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Author’s Note


During the fourteenth century, the surname Stewart was in transition from an occupational term to a surname. Robert the Steward assumed the throne in 1371 as Robert II, progenitor of the Stewart dynasty of Scotland and England. Robert’s daughter, the princess Margaret, went by the name of Lady Margaret Stewart.


For readers curious about canonical hours mentioned in the text, in winter the hour of None, at one-thirty, was a time of prayers for relatives and friends, followed at two by the midday meal. Vespers, at four-thirty, was evening prayer, and supper came afterward.


For those who like to know how to pronounce the names and places mentioned in Lord of the Isles, please note the following:


Ardtornish = Ard-TOR-nish


Chalamine = HAH-la-meen


Creag na Corps = Craig nah core


Duart = DOO-art


Eilean Mòr = EE-lee-an MORE


Gillean = Jill-ANE


Hebrides = HEH-bri-deez


Isla (or its present-day spelling, Islay) = EE-lah


Lochbuie = Lock-BOO-ee


Lubanach = LOO-ban-och


Maclean = Mac-LANE


Macleod = Mac-LOUD


Reaganach = RAY-gan-och




Chapter 1


Scotland, the Highlands & Western Isles, Spring 1370


The unruly night turned suddenly terrifying when a lightning bolt ripped across the black heavens, followed instantly by a deafening crack of thunder that all but muted the pelting din of the rain. The storm that had muttered, growled, and spat at the lone, miserable rider throughout the afternoon and evening, attacked with a vengeance, startling him and his horse so much that it nearly unseated him.


Struggling to keep his own fear from further terrifying the poor beast, he forced calm into his voice and firm steadiness into the hand that held the reins, only to be nearly unseated again when great flickering branches of fresh lightning, one after another, clawed and stabbed the world around him, slashing sky and land amidst cracks of thunder so loud it was as if the gods beat drums inside his head.


His horse, mad now with terror, reared and plunged, in grave danger of hurting itself or hurling him into oblivion, because the narrow track, although serviceable enough in daylight with rain spattering him in irregular bursts, now boiled and rushed beneath them like a snowmelt river in spring spate. With footing precarious, he fought to bring the frightened animal under control, succeeding only when a lull occurred as suddenly as the onslaught had. The rain eased to a drizzle.


Knowing that the storm was as likely as not to renew its fury, he knew, too, that the longer he stayed in the open, the greater the risk to his safety. More than once during the past four hours, he had berated himself for pressing on from Glen Shiel in the face of such strong storm warnings. But he had wanted to reach Kyle Rhea and the ferry crossing to the Isle of Skye before nightfall so that he could return his borrowed horse and sail home to Lochbuie.


However, much as he wanted to feel his own boat beneath him again, no man of sense would risk oarsmen or vessel, not to mention himself, by trying to pole a ferry or row a longboat anywhere tonight. He needed to find shelter, and quickly.


By noon that day, the clouds had hung so low over nearby hills as to make him wonder idly if, by standing atop his saddle, he might touch them with his whip. Then darkness had drawn nearer, the clouds had turned purple-black, and the winds had attacked, roiling them into frenzied harbingers of what he presently endured.


The wind chose that moment to pick up again, and the rain, too, slanting sheets of it that threatened to drown both him and the horse. Lightning flashed again but more distantly, and the crack and roll that followed took time to reach him. The worst of the storm, at least this part of it, was moving on.


He had complete sympathy with the horse, for if the truth were known, the crackling bolts frightened him witless and had done so since his childhood, when he had feared that such a bolt might crack open the sky and drop God right out of heaven to smash headlong into the ground or the sea. And even if the lightning failed to get God, it could certainly get him.


Maturity had eventually persuaded him that an all-powerful God could survive lightning, but it had not yet persuaded him that his own mortal body was any match for it. He had fought to conquer his fear, and he certainly did not admit its existence to anyone but himself, because he had his reputation to maintain. A fierce, battle-seasoned soldier who stood six feet five inches in his bare feet did not admit to a bairn’s terror of nature’s flaming arrows.


With gust-driven rain beating down on him again and increasingly distant sheets of lightning providing the only light ahead, he bent his thoughts sternly toward finding shelter. He knew of only one landowner nearby who might provide acceptable hospitality on demand, and although he might find a crofter sooner, a croft would provide few amenities for himself and his horse. Therefore, albeit with reluctance, he would seek out Murdoch Macleod of Glenelg.


In the darkness, he was not certain of his exact location, but he knew that the castle he sought lay nearby, most likely just beyond the steep ridge to his left. The ridge was itself something of an obstacle with the storm’s threat still hovering, but time mattered more now than risk, so he turned the pony uphill and murmured a polite request to God that He hold His fire at bay until they had crested the ridge.


The rain stopped as he wended his way upward, and shortly after he reached the crest, a full moon broke suddenly through flying black clouds overhead, lighting the storm-blown landscape and revealing a long, narrow loch glimmering in the glen below, with a great castle perched formidably atop a promontory jutting into it from its rugged northern shore.


The moon dipped back behind the clouds as abruptly as it had revealed itself, and darkness enveloped the world again, albeit not for long. A few minutes later, silvery moonlight pierced the curtain of flying clouds again. The wind still howled, sweeping up the narrow glen, hurling gusts at him that nearly buffeted him from his horse and whipping the dark loch into foam-crested waves. But with moonlight glinting on its dark, rumpled surface, and lights burning in the upper windows of the castle, he could see his way now and could almost feel the warmth of welcoming fire, food, and drink that he knew he would find inside its great hall.


That he would also find the love of his life there never crossed his mind.




The wind raged around Castle Chalamine. Lightning flashed and thunder roared, terrifying at least four of the castle’s youngest inhabitants into shrieks, but that only added to already existing pandemonium, because supper was sadly late in making its appearance.


“We’re hungry, Cristina,” ten-year-old Sidony lamented for the third time.


Nine-year-old Sorcha echoed her, adding, “’Tis very late, is it not?”


With their fine white-blond hair, thin faces, and pale blue eyes, the two youngest Macleod sisters looked almost like twins, for they were nearly the same height, and presently their frowns were exactly alike as they faced their eldest sister.


“They’ll bring your supper soon,” eighteen-year-old Lady Cristina Macleod reassured them. “I’ve sent Adela to hurry them. Mariota, love,” she added, “pray do not stand so near the fire. Your skirt is almost in the flames.”


“But I’m cold! Can you not tell someone to build this puny fire larger?”


Before Cristina could reply that the fire in the huge fireplace was large enough, seventeen-year-old Mariota added querulously, “Where is Father?”


The laird himself answered that question by striding into the hall through the buttery door at the north end of the great hall, bellowing, “Blast those knaves below, Cristina! I’ve told them the dogs must not be let into the kitchens, and here is Adela telling me that my supper’s been put back because two of the lads got into a snarling fight over a roast they’d put on the carver’s tray.”


Bewildered, Cristina turned nonetheless calmly to meet this new crisis. “Two of the cook’s lads were fighting over a roast, sir?”


“Not cook’s lads! Did I no just say they’d let the damned dogs into the kitchen again? I dinna ken what manner o’ household ye run here, but—”


“Indeed, and you are right to be vexed with me, for I am sure you must have said that about the dogs straightaway, but with everyone complaining at once and that storm outside crashing thunder about our ears as it is, I simply did not hear you. What is it, Tam?” she asked, turning to meet the lanky gillie hurrying toward her from the stairway entrance. “Pray do not tell me ’tis yet another crisis.”


“Nay, mistress. Least I dinna think he be a crisis, only that there be a gentleman rode up t’ the door t’ request hospitality.”


“God bless me, Cristina,” bellowed his lordship. “What sort o’ fool rides his horse through a storm as bad as this one?”


“The sort who finds himself caught unawares, I’d expect.”


“Och, aye, indeed, and if he didna note that the sky has been threatening a deluge all day, then he is a very great fool, as I said from the outset!”


“Would you have us deny him the shelter he seeks, sir? It must be as you command, of course. Tam is but awaiting your instructions.”


“Faugh! Deny him? I said nae such thing, lass, and well d’ye ken that. Am I a barbarian?”


“No, sir, certainly not.”


“Is it no a matter o’ Highland law and custom to admit anyone requesting shelter and to guarantee his safety whilst he accepts our hospitality?”


“You are perfectly right, sir, as always,” Cristina said, gesturing to the gillie to admit the gentleman. “Oh, and Tam, do see that someone looks after his poor horse, too,” she added. “With all this thunder, it must be terrified.”


“Aye, my lady. I’ll see to it.”


“One moment, lad,” Macleod barked. “Did our visitor tell ye his name?”


“Aye, laird. He did call himself Hector Reaganach, Laird o’ Lochbuie.”


Cristina’s breath caught in her throat.


“The devil he did!” Macleod exclaimed. “Calls himself Hector the Ferocious, does he? Well, no matter. I ken who he is—a Maclean. Upstarts, every one of them!”


The gillie hesitated, but recovering her wits, Cristina motioned again to him to go and fetch their visitor up to the hall.


When Tam had gone, she took swift stock of the scene before her. Her three youngest sisters had been playing a game, the rules of which apparently demanded that they chase each other from one end of the hall to the other, scattering any number of articles across the room as they did. To add to the mess, her father had spread documents out on the high table despite its having long since been laid for supper.


“Isobel,” she said to the twelve-year-old organizer of the game, “pray—”


But although she had intended to issue a string of commands to her several siblings and two menservants presently in the hall, a new voice interrupted from the doorway of the inner chamber behind the dais, demanding in shrill tones to know if she had any notion when they were going to take their supper.


“For I fear that I’m nigh starving, and I do believe that we ought to have had our supper more than an hour ago, so if you do not want to have to nourish me back to health or, worse, to bury me, pray send for sustenance, my love.”


Lady Euphemia Macleod looked as if she were starving, for she was rail thin. Although approaching the end of her middle years, she had never embraced the marital state. Instead, she had lived with her younger brother, Macleod of Glenelg, since his marriage some twenty years before, serving as little more than a cipher in his household until eight years before when Anna, Lady Macleod, had died suddenly while fighting to give birth to a ninth daughter.


Sadly, the babe had also perished in the struggle, but Lady Euphemia proved overnight to be an undiscovered asset, taking swift charge of the family in the chaos of shock and grief that threatened to engulf them all. For three long months she had dealt capably with every child, adult, and crisis, right up to the day she had looked at then-eleven-year-old Cristina and said mildly, “You have a capable nature, my dear, and a natural air of command. ’Tis your right and duty, rather than mine, to act as mistress of your father’s household and hostess to his guests until such time as he is kind enough to provide you with a husband. At that time, naturally, you will pass the candle to our dearest Mariota.”


With those chilling words, Lady Euphemia had cheerfully returned to her position as cipher, and Cristina had picked up the reins of the household.


“Leave it to a blasted Maclean to show himself at such an inconvenient hour,” Macleod snapped. “Where’s the jug, Cristina? I’ve a raging thirst on me.”


Nodding to one of the menservants to attend to the laird’s thirst, Cristina was moving to help the children put their things away when a resounding crash of thunder rattled the shutters, black smoke billowed from the fireplace as if the devil himself were about to enter the chamber, and someone shrieked, “Fire! Oh, help!”


“Bless me, what now!” Macleod snapped.


The shrieking continued, but blinded by the swiftly growing cloud of smoke, Cristina could not see what had happened although she easily recognized the voice.


Apparently, Lady Euphemia did as well, because she said, “Mariota, what is it? For mercy’s sake, child, stop that screeching.” But her words had no effect.


“Calm yourself, Mariota,” Cristina said firmly, feeling her way as rapidly as she could past the high table toward the fireplace and her shrieking sister, only to be abruptly shoved aside as a huge figure swept past her.




Having turned his weary horse over to one lad, Hector followed a second one into the central tower of Castle Chalamine. The entry opened onto a winding stone stairway, and as the wind blew the door out of his guide’s grasp and slammed it against the wall, the lad shouted, “I’ll take your damp cloak and battle-axe, sir, an it please ye.”


Removing the ancestral axe he nearly always carried with him in its sling, and shrugging off his sodden cloak, Hector handed over both and was shutting the door as the lad hung them on pegs in the wall, when they heard a great crack of thunder followed by feminine screams from above. The gillie reacted quickly, leaping up the twisting stairway with Hector taking time only to bar the door before following. But at the doorway into the hall, the lad paused, apparently stunned by the smoke billowing past him as the shrieking continued.


Hector pushed the lad aside, took in the smoky scene at a glance, and strode toward the screams, scarcely noting as he did the one or two obstacles he swept from his path.


As he had expected, he found a lass amidst the still-billowing smoke, trying ineffectively and without missing a screech, to beat out flames that had ignited one side of her long overskirt and now shot up to threaten her arms and face if not her life. With smoke blinding him to any nearby bucket or jug, he grabbed the fabric below her hips and, ignoring her screams, ripped it free and flung it into the fireplace.


When she continued to shriek, he caught her by the shoulders and gave her a rough shake. “Stop that screeching,” he commanded. “Tell me if you’re burnt.”


Instead, she burst into tears and collapsed in his arms.


Startled, he held her as he snapped, “Someone get over here, shift these logs, and stir up that fire. It is the only way I know to clear out this smoke.”


A calm female voice nearby said, “Pray attend to that, Tam, and add another log whilst you are about it. Mariota, stop that noise now and tell us if you are hurt.”


The face buried against his chest shifted slightly, and a tearful voice said fretfully, “I don’t think so, but how horrid! It was as if the wind had turned into some demon, Cristina, breathing fire all over me! It was killing me!”


“Don’t talk drivel,” Hector said sternly. “You should certainly know better than to . . . to . . .”


She looked up at him, and the words he had been about to speak died in his throat as he stared into the face so close to his own, revealed now in all its splendid glory as the smoke began at last to clear.


She was stunningly beautiful with eyes as clear green as new spring grass, and hair like the spun gold one heard about in seanachies’ tales. Her figure, as his hands could attest, was slim and pliable, her still-heaving breasts soft and plump, her waist so tiny that he was sure his two hands could span it, her hips flaring voluptuously below. Her lips were so soft-looking and full that had he not been burdened with years of training in courtesy, he’d have tasted them immediately. Never in his life had he seen such a beauty, and that despite his own vast experience with the gender and the fact that his brother had married a woman touted by all as the most beautiful in the Isles. Raven-haired Mairi was glorious, to be sure, but no man of sense would say she held a candle to the beauty he held in his arms.


“You can let her go now, my lord,” said the same matter-of-fact voice he had heard moments before.


Startled, he turned his head and found the source of that voice standing right beside him. Noting her plain russet gown and the simple linen caul that concealed her hair, he nearly decided that she must be the beauty’s maidservant before he recalled the way she had commanded the lass to calm herself and opted instead for a poor relation or paid companion.


The amusement in her eyes was another matter. She was looking at him as if she knew him, but he was nearly certain he had never seen her before. With a polite nod, he looked again at the delectable morsel he still held, determined that she did indeed seem steady enough to stand on her own, and released her.


The matter-of-fact voice went on, “You were right to scold her, sir. I had warned her only moments before that she was standing too near the flames.”


“Indeed, she did,” the beauty said with a tremulous smile that nearly bowled him over with its brilliance. “But I was so very cold, you see, and I never expected the fire to attack me like that. I cannot think how it came to do such a horrid thing.”


“I wager ’twas the lad opening the door below for me to enter,” Hector said. “It blew out of his grasp, and doubtless with the wind as it is, it created a powerful draft that pulled smoke and flames into this room.” Much more gently than before, he added, “You must take greater care in future not to stand so near, mistress.”


“By heaven’s grace, sir,” she said, wide-eyed, as she clasped her slender little hands beneath her round little chin, “how very wise you are!”




Cristina knew Hector Reaganach. She had seen him and his twin brother, Lachlan the Wily, Lord High Admiral of the Isles, on three separate occasions when her father had taken her to court at Ardtornish Castle for the Lord of the Isles’ grand annual Easter hunt and the splendid feast that always followed.


Macleod had hoped that Cristina would attract the attention of some suitable nobleman’s son, so that he could marry her off at last. Her next youngest sisters, Mariota and Adela, had mixed emotions about her lack of success, she knew. Mariota wanted her to marry but did not want to assume her responsibilities, and Adela knew who would have to shoulder them. Adela knew, too, for all of them did, that once Cristina was married, Mariota would quickly follow. All of the Macleod sisters were fair and graceful, but Mariota’s beauty stopped men in their tracks.


It had certainly stunned Hector Reaganach, Cristina thought with amusement as she watched them.


He had attracted her the first time she laid eyes on him, because although men had labeled him “ferocious” or, at the very least, “stern,” his laughter was infectious, his stories and songs amusing, and as big, strong, and handsome as he was, he looked like a man who could easily take care of himself and anyone else he chose to look after.


Feeling deep relief and gratitude that his quick action had saved Mariota, she said quietly, “Thank you, sir,” before adding, “Mariota, love, do you not think that perhaps you should put on a fresh skirt?”


“Indeed I should,” Mariota exclaimed. “I hope you are not scandalized by seeing my underskirt, sir, but if you are, you have only yourself to blame.”


“Mariota,” Cristina said gently, “his lordship has done you a signal service. You should thank him prettily, then go and put on a fresh skirt.”


“But it is his fault,” her sister insisted, looking impishly up into his eyes. “He ripped my best overskirt right off me!”


Hector Reaganach chuckled and shook his head at her.


His eyes were the deepest, bluest blue that Cristina had ever seen. Even now, in the smoky, flickering light from the hall’s torches, cressets, candles, and fireplace, she could see how blue they were. But Mariota did not care about the color of his eyes. The saucy girl was still laughing—nay, flirting outrageously with him—and the wretched man did not seem to mind a bit.


“Here now, Mariota,” Macleod said suddenly, reminding Cristina that he was still in the hall, “run along and make yourself presentable, lass. Ye’re making a right fool o’ yourself.”


With another twinkling look at Hector, Mariota obeyed, and since Tam was still looking after the now brightly burning fire, Cristina signed to one of the other lads to clear Macleod’s documents off the table and lay another place.


As she did, Hector Reaganach strode to her father with his hand outstretched, saying, “Forgive me, sir. In all the bustle, I did not see you standing there.”


“Aye, sure, but I must thank ye for your quick action,” Macleod said gruffly, shaking hands with a sour expression. “The brainless chit might well ha’ gone up in smoke whilst we scurried about trying to find her. I expect, as tall as ye are, ye could see right over the smoke.”


“I just followed her shrieking,” Hector said with a disarming smile. “’Tis I who am beholden to you though, sir. That storm out there is raging, and I am grateful to have a roof over my head again.”


“Aye, well, ye were a right fool and all to be out in such a muck.”


“I was, indeed,” Hector agreed. “I have no doubt my father would be as wroth with me as you are, sir, so I’m thinking you must be a man of sense. ’Tis a lucky man you are, too, with such beautiful daughters.”


Although he spoke tactfully, Cristina knew from experience that he, like every other man who cast eyes on Mariota, had noted the beauty of only one daughter. Nevertheless, she appreciated his tact and decided he was considerate.


Her father, however, only snorted. Brusquely and without any tact whatsoever, he said, “Aye, sure, I ken fine which daughter ye’ve been staring at like a lovesick owl, but ye’ll ha’ the goodness to keep your hands off the lass, and ye’ll no flirt wi’ her under me own roof, sithee.”


“Flirt with her? Faith, sir, I believe I want to marry her. I cannot think of a better life than one spent gazing at her beautiful face day in and day out.”


“’Tis a fool ye are then, just as I said,” Macleod said frankly. “Ye’d do a sight better to wed a wench who can run a household as cleverly as our Cristina can—aye, and look after the sick and the gardens as well. Nobbut what I doubt I’d let ye have her either,” he added with a narrow look.


Cristina sighed, recognizing her father’s tactic at once.


Macleod believed that a man always desired a thing more if he feared it might be beyond his reach. But with Mariota in the mix, that tactic made no impression on Hector Reaganach.


He smiled and nodded kindly to Cristina as he said, “I am sure that Mistress Cristina—nay, ’tis Lady Cristina, I’m sure. I beg your pardon, lass.”


She said nothing, merely fixing her steady gaze on him, knowing what he would say next as well as if she had put the words in his mouth herself.


He held her gaze for a moment before turning away to say to Macleod, “I’m sure she is everything a wife should be, sir. But ’tis your younger daughter that has taken my fancy, and surely she, too, is of marriageable age.”


“Aye, she is, but I’ve five daughters o’ marriageable age,” Macleod said testily. “Mariota’s seventeen, Adela sixteen, Maura fifteen, and our Kate has turned fourteen. Since any lass can marry at thirteen, that makes five o’ them.”


“Then, doubtless, you’d be pleased if I were to take one off your hands.”


“I would, but Cristina must be first as she’s the eldest.”


Tam had filled the laver, and Cristina was motioning the younger girls to wash their hands, but she turned back at these words and saw both consternation and stubbornness written large on Hector Reaganach’s face.


To divert him from blurting out something that would stir Macleod’s anger and doubtless befoul their supper table with unpleasantness, she said, “My father believes it is unlucky for a younger daughter to marry before her elder sister, sir. Surely, you can understand that. Many Islesmen believe as he does.”


“Sakes, Macleod,” Hector said, “I’d never have thought you superstitious.”


“Oh, but you need think no such thing, sir; indeed, no,” Lady Euphemia said with a swift, measuring glance at Macleod. “My brother prides himself on knowing what is what, you see, and very wise he is, too, so you won’t sway him from it. If he declares that you must offer for our Cristina, you had very much better do so. Indeed, she is a grand good lass, is Cristina, and kind, so pray do heed my brother, sir, for Mariota’s rather too fond of herself, and temperamental into the bargain.”


“Enough, Euphemia,” Macleod snapped. “Ye’ve nae call to criticize the lass.”


“No, Murdo, certainly not. I am sure I never meant to do any such thing.”


Casting a glance at Hector, Cristina saw his gaze narrow and believed he understood that her aunt would now support Macleod’s position. Surely, he had known enough dependent women in his life to recognize one and comprehend that she believed that her peace and security depended on pleasing her host.


But even as Cristina reassured herself, she saw that look of resolve settle over his handsome features again. She was certain from what she had seen of the man that he had not thought of marrying anyone before he had entered the great hall. But all it would take now for him to press this sudden yearning of his, would be Mariota’s reentrance into the room.


In the hope of explaining before then that Macleod would reject his offer, and thus avoid grievous insult, she said, “I believe it is not so much superstition that drives my father’s belief, sir, as his concern that if he does let one of his younger daughters marry first, bad luck may fall upon the Macleods.”


“Sakes, lass, that is precisely what makes it superstition!”


“I disagree, sir. To be superstitious, one must believe that ill luck will follow. My father merely wishes to take care that if ill luck should chance to befall our clan, the others will not blame him for it.”


Hector gave her a measuring look. “I think you should have the privilege of meeting my brother, lass. He, too, enjoys quibbling. I do not.”


Macleod’s temper was short. Frowning, he said, “As your brother is already married, ye ha’ nae reason to present him to Cristina. Nor be there reason to continue talking on the subject if ye’ve nae wish to marry her yourself.”


“Perhaps you and Hector Reaganach would prefer to take supper in the inner chamber, where you may discuss the matter as you choose,” Cristina said. “I promised the children that we’d sup in the hall tonight, because of the storm.”


As if to punctuate that promise, another great crack of thunder shook the stone walls, and Sidony shrieked.


“We’ll all eat in here,” Macleod said. “We’ve nae need to speak privately, for I’ve made up my mind, and nae man will change it.”


Hector Reaganach smiled. “With respect, sir, we’ll see about that. The sons of Gillean are not noted for patience or for turning away with the goal in sight.”


“Aye, well, we Macleods ken our own minds, lad. Remember that.”


Cristina sighed again, foreseeing a long and fractious meal.



Chapter 2


The storm outside picked up fury again as they moved to take places at the high table. Startled by a particularly loud crash of thunder, young Sorcha tripped. She caught herself but in the process banged a knee at one of the table’s corner legs.


“Kiss your thumb, lass,” Macleod commanded. “’Twill ease the pain.”


As she obeyed, Cristina saw Hector hide a smile and knew he thought that Macleod’s superstitions were foolish. Suppressing a jolt of annoyance, she glanced down the table to be sure her sisters were standing quietly, waiting for their father to speak the grace before meat.


The storm grew even fiercer, with lightning flashes changing the light in the vaulted chamber from moment to moment as cracks and rolling, thunderous booms battered against the castle’s stone walls, making it doubtful that anyone heard more than an odd word here and there as Macleod spoke the words of the prayer.


Finishing with a brusque “Amen,” he gestured for them all to sit.


As they obeyed, Isobel shook back her flaxen plaits and said clearly to Hector Reaganach, “Why were you out in such dreadful weather, sir, if you agree with my father that it was dangerous?”


Cristina, who had wondered the same thing but would never have put herself forward in such an unbecoming way, waited for an intervening roll of thunder to fade before she said, “Civilized people do not ask such questions of their guests, Isobel. Pray, attend to your supper and allow him to enjoy his in peace.”


“But how am I to learn things if I may not ask questions?”


“Dinna be impertinent, lassie,” Macleod said.


Conscious of Hector Reaganach’s amused eye upon her, Cristina said, “We can discuss that later if you like, Isobel. Presently, you must tell Tam what you would like him to serve you from that platter he is holding.”


With a sigh, Isobel obeyed.


Shooting a stern look at her, Macleod said, “We dinna want to hear your voice again, nor any o’ the rest o’ ye either. Nobbut what the child put a good question to ye,” he added, shooting a sharp look at Hector. “Just listen to it roar out there. ’Twere a daft thing to be riding through such a din and deluge, so I trust ye had good reason for subjecting yourself to the experience.”


“I did,” Hector said as Isobel shot a resentful look at Cristina.


Cristina did not respond to the look, deciding that if her outspoken little sister had not yet learned that their father considered himself above deferring to the rules of civility, she soon would.


The look of amusement in Hector’s eyes deepened when her gaze met his again, but instead of annoying her further, this time the look warmed her to her toes, and she felt an odd inclination to smile at him. She told herself she was merely pleased that he had retained his civility despite her father’s prying questions, but she knew she was attracted to the man and wished with all her heart that she were not. She also noted that although his gaze drifted once or twice in Mariota’s direction, he did not allow it to linger. Her sister’s frown indicated that she had also noted that fact and did not admire his good manners as much as Cristina did.


Macleod was still gazing at him, clearly waiting for him to say more. When Hector turned instead to help himself from a dish of stewed mutton, Macleod said testily, “Well, what was your reason then for being out in yon storm?”


Hector continued to help himself to the mutton, but Cristina saw a muscle twitch in his jaw. She did not know him well enough to guess what he was thinking, but she could tell that Macleod’s cross-questioning had begun to annoy him.


Having taken as much stew as he wanted, he turned to his host and said mildly, “As it is his grace’s business to which I attend, sir, I’m certain you must understand that I cannot divulge the details to you here at the table.”


“Sakes, lad, lest ye’ve forgotten, I serve as a member o’ his grace’s Council o’ the Isles. Therefore, I’ve every right to ken his business if it has aught to do wi’ the Isles, as I suppose it must.”


“I have not forgotten your position,” Hector said. “I will be happy to discuss it privately with you at your convenience, but ’tis not a topic for bairns’ ears.”


“Och, aye, then,” Macleod said, glancing up and down the table as if he had just remembered that his daughters were present.


“But that’s not fair,” Mariota protested. “I’m not a child, and I want to hear your adventures, sir. I’m sure you must have had exciting ones, and I shall die if I cannot hear them. Can you not send the children off with Aunt Euphemia, Father?”


Much as she would have liked to call Mariota to order as she had Isobel, Cristina held her tongue, knowing that scolding her would serve no purpose since Mariota would ignore her. However, seeing Isobel open her mouth to protest, she shot that young lady a minatory look that kept her silent, then turned back as Hector said with a smile to Mariota, “Anyone with half an eye can see that you are not a child, my lady.”


“Well, you need not say that as if you want only to placate me, my lord,” Mariota said archly, fluttering her ridiculously long, dark lashes.


“I was agreeing with you, lass,” he said.


Mariota tossed her head. “You said you want to marry me, but surely you do not think I’d marry a common messenger, even if he rides for the Lord of the Isles.”


“Mariota!” Cristina exclaimed, unable to restrain herself this time. Shooting a hasty glance at their father, to attempt to gauge his temper, she added, “My dear, truly, you should not speak so to a guest.”


Macleod gnawed a mutton bone, apparently undisturbed by Mariota’s impertinence. Hector seemed unperturbed as well, for he said only, “Is that what you think, that I am but his grace’s messenger?”


Mariota gave a dismissive shrug. “I’m sure it is nothing to me what your position is or whom you serve. Your clan is a sadly unknown one—to me, at least—and therefore most likely not a suitable one with which to ally myself.”


“Sakes, lass, I’d think that being laden with eight daughters for whom he must find husbands—even as beautiful as you all are—your father would not be so hard to please.”


“’Tis I, not he, who is hard to please, sir,” she said, tossing her head. “After Cristina marries, I shall have dozens of offers from which to choose—offers from the very best families, too, I promise you.”


“’Tis true,” Macleod said complacently. “The lass will ha’ her pick o’ the Highlands and Isles, so she needna take the first upstart son of Gillean that wants her. She’ll take a man what kens his history, one as has a history farther back than a few odd generations or so.”


“With respect, sir, I warrant that our Clan Gillean history is as ancient as your own,” Hector said.


“Nay, now that canna be,” Macleod said, “for we Macleods ha’ been in existence since the beginning o’ the world. I warrant ye’ll no be telling me that any Maclean lived afore the Flood now, will ye?”


“Which flood would that be?” Hector asked.


“Aye, sure, I’m no surprised ye dinna ken the Bible as well as I do, for all that yon Macleans claim to be one o’ the learned clans. Still, I expect I ken that good book well enough for us both. I’m speaking o’ the great Flood that drowned the entire world, save that lad Noah, and his family and flocks,” Macleod said.


“That Flood, eh?” Hector said. “But I’m thinking there were Macleans aplenty before that Flood, and afterward as well.”


“So ye say,” Macleod said. “However, I ha’ never heard that any Maclean walked aboard Noah’s Ark.”


“Noah’s Ark?” Hector said, raising his eyebrows. “Faith, we’d no need of Noah’s Ark. Whoever heard of a Maclean that had not a good boat of his own?”


A heavy silence fell, as if everyone in the chamber had stopped breathing. Then Macleod uttered a bark of laughter, and Hector grinned at him.


“Truly, sir,” he said, “I meant no disrespect, but you ken my history well enough, and my present position in the Isles as well. Surely, you must agree that an alliance betwixt our two families would serve us both well.”


“’Tis true ye’ve acquired a deal o’ power,” Macleod admitted. “Leastways, that wily brother o’ yours has, and ye’ve acquired a respectable amount o’ land, too, thanks to his canny ways.”


“Is it true they call your brother Lachlan the Wily?” Isobel asked.


“Aye, lass,” Hector said, smiling at her. “He is Lord High Admiral of the Isles and also serves as master of his grace’s household.”


“I’ve heard of him,” she said. “Is it true that he abducted his grace and—?”


“That will do, Isobel,” Macleod said harshly. “I dinna want to hear your voice again, or things will go very unpleasantly for ye.”


Grimacing, the little girl muttered, “Yes, sir.”


Macleod glowered next at his guest. “We see what the world has come to when bairns ken as much about the doings o’ the powerful as that wee one does. Your brother—aye, and ye, too—should be ashamed o’ some of the things ye’ve done to gain your positions.”


“My brother would respectfully disagree with you, sir, for he believes that in a good cause, even wrongdoing can be virtuous.”


“But no man should serve as judge in his own case,” Lady Euphemia said.


Clearly startled, Hector said with his charming smile, “You have read the Maxims of Publilius Syrus, madam?”


“Oh, goodness no,” Lady Euphemia said, shooting a nervous look at her brother, who was frowning again. “Mercy me, sir, how very strange that you should mistake me for a Latin scholar, when I promise you I am no such thing. Why, everyone knows that only the sterner sex can benefit from education, and so it doubtless astonishes you that I, a mere female, should have had any at all, but my father, although not as learned a man as your own, was generous with his daughters and allowed us to sit with our brothers if we liked, whilst they took lessons with their tutors. You, I am sure, have a far greater acquaintance with the Roman masters than I, but I do find some of their notions quite fascinating. I confess, though, that I admire Sextus Propertius more than Publilius Syrus, for it was Sextus, was it not, who said, ‘There is something beyond the grave; death does not end all, and the pale ghost escapes from the vanquished pyre.’ So comforting, don’t you agree?”


“I own, madam, that I am not familiar with that particular quotation,” he said with what Cristina believed was commendable, and extremely civil, restraint.


“Oh, but one cannot be surprised at that, can one?” Lady Euphemia said. “For like many educated gentlemen, you have doubtless acquired much learning, sir, so one cannot wonder at your having forgotten a few things, whilst it must astonish you that I should have dared to speak so forwardly as I did. But to be telling the children, particularly such an outspoken child as our Isobel, that doing wrong can ever be virtuous—”


“Be silent, woman,” Macleod snapped. “He doesna want to hear it. Nor do I.”


“Oh, certainly, Murdo . . . That is, certainly not! Pray forgive me, my lord,” she added to Hector. “I cannot imagine what prompted me to speak so to you.”


“That rattling tongue o’ yours needs nae prompting,” Macleod said sourly.


“Her ladyship clearly has a curious nature,” Hector said, smiling again.


Cristina smiled, too, in approval of his chivalrous attempt to soothe Macleod’s temper, although he might as well have saved his breath.


“Aye, Euphemia’s a curious woman,” Macleod said. “Listened at doors as a child, and may still do so, since Isobel has apparently picked up the habit.”


“She did not learn such habits from me,” Lady Euphemia said, indignantly. Catching her brother’s eye, she modulated her tone, saying earnestly, “Truly, you must know I would never do such a thing in your house, Murdo. I only listened as a child because I thought the stories your tutors told were as good as the seanachies’ tales. And even when they were not, they still fascinated me.”


“Foolishness,” Macleod declared. “A man doesna build estates and wealth by studying. That takes hard work, a strong sword arm, and powerful friends.”


“You have certainly accomplished much, sir,” Hector said. “The Macleods have grown to be one of the most powerful clans in the Isles.”


“’Tis true,” Macleod agreed, nodding. “Ye’ll ken fine that Macleod o’ Lewis be me kinsman, and he’s done well for himself, aye. He’s wedded to his grace’s eldest daughter, Marjory, ye ken, by his first wife, Amy Macruari.”


“Just as my brother Lachlan married his eldest daughter by the Princess Margaret Stewart,” Hector said gently.


“Ah, bah, she’s nae princess yet, me lad, and may never be, regardless o’ what them fools in Edinburgh did say. I’m thinking Robert the Steward be a poor choice to replace the present King o’ Scots.”


“I know many who agree with you, sir,” Hector said equably. “I cannot deny that there are men in Scotland from older families who—”


“Aye, well, if the sons o’ Gillean be upstarts, only think what that makes a man who produces bairns like a rabbit, calls them all Stewart after the position he holds, and claims the throne through his kinship to Robert the Bruce’s sister, without possessing half o’ Bruce’s brains or skill wi’ a sword.”


“You may be right, but Robert the Steward is nonetheless the man the Scottish Parliament has designated heir to the throne, and we cannot alter that unless you mean to incite civil war,” Hector said.


When his host frowned, he added, “I would submit, sir, that an alliance with Clan Gillean, such as the one I propose, would vastly increase your power after Robert does succeed, by binding you and your kinsmen even closer to the throne of Scotland and to the Lordship of the Isles.”


To Cristina’s surprise, her father did not reject the notion outright this time.


As the unexpected silence lengthened, Mariota said curiously, “How would our marriage do that, my lord?”


“Because my brother and I are trusted henchmen of the Lord of the Isles,” he said. “Doubtless, you would become friends with my brother’s wife, Mairi, who is his grace’s daughter.”


Mariota looked thoughtful before she said, “But as one of his grace’s councilors, my father is well acquainted with the Steward, are you not, sir?”


Macleod gave a curt nod, saying to Hector, “As I said afore, once Cristina’s off me hands, Mariota can look as high as she chooses for her husband, so I’ve nae need for closer connection to MacDonald or the Steward. Indeed, the Steward might add to his consequence an he allies himself wi’ the Macleods. If he ever does come to wear the crown, I’d no turn down his offer to make our Mariota a princess.”


Cristina glanced at Mariota, who looked thoughtful again.


“Oh, how exciting that would be!” Lady Euphemia exclaimed. “Would it not, my dear? Only think of seeing all the other ladies bow before you—well, except for the Queen, of course. But that would mean Alasdair Stewart, would it not, Murdo? I own, I have heard disturbing things about that young man. Do they not call him by some horrid name—Wolf, or some such? But the others are all either married already or are far too young to suit our Mariota, are they not?”


“I don’t want to marry a bad man or a child, Father,” Mariota said quickly.


Ignoring both of them, Macleod said to Hector, “I mentioned that possibility only to point out how high the lass may look. She is no for ye, Hector Reaganach, but I admit I’d let ye ha’ Cristina in a twink, not only to reinforce me connection to MacDonald, but to see the lass wedded so the others may be so as well.”


Hector met Cristina’s steady gaze and said quietly, “As I said before, sir, I’ve no wish to offend Lady Cristina—”


“Oh, you won’t do that,” Lady Euphemia interjected. “Our Cristina never takes offense, do you, love? Why, Cristina is our rock. Nothing disturbs her.”


“That is true,” Sidony agreed, speaking for the first time and smiling at her eldest sister. “Cristina never has moods like Mariota or Adela. She is just Cristina.”


Cristina thanked the little girl, adding matter-of-factly, “I know you mean that as a compliment, Sidony. But now, if you girls have finished eating, we will excuse ourselves to the gentlemen. It is time you were all getting ready for bed.”


Not even Isobel argued with her, so she excused herself to the two men and ushered her sisters from the hall.




Impressed despite himself at the ease with which Lady Cristina shepherded her seven sisters from the chamber, Hector deduced nonetheless that, despite her words to little Sidony, she had not taken her aunt’s comment as a compliment.


Had anyone asked what had stirred this deduction, he could not have explained, but he knew as well as if she had told him herself that she did not enjoy hearing her aunt describe her as the “rock” on whom everyone else depended.


Perhaps it had been the glint in her golden eyes or the slight tension in her jaw that had given her thoughts away, perhaps the stiff way she held her body.


He found himself wondering what manner of men her father had introduced to her that none had yet offered for her. Her figure was quite pleasing and her lips eminently kissable. Of course, once any man clapped his eyes on Mariota . . . But surely, Macleod had had better sense than to parade his prize about while he attempted to marry off her sister. In truth, all eight of the Macleod sisters were beautiful, and despite his earlier comment to Mariota, he could not imagine that Macleod would have difficulty finding husbands for any of them.


He was vaguely aware that Lady Euphemia was dithering on again about something, but he paid her no heed until she said, “Really, my lord, Cristina would make you much happier in the years to come.”


“I beg your pardon, my lady,” he said. “My wits must have wandered.”


“And nae wonder, either,” Macleod growled. “Should ye no be helping Cristina wi’ the bairns, Euphemia?”


“Oh, yes, of course, and so I shall at once,” she said. “I was just saying that good people so rarely understand because they simply cannot imagine . . . Well, not when they wouldn’t themselves, you know. And so often they simply accept things rather than questioning . . . But you need not concern yourself, sir, for I can see that my dear brother—so wise, always—will easily persuade you to marry our dearest Cristina, and she will make you ever so much happier, don’t you see?”


Not having the slightest idea what she was talking about, Hector just smiled, but Macleod said indignantly, “Whatever are ye nattering about, woman? Never mind,” he added hastily when she opened her mouth to explain. “We dinna want to hear it, so run along now wi’ the others. We ha’ important matters to discuss.”


She fled, and silence settled over the two men while gillies hurriedly cleared the rest of the food away, leaving only a large jug of brogac and two pewter mugs.


Lifting his mug, Macleod said, “Here’s to arranging this business betwixt us. But first ye’ll tell me what MacDonald’s up to, that he’s sent ye out and about to see folks? It canna be simple diplomacy when he sends ye and that battle-axe they say ye always carry wi’ ye.”


Hector took a sip of his mug’s heady contents as he gathered his thoughts, then set it down and said, “You’ll recall that MacDonald traveled to Inverness several months ago to meet with the King.”


“Aye, sure, they say he bent the knee to our Davy at last, for all that he swore over and over he’d never do it,” Macleod said. “Always said that as a sovereign prince himself, he’d nae call to submit to David Bruce. It just shows ye.”


Choosing his words with care, aware that Macleod was no strong supporter of either MacDonald or the Steward, and had as low an opinion of the reigning King of Scots as anyone in Scotland, Hector said, “MacDonald met with David at the Steward’s behest, to make amends in hopes of forestalling future unpleasantness.”


“In other words, the Steward wanted our Davy to ken fine that MacDonald be aligned wi’ him and thereby prevent Davy’s trying to shift the crown o’ Scotland to an English prince’s head, as he did afore. Och, well, I dinna like the man, but I never said he were stupid. Still, what has that to do wi’ ye being out in yon fury tonight?”


As if to punctuate his question, another clap of thunder rattled the castle.


“The Steward means to spend Shrove Tuesday and the first week of Lent with his daughter and her family,” Hector said.


“Does he, indeed? At Ardtornish or Finlaggan?”


“Ardtornish,” Hector replied. “As you know, MacDonald moved the annual Council of the Isles at Finlaggan forward this year. A fortnight afterward, however, he desires everyone to meet at Ardtornish, as we usually do.”


“Does the Steward intend then to take part in our Council at Finlaggan?”


“Nay, his party will travel from Stirling directly to Ardtornish. My mission is to inform as many of the great Isles’ families as possible of his visit, so that any who wish to pay their respects may do so.”


“And MacDonald ha’ sent ye about to make this suggestion? ’Tis my understanding that both he and your brother send ye out only when they want to make plain their strong desire for compliance wi’ their wishes.”


“I am but one of several messengers,” Hector said blandly.


“But he ha’ sent ye to me.”


“No, sir,” Hector said. “As I explained earlier, the storm caught me returning from Glen Shiel, and I did but seek shelter here. You may be sure that his grace would not intentionally send anyone else to invite you to take part in such an important occasion. Knowing that you would certainly attend the Council, he means to invite you himself.”


Macleod gave him a sharp look, but Hector met it easily. Although MacDonald had indeed sent him to make plain to many of the great families his strong desire that they send their representatives to pay respects to the Steward, Macleod’s name had not been on that list because MacDonald had known the old curmudgeon would not reject a personal invitation and would resent anything less.


“I should perhaps tell you,” he added, “that his grace also wants to gather a flotilla of boats to meet the Steward and protect him on his journey. Doubtless, he will ask you how many boats your Macleods can contribute.”


“Aye, well,” Macleod said, “I did wonder why he had moved up the date for our Council, but it presents nae difficulty for me. I dinna think the Steward’s the best man, but I’ll lend a boat or two, and I’ll no stand against him. Indeed, ’twill provide excellent opportunity to show off my beautiful Mariota . . . That is to say, it will if her sister be safely wedded by then.” He smiled meaningfully at Hector.


Hector grimaced. He was not surprised that Macleod had agreed so readily to cooperate. Like most of the others to whom he had taken his messages, Macleod doubtless looked forward to the splendid, if not yet royal, revelry that would accompany Shrove Tuesday’s feasting at Ardtornish, because the winter thus far had been dreary and wet, albeit not particularly cold. Satisfied to have successfully avoided one pitfall, Hector turned the subject to a more challenging one.


“I’ll assume from your agreement that I may tell his grace he can count on you, sir, but as to Mariota’s attending the festivities, I hope she will attend them with me. Indeed, if all goes well, perhaps we can introduce several of your daughters to suitable families there. But first, it is my hope that we might discuss my desire to win your daughter’s hand in marriage.”


“I ha’ already told ye, ye can ha’ Cristina wi’ me blessing. She’ll make ye a fine wife.”


“Macleod, I’ve no need to hide my tongue behind my teeth with just the two of us here. I don’t want Cristina. I want Mariota, and well do you know it. Set your superstitions aside and think of what such a marriage will bring to you and yours.”


“I ken fine that ye want Mariota. Every man that claps eyes on the lass wants her, but I’ve said and I’ll say again that ye’ll no have her until Cristina be wedded. If ye dinna ken any man who wants Cristina, ye must take her yourself or leave them both be, and I’ll thank ye no to mention the matter to me again.”


“Don’t be a fool,” Hector said, dropping his civil manner at last and not without relief. “You gain naught by antagonizing me, and I have no sympathy for your foolish superstitions. His grace and my family are pushing me to marry, so perhaps you may imagine how they will react when I tell them that I’ve found the woman I want, but her father won’t let me have her because of his superstitious nature. You know that his grace loves a good story. Why, I warrant he’ll repeat it to every Islesman he meets. Is that what you want?”


Macleod glowered, but Hector understood from his silence that the older man was at least considering the difficulty of his position. He would not want to aggravate MacDonald, and all the Isles knew that both Maclean brothers were in high favor with the Lord of the Isles. To make an enemy of Hector the Ferocious would do Macleod no good at all.


The older man maintained his silence for some moments longer. But then he sighed, nodded, and refilled both mugs.


“Ye make a good point,” he said. “I’ll no pretend that your proposal’s to me liking, but when ye put the matter in such a manner, ye leave me nae choice but to bend me principles to suit ye. An ye promise me ye’ll do all ye can to see me other lasses well married, and that ye’ll stand by me if ill luck befalls Clan Macleod, I’ll arrange your marriage, and we’ll drink to it now, the two of us.”


Smiling, but ruthlessly suppressing the surge of triumph he felt, Hector met Macleod’s steady gaze, touched mug to mug, and drank to their agreement.



Chapter 3


The Isle of Mull


Hector entered the great hall at Duart Castle two evenings later just as his four-year-old namesake let out a scream of fury and took a swing at his mother, who was attempting to pick him up.


Lachlan Lubanach Maclean, his namesake’s fond father and Hector’s twin, stepped between the two, picked up his angry son, nodded a brief welcome to Hector, and bore the still-screaming child from the room. Clearly, the pair did not go far, because the screaming stopped abruptly, then began again on a different note. A few moments later, silence fell, although Hector’s quick ears picked up the sound of his brother’s stern voice, and he felt a pang of sympathy for the child.


Meeting his sister-in-law’s rueful gaze, he said, “I seem to time my entrances badly of late. I must try to mend my ways.”


“Where else have you timed yourself badly?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Glenelg,” he said. “My entrance there was even more dramatic. I arrived just in time to save a lovely lass whose skirt had caught fire.”


“Mercy! You must tell us all about it, but you are always welcome here, sir, as you know. As for Hector Og’s temper, I expect he comes by it honestly, as does his brother. My mother has frequently said that I’ve simply borne the children I deserve. Indeed, I’m grateful that our wee lassie has inherited her father’s temperament instead of mine.”


“Then I’m thinking you’ll have to watch her even more closely than the lads,” he said, grinning. “Have I told you what your husband was like as a bairn?”


“I’ve told her all she needs to know,” his twin said as he returned to the hall and strode forward to greet Hector properly. Lachlan was some inches shorter than he was, and slimmer, his hair a shade or two lighter, but otherwise the resemblance between them was strong. “I apologize for that abrupt departure,” he said. “Hector Og is developing a mind of his own, not unlike some others I could mention.”


“You are not referring to me, I hope,” Hector said.


“Nay,” Lachlan said, grinning impudently at his wife. “Not you. We did expect you back some days ago, however. What kept you?”


“A number of things.”


“Indeed? I thought you were just delivering his grace’s invitations to the Shrove Tuesday feast and collecting boats for my flotilla.”
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