foyer along with a small man. 

“Yer horse is ready Lord Caibre. I left him in the stable so as he’d no take a chill afore ye left.” Caibre shook his head at the honorarium. No use reminding the servants here that he’d not used his honorary rank in years and did not want to use it now. Servants, especially lifelong retainers like the MacFearann stable master, would adhere to formalities, no matter how much he asked them not to.

“Thank you for your thoughtfulness, Brody.” Caibre nodded his dismissal, and the man left. Holding out his hand, Caibre turned back to his brother. “Farewell, Eric. If you wish to tear down this monument to tragedy, I’ll not mind.”

Eric took his brother’s hand. “I’ll give that serious thought. Though I may have to petition the crown for permission. Father had the castle placed in some sort of historic building preserve. Making any change is nearly impossible.”

Caibre released his grip and took up the massive blade to wrap it in velvet and then again in a protective layer of leather. “Well the castle is your problem. For a bit, this heavy weapon is mine. It’s a wonder, how any ancient Scot could wield the thing. Alhambra is stronger than most horses and used to added weight, but this blade will be almost more than he can bear in addition to me and my kit.” 

“Well you’d best be off, then.” Sadness darkened the bright blue of Eric’s eyes.

“Aye. I’ll miss you brother, but I’ll not miss this place.” With those words he left, turning his back for the second time on brother, childhood home, and memories good and bad. Caibre faced the storm-ridden future with the knowledge that he was master of his world as Eric never would be. Nobility bestowed constrictions and burdens at birth, in addition to privilege. Unlike Eric, Caibre was able to choose his commitments. Including the one that Eric thought a fool’s errand. 

And Eric was right, in part. The legendary Brother Blade united clans MacKai and Marr. No matter how the recently deceased Lord MacFearann had gotten the sword, it did not belong to him or his clan. Caibre felt strongly that such a valuable and historic item should be returned in person along with appropriate apologies. Since he had plenty of time before his ship sailed, he decided to return the blade himself, despite the agony he knew he would suffer upon seeing Aisla. A part of him needed to see her, no matter what the sorrow. Eric had agreed the sword did not belong with the MacFearanns and returning it was only right. 
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