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For those who have fought, and continue to fight, for the people they love.


A Note from the Authors

Although this story is a work of fiction, we’ve set it against a backdrop of real-world places and historical events. While the locations you’ll read about do exist, and there certainly was a Jacobean rising in Scotland in the 1740s, the story we’ve created is a romantic fantasy. We authors may have taken a few liberties because…well, there’s magic!


 

’Tis believ’d that this harp which I wake now for thee

Was a siren of old who sung under the sea.

—Thomas Moore,The Origin of the Harp

 


Part One


Chapter One

1605 the Scottish Border Marches

 

Robert Ker of Cessford, Lord Roxburgh wielded nearly autonomous power at the turn of the 17th century as Warden of the Scottish Middle March. Often called the Debatable Lands, the Border Marches had rough and fluid application of law. A violent nature and loyalty to kin and ally were all the tools Cessford needed to enforce his judgements. His position made him a powerful man, and though he owed allegiance to Scott of Buccleuch, he marched mostly to his own drummer.

But in the year of Our Lord 1603, King James VI of Scotland became also James I of England, and set about unifying the two countries into Great Britain. His “pacification” of the Border Marches in truth meant abolishing the office of Warden, renaming all the Marches the Middle Shires, and killing enough Borderers to make the rest bend the knee. Having lost autonomy, Ker wormed and weaselled his way into the king’s courts at Whitehall and Edinburgh and commenced warring on the people of the March without mercy as a way to impress the monarch.

*

On a rain-soaked day in autumn, 1605, the rough men who served Ker of Cessford and King James Stuart shoved Robbie Elliot into a damp prison cell beneath Hermitage—a stark and haunted castle located almost dead centre in the Middle March, a place Robbie had once called home. When he heard the heavy oaken door thunk shut behind him, rattling the rusty iron chains and window bars, he fell to his knees in the filthy straw that lay scattered over the stone floor. He and a half-dozen others had been force-marched sixteen miles from Hawick, bound, handled rough, and prodded with sticks. Now Robbie tried in vain to find a few square inches of his body that didn’t cry out in pain.

“There’s water, Robbie.” The weak, high-pitched male voice came from the darkest corner of the cell, and it gave Robbie a start for he’d thought himself alone. “In the barrel there,” the man continued. “It’s clean enough.”

Robbie’s legs obeyed him after only a brief argument, and he stood and walked to the barrel. Dust and chaff floated on the top, but when he dipped the single iron ladle and brought the water to his lips, it had no foul smell. “I’ve had far worse,” Robbie said, and then drank.

When he’d slaked his thirst enough, he turned to his cellmate, who’d stepped out of the shadows. “How’d you come to be here, Keithen?”

“Same as you, I’d wager. I’d heard the warden’s men were on the march, and I meant to hide at my old da’s holding, east of Kelso. But I was caught no more than ten miles from Hermitage castle and strung along with five others—including your stepbrother Jem. We’d thought we’d go no further than the gallows on the hill, but they brought us here.”

“Jem? He’s here?”

“Alas, Robbie, he was a lucky one, for he’ll never see these cells. He fell on the trail, and the warden’s man kicked his head a mite hard. Snapped his neck.”

Robbie piled up some straw and sat, slumping back against the wall, his own head pounding as if he’d been the one kicked. Keithen, who tended to prattle on most of the time, stayed blessedly silent until Robbie spoke up a few minutes later. “Yes, probably lucky to die then, quick like that. Do you ken why they brought us here? What they’re planning for us?”

A sudden rattle of heavy keys beyond the door interrupted the prisoners’ conversation, and a single, crusted pot was pushed inside, its contents warm enough to steam in the perpetual cold of the below-ground keep.

Keithen said, “Porridge, or what passes for it,” and then got up and lumbered stiffly to fetch the pot.

Robbie realised all at once that his insides had gone so hollow he’d be happy to fill them with a brick if it was all he had, and he wasted no time. Given no utensils, the two men scooped the thick, sticky oatmeal with their hands, minding neither the slight burn nor extra flavour of the dirt and blood on their own skin. By the time they finished, Robbie had forgotten his last question entirely until Keithen answered it.

“I heard a couple English talking yesterday—their voices come down clearly through the shaft, just there.” He pointed at a corner of the ceiling, a black, empty rectangle amid the grey stone. “They said we’ll be marched to Carlisle, and wicked James himself, the king, travels there too. They’ll hang us all at once—for his entertainment.”

Robbie said nothing for a long while, his mind focused instead on whether he could find a way to die sooner rather than give the king his satisfaction. He could think of nothing short of refusing water or smashing his head against the stones, and he knew he wouldn’t do either. Although small in stature, he’d proven himself brave in battle when he was no more than fourteen, and he’d borne his wounds as well as any man. But courage has its limits, he thought, and the pain of drying to dust from the inside out or smashing my own skull is beyond mine.

At last he said, “Well, Keithen, some comfort. At least we’ll die among our own, and not alone.”

*

The distance from Hermitage to Carlisle measured a bit over thirty miles. The trip took three days, due to the need to move more than a hundred prisoners, most of them weak or lame. On the surface, the journey seemed a bit kinder than the forced march from Hawick. If a man fell and couldn’t rise to walk again, the guards tossed him onto the cart, rather than kill him or leave him to die, but that wasn’t compassion. They made no secret of their orders to bring as many as possible to Carlisle alive, for that castle’s lord meant to make a grand spectacle of the mass hanging.

Carlisle’s dungeon stank of offal and sweat accumulated through centuries of cruelty. When Robbie stumbled into the broad room with Keithen and a score of others, he first thought perhaps his sanity had fled, for some of the stone had a crimson colour that made him think of raw wounds, and all manner of eerie images had been carved by prisoners into the walls. The smell of damp made him think next of his thirst, but when he looked around, he saw no water barrel such as at Hermitage.

Then an old man—who looked much like Robbie imagined Death would appear—rose feebly and stumbled to a spot on the wall where water oozed from the stone, stuck out his swollen tongue, and licked away the droplets. Silence fell on the crowd of new arrivals as they watched the man, but a guard looking on from outside the iron bars of the door laughed.

“No need for you to lick the stones, Reivers, for the king is here, the gallows are ready, and the hangin’ is set for dawn.”

Robbie guessed dawn had arrived when he heard the rattle of keys moving cell to cell down the aisle. Many of the captive men began to pray, a few to weep, but this wasn’t the final call, not yet. When the door swung open to the room, six guards, heavily armed and armoured, entered the cell and lined the prisoners up against the long back wall, then four more guards entered with a soft, waxy-looking man cloaked in fur and wearing cloth of gold and royal purple.

“His Majesty!”

The shout came from a man alongside the foremost guard, rather a pretty fellow, Robbie thought. The prisoners all bowed after a few received blows, and Robbie didn’t see any point in doing otherwise, so he made the least bow he thought he could get away with. When he straightened he felt the king’s eyes burning into him, so he turned and met the man’s gaze. James but said nothing, only cocking his head to the side as if studying a rare bird.

Still, no one could have been more surprised than Robbie when the king addressed him. “Your name?”

“Robert Elliot.”

King James raised his eyes again, and one of the guards took a threatening step towards him, the butt of his sword raised, so Robbie added, “Your Majesty.”

A fleeting but cruel smile crossed the king’s lips. “Elliot? You are a Reiver, then?”

“Yes…Your Majesty. By birth.”

“Birth…” The king raised his right brow and turned his head slightly so it seemed he examined Robbie with that one large brown eye. His smile became a smirk. “You are young, though. Have you gone a-reiving?”

“I’m twenty-two years old come the new year, Majesty. And yes, I have ridden out with my clansmen.”

“Ah! But you have another trade?”

Keithen spoke up—quite bravely as he had not been addressed—“Your Majesty, Robbie is a bard, a piper, and has a sweet touch indeed on the strings of the harp.”

Robbie’s fingers twitched of their own accord at the mention of the instrument he so missed, but he said nothing. The king, too, stayed silent, and no one in that dungeon room moved—or even breathed, it seemed.

Finally, James nodded. “I see. I’ve a notion to hear you play, Robert Elliot.” He turned to his guards. “Take him. Feed him, clean him well, and bring him to me.”

The door clanged shut behind the king and his men, and all Robbie’s fellow prisoners moved away from him, crowding themselves in the far corner to give him berth. Some few cast him a pitying look, as if his fate to go before the king was worse than theirs, to hang. And Robbie felt inclined to agree. Keithen came to sit next to him on the straw pallet against the wall, and Robbie turned to him, angry.

“Why’d you tell him that, man? Why did you betray me?”

Keithen twisted his lips into something like a smile. The expression made him look mildly contrite, but he didn’t apologise. He whispered, “Robbie, are you forgetting that the first time you marched out to fight when you were fourteen, I took you under my wing and taught you to soldier? Do you not understand how thoroughly I know you?”

Robbie was afraid he knew what the older man was getting at. “Of course I remember, Keithen. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d have died in the very first clash. But say what you’re getting at, straight out.”

“Lad, you have a great gift with the harp and song. You’re not a Reiver true; your only crime against the king is your birth into the Elliot clan. You’re young, and you should have your life ahead. It’s not my words that are going to buy you a chance at it. I know how you are, Robbie, about men—not women. You don’t hide it well. The king, they say he’s like you in that. It’s your person, then, and perhaps your songs, that might spare you hanging. My words just gave him the excuse he needed to separate you out from the rest of us—who are certainly damned.”

Keithen shook his head and blew out an exasperated breath, then concluded, “Live if you can, Robbie. Live for all of us.”

*

Robbie had followed the guard sent to fetch him up to a small room one level up from the dungeon cell. He’d eaten the food he found on a rough table there, having no qualms about filling his belly at the Keeper of Carlisle’s expense. Not food from the nobles’ table, clearly, but solid fare—mutton stew and dark, heavy bread. Likely what the servants ate. He had both water and dark ale to drink, and by the time he pushed away his bowl, his belly felt packed fuller than it had in months. After the meal, two women came in—one young, one old, both coarse—bearing pitchers, lye soap, and thick cloths. Two men followed bearing a round oaken tub filled with water warm enough to steam.

“Sithee,” said the younger of the two women in the cadence of Highland speech. “If the king is no’ happy wi’ the job we do cleanin’ and dressin’ ye, he’ll be punishin’ us. Please, mon, strip and step into the tub!”

They scrubbed every inch of Robbie’s skin to the point he felt too raw to wear clothes, but he donned the shirt, breeks, and stockings they’d brought for him, and put the slippers on his feet. The clothes were of finer cloth than any he’d worn since he’d fled the king’s ‘pacification’ with his cousins a year ago to hide in the caves at Glenshee, the centuries-ago Elliot clan home in the Highlands. He spent only a single thought wishing he’d never come home. He had more immediate concerns. As he dressed, he argued with himself.

I could get used to a full belly and soft slippers.

Sure, and you know what you’ll have to do for it.

Perhaps James is looking for a good bard?

Don’t be daft, Robbie Elliot.

It doesn’t matter, really, does it? For I’ll no more sing for him than serve him in bed.

And so you’ll hang, then, Rob, after all.

“I will,” Robbie said aloud into the now empty chamber, and then sighed. “But I’ll hang with a full belly, and that’s something.”

*

The sun was about an hour past dawn when Robbie was taken up to the castle proper. It hurt his eyes, and it gave him a start; the hanging had been slated for dawn—why hadn’t he felt anything when so many kinsmen died?

But when he was marched into the king’s solar, he saw out the broad windows the gallows lined up on the greensward, each with a Borderer standing beside it with a guard—he wasn’t to miss the hanging after all. Something sharp twisted inside Robbie’s belly, and he clenched his teeth to keep tears from forming. He didn’t entirely understand his own reaction. He didn’t love most of these men. Many had been cruel to him because they knew him, knew what he was and who he was likely to lie with. But they were kin, even those of rival families, and if Borderers were rough and hard and sometimes lawless, they’d been pushed into it by the avarice of royalty, nobility, and church. “They’re only men,” he whispered, not thinking.

“Be silent,” one of James’s men said, then pushed Robbie forward in front of the king, knocking him to his knees.

“Robert Elliot,” James said. “You will watch this spectacle with us so that you can make a song of it. You’ll sing it at our celebration this night.”

Robbie wanted to refuse, but he couldn’t find breath. The king snapped his fingers and pointed to a corner, and the guard all but dragged him there, facing a tall window. Robbie looked outside. Directly across, Keithen was being led to the rope. Startled, he drew a sharp breath and turned his face away—and that was when he saw Melisandre, Lady Talwyn, the Witch of the Hermitage, standing a short distance away facing the gallows.

She chanted and drew her hands through the air in sweeping gestures, and when she finished on a last loud syllable, Robbie thought—just for a moment—that he saw a curtain of gold light drop over the windows. The witch turned to the king and bowed, though not deeply. “Your Majesty,” she said. “It’s done.”

“Good,” James said from his chair. “The last thing we need, in this world full of demons and dark things, is to suffer a barrage of curses from dying Borderers. You are certain none can penetrate the shield you have set?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Go then and collect your reward from Carlisle’s treasury. But know this, if you have tricked us, if any curse touches us this night or if we ever find out you borrow your magic from the Devil and not from the Holy Spirit as you claim, you will burn.”

As Melisandre left, she slid her eyes sideways to meet Robbie’s puzzled gaze for just a moment. As she passed, Robbie could have sworn that in his mind he heard her say, “Not a word, Robbie Elliot. You do not know me!” He knew it for a warning.

Robbie watched his kin hang, and by some gift of ancient gods, he didn’t flinch, neither looked away nor cried out. He watched, but not for the king. He stood witness for the Borderers whose lives were so brutally, so unjustly wasted that day. And while he did not envy them, he did think that his lot, to bear this knowledge and live, might be the worse fate.

When that was over, the king ordered him to take off his shirt. Robbie refused, and the king’s men ripped it off.

The king told Robbie to sing. He refused, and at a signal from James, a guard struck him open handed until he couldn’t stop a cry of pain.

The king asked, “Do you know why we brought you here, Robert Elliot?”

Robbie didn’t answer.

The king’s voice grew husky, and he shifted in his chair. “You seem extraordinary, compared to the worthless souls we hung today. Beautiful, in fact. If you will come to us willingly, Robbie. If you will perhaps sing and play for us, and grant our other wishes, you will live—perhaps a long life. Perhaps in luxury, with all your wants and needs fulfilled.”

The king waited, but Robbie gave no reply, so he spoke again, this time with a tone of anger. “What do you answer, Robert Elliot.”

“No,” Robbie said, and let his disgust and defiance show on his face. “No, Your Majesty. I’d rather die than lie with you, or even sing at your command.”

“Ah,” said James and sighed—a genuinely sad sound. “Well, then you shall.”

James Stuart clapped his hands, and the guards marched Robbie away.


Chapter Two

Robbie was taken away from the king’s solar by a different route than the one he’d taken to get there, a darker way, musty and damp. He tried to convince himself he was ready to die, but his heart beat so hard and fast he could hear it echo in the narrow stone corridor. Just when he thought they couldn’t be far from the gallows, one of the guards forced a reeking cloth over his face. He breathed in once—and knew nothing at all after that.

When he recovered consciousness, he lay on damp grass surrounded by starved-looking trees—an ancient yew and elders heavy with overripe, rotting red berries. Among the vegetation, a stone cabin squatted crookedly with a light shining out from under the door and a plume of smoke rising from the chimney. A river rushed noisily by in the near distance. Most likely the Eden, Robbie thought, as he couldn’t have been unconscious overlong.

He struggled to his feet, still slightly dizzy, and looked around. He could see no one, but then a woman’s voice came from the dark under the trees. “I arranged your escape, Robbie Elliot. You are here because I’ve purposed it.”

“Lady Talwyn?” The voice was clear and musical, and Robbie knew it well, for Melisandre, Lady Talwyn bore the sobriquet ‘Witch of Hermitage Castle.’ Robbie had known her from childhood, as did all Armstrongs and Elliots who lived in that dark castle or under its shadow.

She stepped forth, her face bearing its famous and deceptive smile. “When I saw you in the king’s presence, I knew what he wished, and I knew you would not accede. Thus, I knew you would be condemned, so I paid a few good men to bring you to me instead.”

“But the Stuart will certainly know I haven’t been hung!”

“No. I arranged a ruse as well.”

Something about that statement licked at Robbie’s conscience, but he didn’t pursue it. He had other questions, and he couldn’t bring himself to believe this was even happening, much less that he would remain safe in these circumstances. “Why would you do this thing for me, Lady?”

“I have reasons—more than one. We will speak of them later. For now, I will tell you only this. You have a touch of magic in you, though you’ve only used it for the beauty of your song. We are kin, of a distant sort, and I believe you can be of use.” She laughed suddenly, merrily, and shook her head. “But there is compassion in my heart as well, Robbie, and I know you are tired, and sore, and frightened, and more than anything, hungry. Come in. Dine and take your ease in my home, such as it is.”

Robbie did go in and found comfort there that night and for the following week, even finding the witch decent company, though he knew she was not as she seemed; her age and appearance remained disguised by glamour spells. She wanted to apprentice him, for her efforts to teach her son, whom she called Fargy and clearly did love, had come to naught. He simply couldn’t learn the complicated things she was trying to pass on.

“The boy has no more magic in his spirit than he has a head for numbers,” she said.

Robbie might have run away at his first chance, but his first night there, she brought out his harp.

“I had some men retrieve this for you. It was in the weather overnight and likely needs tuning, but I hope you’ll play for Fargy and me.”

Robbie never thought once of saying no. When he saw his harp, he simply rejoiced, and within the hour, he knew the bliss of being lost in his song. Melisandre and Fargy loved hearing him play and sing, but he didn’t do it for them; he did it to ease his own tired soul.

He learned a few things from her in the days he stayed with Lady Talwyn—he found her everyday spells came easily—but he knew they were only simple things, and not even true magic. He could ward the front door. He could encourage the coals to flame. He could call a bird—but he’d done that before simply by singing a quiet song or playing his harp.

All the while, Robbie was aware of Fargy’s growing infatuation with him—all sorts of smiles and touches, and seeking Robbie out when he meant to be alone. Robbie wasn’t interested, couldn’t be, for though the witch’s son was tall and strong and very fine to look at, he thought like a child. Robbie knew he’d be using Fargy wrong if he took the favours he seemed to want to offer.

His uneasiness began to build by the fourth day. The matter of Fargy niggled away at him, and something else hovered in the back of his mind. Not even his harp could set him at ease. He couldn’t quite make sense of the Melisandre rescue, but more than that, he felt lost in his own mind, as if he couldn’t quite pick up the thoughts he wanted.

On the seventh day, he knew he had to get away for a time to clear his thinking. He set out not long after dawn while the witch was at her altar making prayers to the old gods with twigs and blood and a bowl of water for Clíodhna, her favourite. Out in the fresh morning, he breathed deep and walked on, following a narrow path to the banks of the River Eden. There, standing on a high knoll, he thought he could see gulls over Solway Firth, though it was a long way off.

The breeze coming through crisp and clean cleared his mind, and he sat down on a solitary stone to think things through. He focused foremost on questions as to why the witch had paid his way out of James Stuart’s grasp, but he found no answer. He wondered how the king could have been so easily fooled, and he recalled what Lady Talwyn had said that day.

“I’ve arranged a ruse.”

*

When Robbie returned to Melisandre’s cottage, the peat fire in the hearth felt warm and homey, tea and cheese and biscuits satisfied his hunger, and a dreamy feeling came over him. Fargy came in from outdoors, bringing an oddly fresh smell of autumn leaves with him, and sat in the rocker, pulling it close to where Robbie had stretched out on his pallet. Too drowsy to put distance between them, Robbie ignored Fargy’s starry-eyed gazing and closed his own eyes. He must have slept, for when he woke to Melisandre’s voice, the light that came in through the west window lay low and slanted and yellow gold, and the shadows had grown long.

“Robbie,” the witch called. And when Robbie sat up, she added, “It’s time for you to choose.”

His thoughts confused, Robbie sent her a questioning look.

“Will you stay and apprentice with me, or no? You may never have great power with magic, but what magic is in you flows easily. I can teach you many things.”

“I must choose. You can teach me.” Robbie said, and it wasn’t a question. He merely repeated what Lady Talwyn said, feeling that was what he was supposed to do.

“You must choose, Robbie. You’ll stay with me.”

Robbie was about to affirm that he would, though his thoughts continued to seem strangely askew. But at that moment, a skein of geese flew low overhead, calling out to one another, making a raucous noise with their harsh voices. The sound roused Robbie, shook him free of the drowse he now guessed the witch had laid over him. He went out through the door to stand in the yard.

He took in the sight of the place, and it was as if he’d never seen it before. Worn thin patches of sod, chicken feathers and rotting entrails, fallen stones and rusted pots. The cabin slouching down and leaning, filth caked on the threshold and window casings. Melisandre followed him out, and Robbie’s gaze pierced her glamour, revealing to him her wizened skin, sunken eyes, and matted, filthy hair.

Her voice cracked and scraped over Robbie’s brain. “Ah! You see me true, do you, Robbie? Well, no matter. I can return you to peace with our home, with me. You can live out your life—a long one—in beauty. There’s no shame in a glamour. Everybody pretends their lives are prettier than they truly are.” Her voice sweetened, and she walked towards him, her hand held out in front of her as if to cast something on him again.

“Don’t come closer, Lady Talwyn.” He had no way to predict whether she would heed him, but she did. In his moment of clarity, he remembered the question he’d intended to confront her with as soon as he returned from his morning wandering. “Tell me, what did you mean when you said you arranged a ruse so the Stuart wouldn’t know I’d not been hanged? And before you answer, Lady, please remember: though I’m young yet, I’m not a fool.”

Melisandre turned away from him, and when she turned back, she’d restored her glamour, though their surroundings remained disgusting. She stood quietly for a moment, a frustrated—or perhaps chagrined—smirk on her lips. “Very well, then. Perhaps you have more magic in you than I thought. But you said you’re no fool, and if that’s true, you will choose the path I’ve laid for you despite any displeasure. What I arranged, you see, is for another to die in your place.”

Robbie’s jaw went slack. “Who?”

“It was nobody in particular. I had Fargy find a man who looked a bit like you, and I traded him to the guards with their payment when they brought you.”

“That’s…horrible, Lady Talwyn.”

“Do you think? More horrible than allowing you to die? Did you commit some great crime against James Stuart?”

“Yes,” Robbie answered her first question. “It is more horrible.”

“Well, at times it’s necessary to do such things. Come back inside. The evening has grown chill.”

“No, Melisandre. I’ll not follow you inside, and I’ll not take the path you’ve laid for me.”

She had reached the door now, and she stood on the threshold as she turned back to face him once again. “One more thing you should consider before I take that ‘no’ as final. You have learned far too many things I’d prefer to keep hidden. If you will not stay with me, all my efforts to save your skin will have been in vain.” She waited a moment, brows arched. “Do you see?”

Before Robbie could answer, Fargy ran towards his mother—beautiful and simple as ever—and fell on his knees before her. Clenching the hem of her dress, he cried, “Mother, no! Please do not kill Robbie! I love him! Please?”

Tears were streaming down Fargy’s face, and he kept crying “no, no, no” while his mother bent to embrace him and attempted to soothe him. Finally he broke free, ran to Robbie, and grabbed his hands. “Robbie, please. Please stay! So Mother won’t have to kill you. I love you, Robbie! Maybe you love me too?”

The crying continued, and it was all Robbie could do to break the man’s good heart, but he must. “No. No!” He repeated it more firmly and pulled his hands from Fargy’s grasp. “I don’t love you, Fargy, and I won’t. I can see that your mother truly does care for you, though.” Lady Talwyn had begun to silently cry over her son’s distress. “Still, I can’t stay.”

Fargy let out a howl of despair so awful Robbie’s heart skipped.

Lady Talwyn embraced her son again. “Quiet, now,” she said. “All right, I won’t kill Robbie.”

Still sobbing, Fargy choked out, “Promise, Mother?”

“Yes, I promise. Now go inside and make me some tea.”

After her son was inside and out of earshot, the witch turned to Robbie. “I suppose it would have killed you to say to him that you loved him? He’s a beautiful man, Fargy is.”

“But I don’t! How could I? He’s a child, in his mind. And I’ll not be false with him any more than I was false with the king.”

“Ah! So you’re holding out for true love, is it?”

Robbie said nothing.

After a silence, Lady Talwyn nodded. “Well, gather the few things you have. We will go to the river at nightfall. Fargy will carry your harp for you. I’ve a small boat. I’ll set you on your way. Do not think of running, Robbie. I’ll not kill you, but see, I can’t let you live in this place now, if you’re not safe under my roof. If the king’s men find you, we’ll both live our last hours in Carlisle’s thirsty dungeon.”

Robbie thought for a minute, lips pursed, then slowly nodded.

“Do I have your word you’ll not break away? If not, I’ll bind you, and I won’t be kind about it.”

“Yes, Lady. You have my word.”

For the rest of the afternoon and on into evening, while Fargy and Robbie ate a supper of stew and bread, the witch stayed in the small room where she kept all her books and ingredients. Her mumblings seeped through the intervening wall, the low sound a source of distress for Robbie. He fought the urge to bolt, but Fargy could hold him, and would, and Melisandre would make good on her threat.

Finally, when he thought he could bear his unease no longer, she came out into the cabin’s living space, flushed and slightly breathless.

She refused the bowl of stew Fargy held out for her. “We’ll go now.”

Once they left the cabin yard and came under starlight, Robbie felt a sudden need to get away, certain the witch’s plan didn’t involve a simple bon voyage. But how could he run when his beloved harp was secure in Fargy’s thick-muscled arms?

Perhaps Melisandre heard his thoughts, or guessed them, for she repeated, “I’ll bind you, Robbie, and I won’t be kind. Follow along.”

He trudged ahead in the darkness for some time before he realised she likely had already put a binding on him. She’d tied him magically to his harp. As time passed he became less and less able to think of anything else. He stared at the harp, focused solely on its gleaming wood and curves. Fargy became all but invisible carrying it.

They arrived at the River Eden and went down to a place where a shallow bank slowed the waters. A small cobble lay half-beached there, and Fargy placed the harp in it as his mother instructed. Melisandre told Fargy to go back home. Though he protested, he went.

Robbie stepped into the boat on his own—but he thought possibly not by his volition. Seated, he hugged the harp to his chest.

“Give me the key, Robbie.”

No thought of disobedience entered Robbie’s mind. He bent to the harp’s base and opened the small slot there, removed the tuning key, and passed it to the witch. He puzzled only fleetingly about why she wanted it, or how he would tune the harp without it. Still he sighed in relief when she placed the key in a box, snapped it shut and whispered a word to seal it, then set it near him in the boat.

“Ironwood,” she said, “of a kind that grows only on the Isle of Man, and only rarely there. When it falls into the water, it won’t float on the surface, but neither will it sink and stay on the bottom. Instead, it will drag along, in tow of any current that catches it.” She laid bundles of several herbs in the boat. Robbie wondered about them, and he wondered why he didn’t care more about what was happening to him. Only mildly interested in the witch’s doings, he asked no questions.

“Now,” she commanded, “sit whilst I prepare your soul so that Clíodhna will cradle you as you descend, and you may indeed live. You wanted a chance at true love? You shall have it. You shall perhaps have it over and over again, but…well. Never mind.”

She placed both her hands on Robbie’s head, and something warm entered and expanded inside his skull. “I’ve made for you a spell, Robbie. Perhaps my very finest work. It may be a kind of blessing, but I’m sure it will seem a curse. I lay my hands on your head to prepare you. Now, whatever I speak, you will remember.”

She told him about the elements of the magic: the harp and its key, the sea and Robbie’s soul. And then she began to chant, and the signs she wove with her hands hung in the air and burned:

 

This harp I curse to hold your mind, this boat to hold your breath.

The sea will receive your soul, suspend it ’twixt life and death.

So ye shall wait for the call of a woeful and broken heart,

Wakened ye’ll strive to kindle love, to coax the flame to start.

If love slips through your fingers like water ye’ll follow it back to the sea.

 

To Clíodhna go ye, of the murky deep

To wander waves in darkling sleep

’til three times sings the harp

And three times spills the blood

And need like a candle flames

And sparks the key beneath the flood

 

And two hearts shall in rapture tell

That love does come to break this spell.

 

Twice she chanted it, and when she commenced a third repeat, she raised her hands towards the boat, and it pushed away. As she spoke the last lines, Robbie felt the river take the boat in its grasp. He’d long since lost sight of her and her shore when he smelled the salty tang of Solway Firth and heard gulls crying overhead and all around.

Just at pearly dawn, the firth gave way to ocean. Robbie noted with mild interest that water had begun to pool around his bare feet in the bottom of the cobble. He paid it no mind, for he understood that there was no undoing this plight.

He waited content, hearing the wind’s music on the harp strings and the rhythmic lapping of the sea.


Chapter Three

Glenfinnan, 1744

 

Ian MacDonald walked briskly, in part because of the cold, and in part because he’d never been one for putting off a confrontation. If that was what this was. If his uncle, the Laird Alistair, had something he wished to discuss, it was better to get it over with. Ian well remembered the last conversation they’d had that had started with Alistair’s ‘request’ for Ian to meet with him. Although it was an exchange he’d prefer to forget, he wouldn’t back down from another.

He’d done nothing wrong. Not now, not recently, and—he still vowed—not ever. What he’d had with Angus wasn’t wrong, but the way Angus had reacted had left Ian with a determination never to be put in that situation again. He’d been brought up to stand up for whom and what he believed in. Angus apparently hadn’t. Unless the man had been lying to Ian the entire time they’d…

Ian’s steps faltered. Angus had been scared, that was all. And, Ian thought bitterly, Angus apparently hadn’t believed what they’d had was worth fighting for. And if Angus hadn’t, why should Ian?

The past was the past and needed to stay there. He’d keep his head down and follow orders, just like he had for the last two years. Besides, he hadn’t seen anyone since who’d taken his interest as Angus had done.

He wasn’t likely to either.

The past was the past. And Ian was where he was meant to be. The warmth from the hall ahead beckoned. Ian sped up his steps again and rapped on the main door before entering.

“You wanted to see me, sir?” Ian asked after he’d taken the seat by the fire his uncle indicated. He warmed his hands over the flames, thankful for the excuse to be inside. It was cold out and would most likely snow by nightfall.

“Aye, lad, I did.” Alistair MacDonald studied Ian intently for a few moments. He was a quiet man by nature but wise, and when he spoke, the people of his clan listened. “You’re a good lad, and I’m verra fond of you.”

“I know ye are, Uncle.” Ian was fond of his uncle too. The man was like a second father to him but had always been very careful to be seen not to favour his nephew. Needless to say, people still talked, especially about the seemingly blind eye their laird had turned in regard to Ian’s ‘preferences.’ In a small community it was near impossible to hide anything, despite Ian’s intentions to keep private things private. He’d never been good at hiding his feelings.

“This is why what I’m about to ask of you is verra difficult for me, although you’re the person best suited for the task.” Alistair sounded so serious that Ian looked at him in surprise, and with some concern. He’d only heard this tone on very few occasions, and it had only been directed towards him once. Once had been more than enough.

“Have I done something wrong?” he asked, holding his head up high. “That Campbell devil deserved what he got. You said so yourself at the time.” Ian frowned. “I haven’t done anything I shouldn’t, Uncle. I swear.” He’d mostly kept to himself since the incident with Campbell a few months back, although he’d been tempted to hunt the man down and finish him off after what he’d done.

“I know you haven’t, lad.” Alistair handed Ian a cup of ale, which he took but didn’t drink. “I know it’s not been easy for you, but ye made the right decision in leaving him well alone, and often those are the hardest.” He took a sip from his own cup and then put it down on the floor by his chair. “People still talk, and they don’t forget.”

“Aye, don’t I know it,” Ian said, keeping his voice even.

He’d seen the way some of the older women looked at him, and although they didn’t say anything to his face, he’d heard the talk about how he’d never shown interest in any of the local lassies. Nothing went on in their village without those old women knowing. Some of them thought they ran the village, rather than the laird, but Alistair had never challenged them on it. He probably had enough sense not to.

“I’m putting it behind me. I promised ye that, and I’m a man of my word.”

What was this about? Alistair seemed to be hedging around whatever it was he needed to say, and that wasn’t like him.

“I know ye are.” Alistair met Ian’s gaze. Ian returned it without flinching. “Although you’ve done nothing wrong, if this plan is to succeed, people must believe you have.”

“If what plan is to succeed? Uncle, what is it ye would have me do?” Ian didn’t like the sound of this. Surely, his uncle wouldn’t expect him to do something dishonest? Ian might be loyal, both to his clan and to the Jacobite cause, which he knew his uncle supported, but there were some lines he would not cross.

“I have pledged our support to the Bonnie Prince as ye well know.” Alistair took a drink of ale. He nodded towards the cup Ian held, indicating he should drink, but Ian shook his head. He wanted a clear head so he could follow whatever it was his uncle was about to say. “When the prince reaches Scotland, he will need money to raise an army and take back the throne that is rightfully his.”

“Aye, he will.” Ian still didn’t see what any of this had to do with him. Surely his uncle did not expect him to steal for the cause? No one on the laird’s holdings could be called rich. They had enough provisions put aside for the coming winter so no one would starve, and their animals would be well cared for, but there was nothing extra. Nothing left that could be traded to fetch money for the cause.

“Are you a loyal Jacobite, Ian?” Alistair asked. “Will ye do what I bid, no questions asked, no matter the consequences to yourself in doing so?”

Ian hesitated for a moment. He really didn’t like the sound of it, but in the finish, there was only one answer he could give. “Aye, sir, I am, and I will.”

“Good lad.” Alistair smiled, but there was sadness in his eyes. “As I’ve said, the only way this will work is if people think you’ve done something wrong.” He put down his tankard. “We have been trusted to guard a great treasure. It needs to be kept safe and well hidden.”

“It’s for the prince? You want me to guard this treasure until it’s needed?

“Aye.” Alistair nodded. “I have a place for ye to keep it safe, but only you and I will know of it. It is also important that no one knows of your part in this. If you disappear, questions will be asked, especially as you’ve made it clear you have no wish to leave Glenfinnan.”

The beginning of their conversation made more sense now. “You’re banishing me,” Ian said slowly. “After everything that happened with Angus, and your decision to let me stay, you want people to believe I would still betray you? Surely there’s got to be another way!”

“There isn’t.” Alistair got up from his chair and stared into the glowing embers of the fire. “I’m not doing this lightly. If I tasked anyone else with this, there would be too many questions asked.”

“I wouldn’t betray ye.”

“No, you wouldn’t.” Alistair turned away from the fire. “I trust ye, but you’ve been caught once doin’ somethin’ most people think you shouldn’t have. It’s not unbelievable you would again.”

Ian bit his lip. “Uncle, the thing ye refer to caused no one harm, and my taking up a friendship is a far cry from betraying my laird, my cause, and my people. Do ye honestly believe I’d do that?”

“Nae.” Alistair placed one hand on Ian’s shoulder. “But your clansmen need to think ye would. We can’t risk anyone going after you, either for vengeance or out of concern. I will tell them tomorrow that it is already done. Stealing from your laird is not only a serious crime, but a betrayal of trust. The story will be that I had no choice but to act immediately as soon as I caught you in the act. It is a harsh punishment, but better for everyone concerned.”

Alistair was right. No one questioned the ruling of the laird or would insult him by asking questions as to the nature of Ian’s crime. The implication that Ian had stolen from the laird, from his blood kin and beloved uncle, would be enough, especially given the stories already told of him. Of his being caught in a compromising position with another man.

“Can my mam and da know?” Deep down, Ian already knew the answer, but he needed to ask anyway. He hoped the question didn’t sound childish. Despite Alistair’s trust in him, Ian always felt much younger than his twenty-five years when he was in his uncle’s presence.

“Nae.” Alistair cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Ian.” He reached inside the leather sporran that hung below the belt buckle of his kilt and drew out a small envelope. “Keep this on your person at all times. It is a letter in my hand, clearing you from wrongdoing. It states that you are on clan business with my blessing but does not go into the specifics of that business. Only use it if you have to, but ensure you do if it comes down to it.” He smiled a little and leaned over to ruffle Ian’s hair as he had when Ian was a child. “You’ve grown into a good man, nephew. I’m verra proud of you.”

“Thank ye, Uncle.” Ian would miss his uncle. A chill was beginning to settle in his gut, a fear that he might never see him again. “When do I leave and where are ye sending me?”

“Collect your belongings as quickly as possible. You leave tonight. There is a boat waiting for you on the shores of Loch Shiel a short distance from here.” Alistair handed Ian the envelope.

Ian tucked it inside his sporran and nodded. “At the part of the shoreline where the sea meets the sky?” It was a fanciful description for a place where his uncle had taken him when he was younger. They’d never used the phrase in front of anyone else.

“Aye. The man you’ll meet there can be trusted. He’ll take ye to—”

Ian held his finger to his lips, signalling silence. He listened carefully. Yes! There it was again. The telltale creak of the floorboard just outside the door. He reached for his dirk and crept silently towards the sound.

Alistair nodded, then jerked his head towards the door. He’d heard it too. “He’ll show ye everything ye need to know,” he continued as though their conversation hadn’t been interrupted.

“You can rely on me, Uncle.” Ian heard rustling, just for an instant, and barely there but still unmistakable, especially for an experienced hunter.

He kicked open the door, hard and without warning. The man behind it went flying, and Ian was on top of him as soon as he hit the ground.

His opponent kicked and fought, managing to punch Ian in the face. He brought up one hand. In it was a knife. He slashed at Ian, drawing blood. Ian slammed his knee against the man’s wrist. The weapon dropped onto the floor. The eavesdropper brought his other hand up to land another punch, but Ian ducked and grabbed him, pinning his arms to his sides. Ian let go and pulled him up by his hair before he had the chance to move. Ian held his dirk to his prisoner’s throat. How much had he heard?
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