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For readers’ convenience, the author offers the following guide:


Clachan = village


Coracle = an ancient small boat, its wicker frame covered by hide or leather


Fain = eager, eagerly, glad


Forbye = besides, in addition, furthermore


Garron = small Highland horse, very strong, agile enough for the landscape


“In ward” = under arrest and confined


Lachina = Lock EEN a


Lassock = young girl


Plaid (great kilt) = Pronounced “Played,” an all-purpose garment from length of wool kilted up with a belt. Excess length flung over the wearer’s shoulder.


Scáthach = SHAW hawk


Tarbet = isthmus, an arm of land connecting two bodies of water


Tùr Meiloach = Toor MIL ock
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Arrochar, the Scottish Highlands, mid-August 1425


Damn your impudence! Are ye daft? What the devil did ye think ye could accomplish wi’ such foolishness? D’ye never think?”


Facing his irate father, dark-haired, dark-eyed Dougal MacPharlain sought in vain for a prudent answer to the question. If his scheme had succeeded, Pharlain would be praising him now. But since he had failed… again…


“Well?” The powerfully-built Pharlain took a threatening step forward, and Dougal winced despite having sworn to himself that he would defend his actions. He was tall, agile, and strong himself but had never successfully challenged his father. Also, his body was a mass of bruises already from the previous night, when Andrew Dubh MacFarlan’s men had savagely beaten him.


“Answer me, damn ye!” Pharlain snapped.


“The charters,” Dougal said hastily. “I’d expected to get Andrew’s charters. God kens, the woman promised to bring them when she agreed to meet with me.”


“Aye, sure, she did,” Pharlain said, his tone more sardonic and scathing than ever. “Ye speak o’ the lady Aubrey MacFarlan, aye? Andrew Dubh’s wife?”


“I tell ye, sir, she promised! Forbye, she did meet with me.”


“Aye, but Andrew’s men captured ye, so ’twas nobbut a trap. I note, too, that ye failed tae tell me he sent ye home in your tunic, looking as if ye’d been mauled by rogues. What happened tae the rest o’ your clothes and your weapons?”


Dougal kept silent. If Pharlain knew that much, he also knew that Andrew had ordered him escorted home that way, with the laird’s compliments.


“Ye’ll keep away from Andrew and Tùr Meiloach, or ye’ll answer tae me,” Pharlain snapped. “I ken fine that ye hoped tae marry one o’ his daughters, and I’ll grant ye, ’twas a good notion, that. Such a union could well reunite the two factions of our clan. But now Andrew’s got only the one daughter left. And, thanks tae your previous ineptness, he’ll likely see the lass dead afore he’ll give her tae ye.”


“Perhaps, but as long as he has his royal charters to show the King at Inverness, we stand to lose Arrochar. And if we do—”


“Ye’ll let me worry about Inverness,” Pharlain interjected curtly. “Aye, and Arrochar, too. I dinna tell ye everything, and this place is my concern, not yours.”


“I should think the future of Arrochar is my affair, too,” Dougal said. “After all, I am your sole heir.”


“An ye should live so long, aye,” Pharlain retorted. “Now, get out o’ me sight, for I canna stand tae look at ye. If I see your face again today, I’ll have ye flogged.”


Dougal fled, but resentment filled every cell of his body, aimed not only at his father for his rebukes but also at Andrew Dubh and the Fates in equal measure.


Nevertheless, by the time he reached the courtyard and could breathe the fresh air, he had his temper in hand again. He reminded himself that the Fates, and Andrew, had let him survive the previous night’s beating.


Moreover, Pharlain had acknowledged two plain facts: that Dougal’s notion of marrying one of the MacFarlan sisters to unite their long-divided clan was a good one and that Andrew still had one unwed daughter.


To be sure, that daughter had declared to anyone who would listen that she would never marry any man. However, that declaration merely told Dougal that he could bide and plan with more care this time.


Winter was coming, but spring would follow. And when he had a plan…
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Tùr Meiloach, Spring 1426


The boy stood perfectly still as he scanned the high granite cliffs to the east and the barren rocky slopes below them for sign of the deer he had been stalking since dawn. Standing as he was at the edge of the woods, he knew that his dust-brown tunic and cap blended with the woodland foliage, making him invisible to man or beast above, had there been any to see him.


He saw no movement on the slope, only five or six hawks circling above.


His quarry had vanished without making a sound.


Bow in hand, his quiverful of arrows slung over one still thin shoulder, the boy reminded himself to be patient. The deer had come this way.


Behind him, stretching westward to the Loch of the Long Boats, lay his master the laird’s land of Tùr Meiloach and the tower of that name where the laird’s family lived. The name meant a wee tower guarded by giants, but the boy did not think the tower wee at all. It was five stories tall and large enough to need two stairways. However, if real giants did guard it, perhaps they considered it wee.


Not that he had ever seen any giants, for he had not. But the lady Muriella MacFarlan told stories about them, and if she said they were real, it must be so. Forbye, others told similar tales about Tùr Meiloach’s land—many, many such tales. Even the laird said that the land was sacred and protected its own.


A distant, barely discernible rattle of stones drew the boy’s attention upward to his left, northeastward, to movement in a scree-filled declivity there. It was not his deer scrambling up the slope, though. Deer did not dress themselves in pink kirtles.


“What the deevil be that pawky lass up tae now?” he muttered, echoing a frequent question of his favorite person at Tùr Meiloach.


Sir Magnus Galbraith-MacFarlan, husband to Lady Muriella’s eldest sister, the lady Andrena, enjoyed the godlike traits of immense size—nearly large enough to qualify as one of Tùr Meiloach’s guardian giants—a heroic repute for wondrous deeds, and the equally godlike habit of swift retribution to ill-doers, large or small. Sir Mag was a warrior exactly like the boy hoped to be, if his shoulders ever widened and grew muscles and he grew a bit taller… well, more than a bit, then.


“She has nae good cause tae be there,” he told himself. “What’s more, the laird tellt her she were never tae venture near yon pass. I heard him m’self.”


He was about to leave the shelter of the woods and follow her when his peripheral vision caught more movement above but southward, to his right. A man, a stranger, stepped briefly into sight from behind a boulder and vanished behind another one the size of a small cottage. Despite the loose scree the lad could see up there, the man made no sound. Nor did the gray, wolflike dog that followed him.


Alarmed now, because strangers were rarities on Tùr Meiloach land—most offlanders respecting tales they had heard of its ground opening to swallow whole armies and such—the boy hesitated where he stood. He had seen strange things occur himself, but the land held no terrors for him. He belonged there.


Looking northward again, toward the lady Muriella—for the figure in pink was certainly she—the boy stiffened, his alarm surging to fear. Another figure had appeared above her and was slinking from boulder to boulder down toward her.


Although she seemed unaware of both men, it occurred to the boy that she might have slipped out to meet one or the other of them. Some lassies did do that sort of thing now and now, he knew.


He dismissed the thought, though, because even he knew that Lady Muriella had small use for men. She cared only for her storytelling and assured anyone who would listen that she would one day be a seanachie, charged with passing the tales of Scotland’s history and folklore on to future generations. Most of the seanachies he had seen were men, but her ladyship said she would be one, and he believed her.


The man above her was much closer to her now than the one to the south. Moreover, the chap above her was behaving in a way that suggested he had even less business showing himself on that part of the ridge than her ladyship did.


Frowning, eyeing the man with distrust while making his way toward the two, the boy realized that the man’s voluminous plaid was familiar. So, too, were his long, dark hair and the arrogant way he straightened and stood, feet spread, his hands on his hips, watching her ladyship, as if he dared her to look up and see him.


All of these traits were familiar to the boy.


“That be the wicked Dougal,” he murmured, walking faster. He took only a few steps, however, before he realized the futility of haste. Her ladyship was too far away for him to do aught if Dougal meant mischief to her, as likely he did, since he had threatened and created mischief for the laird’s family several times in the past.


Thinking fast, the boy put two fingers to his mouth and gave a piercing whistle. When she looked back and he could be sure that she saw him, he shifted the strung bow to his forearm, cupped his mouth with both hands, and shouted, “Lady Murie… the laird… wants ye! He says… come… straightaway!”


She hesitated, and the man above her stepped out of sight again.


Looking southward, the boy saw that the stranger stood in plain sight, looking right at him. He was a big chap, not as big as Sir Mag, to be sure, but big enough to make the boy wonder again if he was friend or foe. He wore no plaid, just leather breeks, boots, and a leather jack over a tan shirt. He carried a bow and had a sword in its sling across his back, so he might be a warrior, or posing as one. The boy was a bit of a cynic about such things. He had seen much in his thirteen years.


Looking back toward Lady Muriella, he saw that she looked displeased, but at least she was scrambling down the slope toward him.


The man above her was still there, too. But Dougal—if it was indeed he—was moving upward, back toward the pass, and the hawks were circling lower as if to urge him on his way. So that was all right.


Striding to meet her ladyship, the boy saw as they drew closer together that he had underestimated the extent of her displeasure.


He hastily tugged off his knitted cap, freeing his unruly red curls.


“What are you doing up here, Pluff?” Lady Muriella demanded as soon as she was near enough to do so without shouting. “You should be minding the dogs and helping MacNur with the beasts.”


“I did me chores earlier, m’lady. I saw deer tracks again and thought I’d fetch home some venison. Did ye no see the man above ye in yon rocks?”


“I suspected that someone was up there, because of the hawks. Who was it?”


“In troth, there be two o’ them the noo,” Pluff said. “One o’ them were just yonder,” he added, pointing to where he had last seen the stranger. “But the one above ye, ’less I be mistook, were that villain Dougal MacPharlain.”


“How would you know Dougal MacPharlain?” she asked.


“I seen him last year when he come here wi’ all his impertinence tae beg for the lady Lina’s hand on the same day she married Sir Ian,” Pluff said. “I’d seen Dougal afore then, too, now and now,” he added glibly, seeing no point in saying more and hoping that she would not ask him to explain.


“Well, Dougal MacPharlain has no right to be on our side of the pass,” she said. “And so I would have told him had he dared to accost me.”


Pluff opened his mouth to remind her that Dougal was unlikely to heed such a warning but remembered in time that it was not his place to do any such thing.


She said, “Why does the laird want me, Pluff? Do you know?”


Much as he would have liked to make up a story to tell her, he knew that if he did, he would soon find himself in the suds. So, bracing himself, he said, “I only said that tae turn ye away from that Dougal. He’s a gey wicked man, is Dougal.”


“He may be, aye, but I can take care of myself,” her ladyship said roundly. “And if my father does not want me, I have things I want to do.”


“Ye’ll no be a-going back tae that pass, will ye?” Pluff demanded daringly.


That his words irked her was obvious to one of Pluff’s experience, but before she could voice her annoyance, a deep male voice behind them startled them both by saying firmly, “She will not.”
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Muriella whirled to face the man who had spoken and stopped with her mouth agape when she saw him in the forest shadows. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and looked as darkly tanned as if he had spent his life outdoors.


She could see that his hair was thick, shoulder length, wavy, and the soft color of walnut shells. His features were barely discernible under the shadowy trees, but there was something familiar about him even so.


Frowning, she said, “I know you, do I not?”


“We have met, aye,” he replied evenly.


Her memory was excellent. Most people thought it was infallible, because she never forgot what anyone told her. But it was weaker when it came to faces. Although she could accurately draw from memory those that interested her and people she knew well, she did not remember every person she had seen or met.


His voice—liquid smooth, deeply vibrant, and musical to the ear—plucked a memory chord.


As if he knew she was studying him, he stepped into the sunlight, where his hair turned from light brown to golden brown with sunny highlights.


However, when he stepped closer, his eyes drew her attention, because in the stronger light, she saw that they were the soft green of forest ferns where sunlight touched them. They were set deep beneath dark brown, slightly arched eyebrows, and their lids boasted long, thick, dark lashes. They were, in fact, extraordinary enough to fill the gap in her memory.


Her first impulse was to tell him that she remembered exactly who he was. But, when she realized from his silence that he did not mean to identify himself, although courtesy demanded that he do so, a second, more mischievous impulse stirred to see what he would do if she prodded him.


Accordingly, she said lightly, “I do not know why you should think you have the right to make decisions for me when you stand uninvited on my father’s land. Men have died for trespassing so.”


“My business here is none of yours, lass. I spoke only to prevent you from making the grave mistake of confronting Dougal MacPharlain. Not,” he added dryly, “that MacPharlain lingered after he saw me.”


“He saw you?”


“Aye, sure, for I showed myself whilst you descended to speak to this lad. Not until I saw that he was departing did I come down here.”


“I doubt that Dougal took fright merely from seeing another man on that hillside,” she said, cocking her head to watch for his reaction to that statement.


He revealed no reaction but held her gaze as he said, “Mayhap he did not. Still, I’d wager he was merely indulging his curiosity in Tùr Meiloach and would have ventured no further down that slope had your presence not enticed him to do so.” Gently, he added, “Do you often engage strangers in conversation, lass?”


“I would remind you that you inflicted your presence upon us,” she said. “Sakes, you spoke to us first! I did not invite this conversation.”


The green eyes narrowed, and Muriella was just congratulating herself on getting a rise out of him when Pluff said, “What did ye do wi’ your dog, sir?”


The fascinating green eyes held hers for a moment longer before the man turned to him and said, “She stands yonder, lad. Would you like to meet her?”


“Aye, sure, if she’s friendly.”


“She is whatever I tell her to be,” the man said, giving a snap of his fingers.


To Muriella’s astonishment, an animal that looked more like a wolf than a dog emerged from the shrubbery and loped gracefully to stand before the man.


“Coo,” Pluff said in a near sigh. “Are ye sure she’s just a dog, sir?”


“I’m sure,” the man said. “I cannot speak so surely of her ancestors, though.”


“What d’ye call her?”


“Scáthach.”


Impressed but skeptical, Muriella raised an eyebrow and said, “You named a dog descended from wolves after the most famous of the Celtic warrior queens?”


His lips twitched as if he were suppressing a smile. “I’d forgotten that you are the one interested in history and fairy tales.”


“The one?” Muriella fought down the flash of irritation. He made her sound like some oddity of nature.
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Robert MacAulay easily conquered his amusement. The lady Muriella had matured in the year since he had last seen her and had become more beautiful than ever, even with her fine flaxen hair in untidy loose plaits and her pink skirt and red underskirt kilted up to reveal shapely but mud-spattered lower legs and bare feet.


When he’d seen her earlier, he had not recognized her and had followed her only because he thought it reckless for any young lass to wander alone on such notoriously unpredictable terrain. As small and slender as she was, he had thought from the distance that she might be a child. Looking at her now, he wanted to ask why she was not wearing a cloak and boots on such a chilly morning.


In truth, though, she would one day make some man an enviable wife. If he’d had any inclination to assume such a burden, he might be interested himself, although he suspected that she would present a rare challenge for anyone who tried to domesticate her. That was, however, no business of his.


The only thing that concerned him was that she was either unaware of the danger she had courted or dangerously indifferent to it.


Speaking as evenly as he had from the start, he said, “I seem to have offended you. That was not my intent. People often speak of the MacFarlan sisters, and when they mention you, they talk of your flawless memory and your love of folklore and tales of Scotland’s heroes. In fact, since you have such a fine memory, I suspect that you remember me perfectly well, do you not?”


“If you know who I am, then you should behave more courteously,” she replied, raising her chin.


Glancing at the too-interested boy, Rob said quietly, “If you would like to throw a stick for Scáthach, lad, she will be happy to accept your friendship. She has not had much exercise yet today, so you would be doing me a good turn, as well.”


“Aye, sure,” the boy replied, grinning. Unstringing his bow, he rested it against a tree, quickly found a suitable stick, and heaved it away from the trees.


Scáthach chased it eagerly up the slope, tossed it high, caught it, and then turned back. When the boy dashed off to meet her and throw the stick again, Rob said to her ladyship, “You do know that you were in danger up there, do you not?”


“If you know who I am, why do you not address me properly?”


“Because you are not behaving much like a lady,” he retorted.


Flushing scarlet, she gave him a look that he was sure she hoped would wither him where he stood. Her expressive, thickly-lashed, sky-blue eyes flashed sparks, and her kissable pink lips parted as if she meant to give him a piece of her mind. Wisely, she shut her mouth again without saying a word.


Then, when he remained silent, having no reason to say more than he had, she drew a deep breath and said, “You have not changed one whit since last year.”


“So you do remember me.”


“Aye, sure. You are Master Robert MacAulay of Ardincaple. You came here with my good-brother Ian. I did not think you were rude then, though, just a bit dull.”


“But now you think me rude. Why?”


She rolled her eyes as if his rudeness should be self-evident.


He glanced toward the lad again, saw that his attention was wholly on the dog, and returned his own to the undeniably tempting but perilously saucy and naïve Lady Muriella. “Are you going to answer my question, lass? If you expect me to read your mind when you roll your eyes like that, you will soon learn that I dislike guessing games. If you want me to know what you think, you must tell me.”


“I think that I do not want to talk to you anymore. In troth, since no one invited you here, I think you should go home.”


“What makes you think no one invited me?”
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Try though she did, Muriella could get no more than that out of the man. When she asked him if her father had invited him or even knew that he was on Tùr Meiloach land, Robert MacAulay said, “You will have to ask Andrew Dubh.”


Irritated, and with her curiosity now aflame, she said, “If you will not talk to me, I see no reason to talk to you. You may therefore go where you will, but you should know that I mean to tell my father that you are trespassing on our land.”


“You should tell him,” MacAulay said. “Be sure that you also tell him where you were going and that Dougal MacPharlain was likewise on his land.”


Tossing her head, she said, “I have no cause to say that Dougal was here. I did not see him.”


“The boy did, though, and so did I,” MacAulay said. “You would be wiser, I think, to tell your father about Dougal before one of us does. For now, I will see you safely back to Tùr Meiloach, since you refuse to promise to return on your own.”


“Would you believe me if I did promise?” she asked, raising both eyebrows.


“Should I?”


Muriella hesitated. Something about Master Robert MacAulay suggested that lying to him outright might be a mistake.


Meeting his gaze, she saw to her consternation that a knowing twinkle lurked in the green depths of his eyes.


Her temper bristled. “I expect that even if I did promise, you would follow me to be sure I do go home.”


“I expect I would,” he admitted. “I do not know you well enough to trust that you keep your promises.” With that, he gave a low whistle, and Scàthach dropped the stick she was carrying and loped to his side.


Pluff followed more slowly. “Be we a-going back then?” he asked.


“We are,” MacAulay said. He waited only until the boy had collected his bow and quiver before gesturing for Muriella to lead the way.


Tempted though she was to press him for more information, she suspected that such pressure would be futile, so she strode silently on ahead.


When they reached the tower gate, and a guard opened it, MacAulay showed no inclination to enter the yard but nodded for Muriella to do so.


“Do you not mean to come in with us, then?” she asked.


“I have no reason at this hour to impose my presence on Andrew Dubh. But do not disappoint me, lass. Tell him that Dougal was on his land.”


Giving him a slight smile in response, and relieved when he did not insist again that she tell her father where she had been, Muriella passed through the gateway with dignity. When Pluff followed, she said firmly to him, “You go and ask MacNur if he has tasks for you. I will talk with my lord father alone.”


“Aye, sure,” Pluff said, turning to wave good-bye to MacAulay and Scáthach.


Deciding to see her father straightaway, since MacAulay had left her little choice, Muriella went in search of Andrew and found him at the high table in the great hall, talking with his steward, Malcolm Wylie.


In his fiftieth year, Andrew Dubh MacFarlan was still a fit warrior with only specks of gray in his dark hair. More gray showed in his bushy eyebrows, but the dark blue eyes beneath them shifted alertly at his youngest daughter’s approach.


Making her curtsy, she said, “May I speak with you, sir?”


Andrew smiled. “Aye, sure, lassie, whenever ye like.”


Muriella glanced at Malcolm, who was of an age with her father but grayer and more heavily built.


Nodding to show that he had received her unspoken message, the steward rose, saying, “I must speak wi’ that young gillie, laird, but I’ll be within hail.”


Nodding, Andrew gestured to the stool that Malcolm had vacated, saying, “Sit down and tell me what’s troubling ye, lass.”


Obeying, she said, “I met Master Robert MacAulay near the northeast slope, sir. Did you know that he was wandering about there?”


“D’ye think I dinna ken who comes onto my land, Murie-lass?”


“Usually you do, aye,” she said. “But sometimes people do succeed in trespassing despite your precautions. I should tell you that MacAulay and our Pluff both said they saw Dougal MacPharlain on our side of the north pass.”


Pleased with the way she had phrased that information, she was nonetheless relieved when Andrew said only, “One of the lads told me he’d seen Dougal there a few days ago. Doubtless that young lout seeks to know if we’re awake or asleep. If Rob MacAulay saw him there, he’ll likely tell me more about that anon.”


Disconcerted by that news, she said, “Are you going to meet with him, then? Why is he here?”


“Because when our Mag told me that Rob had been seeking solitude to think, we decided that, whilst Mag and Andrena be away, Rob might look after the cottage they’ve built for themselves on the east slope.”


Muriella knew that the cottage, which stood a mile or so from the north pass, was temporarily unoccupied, because Andrena and Mag had gone to Dumbarton to show their wee Molly off to Lina and Sir Ian. Afterward, they would go on to visit Mag’s two older sisters and their husbands in Ayrshire. His younger sister, Murie’s good friend Lizzie Galbraith, would be coming soon to Tùr Meiloach to visit.


Thoughts of her sisters, their husbands, and Lizzie stirred yet another notion in her agile mind. “You are not thinking of arranging a marriage between me and Robert MacAulay like the ones you arranged for Dree and Lina, are you, sir?”


“Ye needna fret, lassie,” Andrew replied. “I offered just such a union to the man whilst he was here last summer with Ian. He turned me down flat.”


Indignantly, Muriella exclaimed, “He did what! But why? What can he possibly think is wrong with me?”
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Scáthach pushed her rough-coated head into Rob’s palm as they strode along together, so he gave her a fond pat. Having come over the southern pass late the day before, just as he had the previous year with Ian, he had found Mag’s cottage easily by following a narrow, undulating path along the timberline.


Earlier that morning, he had followed the timberline trail on from the cottage northward. Now, he wanted to see the river that formed Andrew’s north boundary, separating Tùr Meiloach from Arrochar. His intent was to follow that river down to the cliffs where it plunged nearly a hundred feet to the Loch of the Long Boats. Then, he would meet with Andrew shortly before midday, as they had planned.


While he walked, Rob’s thoughts drifted from the beautiful but perilously headstrong lady Muriella to the upcoming meeting with Andrew.


He needed the older man’s advice. However, before they talked, Rob wanted to gain a clearer picture of Andrew’s situation, and this was the first time he had had both the leisure and an opportunity to explore Tùr Meiloach.


He knew that Clan Farlan had split into two factions near the time that the King of Scots, then but a laddie, had set sail for the safety of France and ended up a captive in England instead. Many Scottish estates had changed hands during the two decades of his captivity, either through machinations of his uncle, the first Duke of Albany, or because other powerful lords had usurped them from weaker ones.


Albany, as Guardian of the Realm, had continued to rule Scotland in his older brother’s stead, and then his nephew’s, until his own death six years ago. He had rewarded his friends with land and punished his enemies by taking theirs away.


Men said that his grace’s father, Robert III, had died of grief when the capture of his younger son, now James I, had followed by mere months the death of his heir. Many believed that Albany had arranged both events so that he could go on ruling the country and not have to contend with a regency for a boy king.


Since Jamie’s return to Scotland two years ago, most of the House of Albany had died. Only Albany’s good-daughter, the duchess Isabella, her youngest son, James Mòr Stewart, and a few daughters still lived. The duchess resided on an island in nearby Loch Lomond.


James Mòr, after seizing the castle and burgh of Dumbarton last year and then losing them, either had fled the country or was in hiding.


The King, in his thirtieth year, had returned to a lawless country. Not, Rob reminded himself with a half-smile, that the Scots were ever particularly law-abiding. But Jamie wanted to institute a rule of law similar to England’s, with Parliament issuing laws that would prevail throughout the land. Most men, whether they supported the endeavor or not, believed that the King would fail.


His nobles were too powerful to curtail so easily.


Moreover, whether he succeeded or not, nobles would still need to protect their property from those who coveted it. That had been the way of things since the dawn of time, and one young king’s resolve to make everyone law-abiding was unlikely, in Rob’s opinion, to alter the reality of Scottish life.


Thanks to Ardincaple’s strategic location on the Gare Loch and the peninsula separating it from the Loch of the Long Boats, the estate was one that many powerful men coveted. Lord MacAulay controlled the unions of those two lochs with the Firth of Clyde, just as his ancestors had.


For a century, lairds of Ardincaple had allowed vessels to pass freely in and out of the lochs. Now others wanted to charge fees, large ones, for passage.


Campbell of Lorne, a powerful lord in the Isles with influence in Argyll, sought to extend that influence to the firth. A kinsman of his by marriage, Pharlain of Arrochar, had broached that very plan to Lord MacAulay nearly a month ago.


When MacAulay refused to participate in a plan that exempted the Campbells and Pharlain of Arrochar from all fees, Pharlain warned him that if he would not do it, Pharlain and Campbell would simply seize Ardincaple. If the laird did agree to the fees, they would graciously share some of the profits with him.
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Andrew smiled at Muriella’s outburst and said, “There’s nowt amiss with ye, lassie. ’Tis plainly with the man himself, but if ye want to ken why he refused me offer, ye’ll have to ask him. I can tell ye only that he said I’d done him great honor but that he’d no inflict himself so on any woman.”


“Inflict!” she exclaimed. “What can he have meant by that?”


Eyes dancing, Andrew said, “Ye’ll have to ask MacAulay that, too. But what difference can it make? Ye’ve nae wish to marry at all, or so ye’ve oft told me.”


“I don’t want to marry,” she said. “Certes, I would not marry any man who would always be telling me what to do and what to think, the way most men do.”


The twinkle vanished. Andrew said, “Is that what ye think I do?”


“Sometimes,” she said. Then, seeing him frown, she added, “You can be more reasonable than either Mag or Ian is, sir, or the Laird of Galbraith. Galbraith treats Lizzie and me exactly the same way, although I’m years older than she is.”


“Not so many years older as that,” Andrew said evenly. “Nor do ye always act your age, lass.”


Realizing that she had overstepped, Muriella hastily apologized. “I should not have spoken so about Galbraith, sir,” she added. “But Robert MacAulay irked me, and I fear that my irritation with him has addled my senses. Smiling wistfully, she said, “Prithee, will you forgive me?”


“I will, aye,” Andrew replied with a reassuring smile. Seconds later, a remnant of the frown stirred his brow again. “Was MacAulay rude to ye?”


Recognizing treacherous ground, she said lightly, “I doubt that you will think so. He insisted on escorting me all the way to our gate, as if I could not find my way through our own woods.”


“Ye’re right,” Andrew said. “I’ll no hold that against him. Ye may think that ye’re as skilled in our woods as your sisters be, lass, but ye lack their ability to sense approaching danger, as well as Andrena’s keener sense of her surroundings.”


“But I have the same abilities that they have,” Muriella protested.


“Ye may share their ability to sense more than most do about what others are thinking or feeling, and ye may share some of Andrena’s woodland skills,” Andrew acknowledged. “But ye do nowt to hone your skills, lass. Nor have ye shown Lina’s ability, let alone Andrena’s or your mam’s, to sense danger.”


“But—”


“Nay, lassie, ye’re in the wrong now,” he went on sternly. “Whatever abilities ye may have, ye’re more apt to lose yourself in your imaginings than to heed your surroundings closely enough for safety.”


Much as she’d have liked to deny it, she knew better than to argue with him. He was a kind and loving father, but his temper was uncertain, so arguing with him was unwise. Besides, Lina and Dree had said similar things to her about practicing and improving her gifts, and she did lose herself in her thoughts when she walked.


With a rueful grimace, she met his gaze and said, “You are right, sir. Sithee, new stories often come to me whilst I’m walking. But I’ll try to pay more heed.”


“A good notion,” he said. “Now, take yourself off, for I’ve things to do afore MacAulay comes. He has summat he wants to discuss, and I mean to invite him to eat with us.” The twinkle returned. “Ye can ask him then what’s wrong with ye.”


Rising, she made her curtsy, resisting the impulse to tell him she would die rather than ask Robert MacAulay any such question.


She was certain she would not like his answer.
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Having followed the wildly churning, swiftly flowing river until it plunged over the cliff to the loch below, Rob stood gazing at the part of Arrochar that touched the river on its other side. He had seen the river on Andrew’s south boundary from the pass over which he’d walked into Tùr Meiloach. Andrew’s well-armed guards had stopped him three times then to demand his business.


He wondered how MacPharlain had avoided guards in the north pass.


Rob had ridden from Ardincaple by way of west Lomondside, leaving his horse with folks at a wee clachan opposite Inch Galbraith, the island on which the Laird of Galbraith lived with his youngest daughter. Having experienced the steep, boulder-strewn path over the pass the year before with a party of Sir Ian Colquhoun’s, Rob had decided this time to spare his mount and walk in.


Both rivers, north and south, were too swift and dangerous for swimming, and the precipitous, granite ridge between Loch Lomond and Tùr Meiloach that connected them was impassable, except through a treacherous pass at each end.


How Andrew Dubh MacFarlan had protected his family and remaining estate for so long had puzzled Rob at first. But standing where he was now reminded him that sheer cliffs rising from the Loch of the Long Boats’ eastern edge limited access from its water. Not far from where he stood, he could see Andrew’s wharf, looking more like a castle drawbridge than a proper wharf, because it was vertical now, hugging the cliff wall. For a friendly visitor, if Andrew agreed, his men would lower the wharf to float on the water. In truth, therefore, it was more raft than bridge, or so Rob had heard. He had never docked a boat there himself.


Noting the sun’s position high in the cloudy sky, he realized that if he wanted to talk to Andrew before the midday meal, he would have to step along. Accordingly, he set off up the footpath and soon came to the one that led back to the tower. Minutes later, he saw it ahead, looming above its surrounding wall. Men on the inner walkway peered down at him.


At the gate, the guard admitted him and Scáthach without question. As Rob stepped into the yard, he heard a shout from above and turned to see a grinning Pluff waving at him from the walkway. Scrambling down a nearby ladder, the boy said, “I’ll take ye in, sir. I ken fine where ye’ll find the laird.”


Glancing at the guard and receiving a nod, Rob said, “Lead the way, lad.”


“Send him out again whilst ye talk wi’ Himself, sir,” the guard called down. “Else his ears will be a-burning tae hear all ye say.”


“I doubt that he’d hearken to Andrew Dubh’s privy talks,” Rob replied. Then, catching Pluff’s eye, he added gently, “I ken fine that he’ll know better than to hearken to mine.”


Pluff’s eyes widened and he shook his head fiercely. “I’d niver,” he told Rob. “I’m no a dafty!”


“I never thought you were, lad. Shall we go in?”
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Murie stood near the wall in the chamber where her father kept important documents and tended to affairs of his estate. To her left stood the shelves holding his accounts and other documents. Behind her stood the large table and a two-elbow chair where he worked or spoke with men who had erred or had made their way to Tùr Meiloach and wanted to swear fealty to him.


He also, from time to time, scolded a daughter there, and she knew that she would be in for just such a scolding if he caught her now. The reason she had entered his sanctum was that it shared a wall with the great hall below. In front of her, at eye level if she stood as she did now, on tiptoe, was the laird’s squint overlooking the hall. She could see Andrew at the dais table.


Her sister Lina had once caught her in his private chamber and had roundly condemned such behavior. But if Lina had spoken of that incident, even to Andrena, Murie knew naught of it, and she was sure that Dree, had she known, would have scolded, too. In any event, both of her sisters were at Dumbarton, so it was Murie’s secret now, and as long as she could see Andrew below, she was safe.


Just then, Pluff appeared in the main entryway, looking puffed up enough in his own esteem to tell her that she had not been wasting her time. The boy entered, and MacAulay strode in behind him.


“I’ve brung ye Master Robert MacAulay, laird,” Pluff said loudly enough for anyone up or down the stairway, let alone in the great hall, to have heard him.


“I thank ye, Pluff,” Andrew said. “Ye can help the lads set up the trestles, if ye will. As for ye, lad,” he added, looking at MacAulay, “I’ll take ye up to me own wee chamber, where we can talk without the din they’ll create whilst they set up the tables here for the midday meal. Ye’ll dine with us, aye?”


MacAulay nodded, and Muriella, warned that her time was short, turned abruptly from the squint and hurried toward the door.


It opened just before she reached it, to reveal her mother.


“What are you doing here?” Lady Aubrey MacFarlan asked with a frown.


“I… I wanted to see…” Murie paused, swallowing hard. She would have to tell her mother the truth—a portion of it, at least.


“You wanted to see what?” Lady Aubrey’s tone had hardened ominously.


Hastily, Murie said, “Father said that Robert MacAulay of Ardincaple was coming to talk with him and perhaps to take the midday meal with us. I remembered Father’s squint in here, and… Mam, he told me that Robert MacAulay… that he—Father, that is—offered me to MacAulay last summer when he was here with Ian. I just wanted to see… that is, to hear—”


“You have no reason to come into this chamber without your father’s permission, Muriella,” Lady Aubrey interjected sternly. “To have come in here to spy on him and his guest is a breach of good manners far beyond…” She drew a breath. “What can you have been thinking?”


“I was just so curious…” Belatedly realizing that to offer as her excuse the curiosity that both parents had often condemned as her besetting sin would not aid her, Murie fell silent. Although she could often beguile her father, such tactics had no good effect on her mother.


A tremor stirred when the image of her father, coming up the stairs with Robert MacAulay, filled her mind’s eye. If they entered to find her there, with her mother thoroughly scolding her…
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Leaving Scáthach to enjoy the warmth of the fire, Rob followed Andrew Dubh up the twisting stone stairway, wondering again if the lady Muriella had reported Dougal’s trespassing. Andrew had not mentioned it below and was understandably silent as they went upstairs. Most people avoided all but trivial topics on such stairs. The well up which they twisted carried voices too easily.


As it was, Rob heard lighter, quicker steps than theirs above them. He saw no one, though, and heard no voice.


At the next landing, Andrew opened the door on his right and led the way into the chamber where Rob had talked briefly with him the year before. It was similar to one that Lord MacAulay used to deal with Ardincaple’s affairs.


Andrew’s chamber was smaller, containing a wide table with a two-elbow, red-cushioned chair behind it, shelves of rolled documents and account books, and several back-stools. In the far left corner, beneath a narrow window so deep in the thick wall that the shutter latched back beside it must rarely be needed, stood a large basket containing a number of rolled documents—charts or maps, Rob suspected.


Gesturing broadly, Andrew said, “Pull up a back-stool and sit down, lad. Mag told me ye wanted advice about summat, and ye’re welcome to aught I can tell ye. In troth, though, I’ve scarcely set foot off Tùr Meiloach land since I arrived twenty years ago, so I canna think what I might say that could aid ye.”


Waiting politely until Andrew sat in the chair before seating himself, Rob said, “You do know more than anyone else does about one man, my lord.”


“Ye must have questions about Pharlain, then.”


“Aye, and if you know Campbell of Lorne, I’d welcome any information about him, as well. I believe that your lady wife has Campbell kinsmen.”


“She’s cousin to Campbell of Argyll, aye,” Andrew said. “He lives just across the loch. But Campbell of Lorne lives much farther away, on the Firth of Lorne. I ken little about him,” he added, rubbing his bristly chin.


Noting the gesture, Rob suspected that his host was thinking about what and how much to say to him and decided to let the man think.


Andrew straightened in his chair at last, grimaced, and said, “I’d not trust any Campbell save Argyll, and then only with family affairs. From all I’ve gleaned of Argyll over the years, though, he isna fond of Lorne. Sithee, Lorne has oft behaved falsely. Some say he has committed murder more than once, but Argyll does nowt to tame him. What the devil are ye doing here?” he exclaimed when a small, long-haired, orange-and-white cat leaped onto the table between them.


“It came out from behind that basket of charts yonder,” Rob said, feeling a rare touch of amusement stir. “It must have been sleeping there.”


The cat glanced at him as Andrew reached for it. Easily eluding his hand, it leaped to Rob’s knee and regarded him speculatively through golden eyes. Except for a snowy white mustache, chest, and four white-booted paws, the cat was orange.


“Just shove him to the floor,” Andrew said. “He shouldna be in here. My lady must have stepped in to tidy up and failed to notice that he’d slipped in, too.”


“He won’t trouble me,” Rob said, stroking silky fur. “What’s his name?”


“Ansuz,” Andrew said with a grimace. “A daft name for a cat.”


“He’s named for a runic god that controls the fates of men,” Rob said.


“Dinna tell me ye believe in the runes,” Andrew said.


“Nay,” Rob admitted. “But I know the tales. I suspect that his name means this laddie belongs to the lady Muriella.”


“Ye’d be wrong then,” Andrew said with a smile. “He belongs to her sister Lachina, who, as ye ken, married Sir Ian and lives at Dumbarton. Due to the size and noise of that place, they decided Ansuz would be happier here, and he seems content enough. I’ve never seen him take so quick to a stranger, though.”


“Animals usually like me,” Rob said. “But you were saying… about Campbell of Lorne…”


“Only that I dinna ken the man. I can tell ye that nary a Campbell supports Jamie Stewart’s desire to impose his laws on the country. Like the Lord of the Isles, the Campbells and many other Highlanders who answer to him think they needna answer to the King of Scots. To such men, the Lord of the Isles is equal to or greater than the King. And the Lord of the Isles lives too near for them to defy him.”


“What about Pharlain, sir? I ken fine that he opposes James and supported the House of Albany. Does he likewise support the Lord of the Isles?”


“As to how supportive he is or has been, I cannot say,” Andrew said. “Pharlain usually seeks only to learn who supports him.”


“He did take an army as far as Doune to support Albany last year when he and his cohorts tried to seize the throne from Jamie,” Rob reminded him.


“During his second Parliament, aye,” Andrew said. “But Pharlain returned to Arrochar when the fighting started and brought most of his people with him.”


“His son, Dougal, supported James Mòr Stewart when he seized the royal castle and burgh of Dumbarton,” Rob said.


“I recall that ye ken much of Dougal and Dumbarton, aye,” Andrew replied with a reminiscent air. “To my mind, Dougal is the villainous spit of his father, and the sooner both be underground, the happier I’ll be. Aye, but just listen to me,” he added with a rueful smile. “I had Dougal by the heels last year and let him go, hoping that Pharlain would take note of such mercy and imitate it. If he has, though, I’ve heard nowt of it.” He paused for a beat, eyeing Rob from beneath his shaggy eyebrows. Then he said, “I did hear that ye’d seen Dougal on my land.”


So the lass had reported it. “I’m glad the lady Muriella told you, sir.”


“Why would she not?”


Cursing his clumsiness, Rob said truthfully, “I did not mean to imply any doubt of her ladyship, only my relief that you heard about Dougal so quickly.”


“My lads keep close watch on the passes,” Andrew said, regarding Rob with rather more shrewdness than Rob thought necessary. “Unless they come with an army, I’d liefer see what intruders get up to than stop them afore they reveal their intent, especially when one ventures alone onto my land. Often, such intrusions bring men fleeing Arrochar who seek to join me.”


“I doubt you suspect Dougal of such intent, sir.”


“True,” Andrew agreed. “What I suspect is that he’ll be testing some of the tales he’s heard about Tùr Meiloach. He did manage to trespass unseen twice last year, so I increased my watchers to make sure that won’t happen again.”


“How would he test tales of whole armies disappearing here?” Rob asked mildly. “Or of rockslides that bury trespassers or fiercer than normal birds or beasts that tear them to shreds?”


Andrew smiled. “I see that ye’ve heard some of the tales, too. I suspect from your tone that ye’ve as little belief in them as Dougal says he does.”


“Dougal is a member of Clan Farlan,” Rob reminded him. “Doubtless, he believes he is as safe as any other member of the clan on its lands.”


“Tùr Meiloach protects only true MacFarlans,” Andrew said, more sharply than he had previously spoken. “Those would include only MacFarlans who follow their true chief, not those who support the murderous usurper. And so our Lina told Dougal last year. She warned him straight out that Tùr Meiloach would betray him. But ye didna answer me, lad. D’ye believe in such things as clan sanctuaries?”


“If you tell me that the tales are true, sir, I will not offend you by refusing to believe you,” Rob said diplomatically. “I will admit, though, that I have more belief in things that my own experience proves to be true. So far, I have walked safely here.”


“Aye, sure, because ye’re here as my guest,” Andrew said. “But my lass told me that she met ye this morning near the northeast slope. Be that where ye saw Dougal, or did ye see him yestereve when ye came in through the south pass?”


Uncertain whether Andrew had deduced the route he must have taken or meant to show him how closely he guarded his passes, Rob said, “I saw him this morning on the northeast slope, sir.”


“And ye met our Muriella somewhere nearby?”


“I met her ladyship with the lad Pluff near the timberline,” Rob said, taking care not to emphasize the word “met.”


He might have spared himself the effort, though, because with a gimlet gaze, Andrew said, “Just where was she when ye first clapped eyes on her, then?”
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Although Muriella was grateful that the open door of her father’s chamber had let Lady Aubrey hear the men’s footsteps on the stairs below, she doubted that the brief interlude between that moment and their hasty flight from Andrew’s chamber to the next landing would aid her.


Entering the bedchamber that Murie had once shared with her two sisters, Lady Aubrey shut the door. “We will continue our talk here,” she said. “I expect your father means to talk with Robert MacAulay in his privy chamber.”


“Aye, Mam, I did hear him say so,” Muriella said quietly.


“You ought not to have heard one word of their conversation,” Lady Aubrey said austerely. “In troth, Muriella, your behavior shames me. I thought I had taught you better manners.”


The last two statements stirred Murie’s sense of guilt more strongly than anything her mother had said in Andrew’s chamber. “Mam, I am the one at fault, not you,” she said. “Sometimes, my curiosity to know what is happening grows so strong that I don’t seem able to control it. When that happens, I just don’t think.”


“Then, you must learn to think first,” Lady Aubrey said flatly.


“What are you going to do?”


“I ought to forbid you to dine with us, but our guest might wonder at your absence. Faith, I do not even know why he sought to speak with your father. After all, it is possible that—”


When she broke off, the look on her face told Murie exactly what she was thinking. She said quickly, “Robert MacAulay did not come here to offer for my hand, Mam. Of that I am certain.”


“How can you be? Mayhap he’s changed his mind since last year.”


Recalling the twinkle in her father’s eyes when he had said she could ask MacAulay what was wrong with her, when he dined with them, Murie had a dreadful feeling that her mother might be right. Although common sense told her otherwise, because she had seen only irritation in Robert MacAulay’s attitude toward her earlier, the uncertainty persisted.


In truth, the man had behaved as if he had a right to tell her what to do.


[image: image]


The silence in Andrew’s chamber lengthened uncomfortably for Rob, who had no desire to answer the older man’s blunt question about where, exactly, he had first seen Muriella that morning. On Rob’s knee, Ansuz purred contentedly, making him wonder what the little cat would think of Scáthach.


“Speak, lad. Where was she?”


Rob met Andrew’s gaze and said, “With respect, sir, I’d liefer discuss Pharlain or Dougal. I ken fine, though, that before we do, you will want to know the cause of my interest.” Perceiving an arrested look in the older man’s eyes, he added, “My father thinks that Ardincaple may be at risk. He fears that Pharlain and Campbell of Lorne—mayhap all the Campbells—want to seize control of the area.”


“Control? What manner of control does he fear?”


“He believes they want to seize the castle and demand fees for passage into and out of the Gare Loch and the Loch of the Long Boats,” Rob said flatly.


“Sakes, did one of them say so?”


“Pharlain told him that with so many boats coming and going, we should charge fees for all save our own. He added that if Father refused to do that and share the profits, he and Lorne would see to collecting such fees themselves.”


“Let me see if I understand ye,” Andrew said. “I ken fine that MacAulays control both sides of the Gare Loch, and Campbells control the west shore of the Loch of the Long Boats from the firth to the loch’s head, where their land meets Arrochar. So, either they’ll charge everyone else who enters either loch or the only people they will charge, if MacAulay agrees, would be boats entering the Loch of the Long Boats to come here or go back and forth to Colquhoun’s Craggan. Do they truly want to anger Colquhoun? Recall that Ian Colquhoun is Governor of Dumbarton, a royal stronghold. Sakes, his grace the King is their good friend.”


“The Colquhouns are my friends and yours, too,” Rob said. “My father, as you ken fine, is a man who likes peace above all, as does Colquhoun. Pharlain and evidently Campbell of Lorne believe they can persuade such men to submit to their will. Pharlain told my father that Colquhoun spends most of his time at Dunglass now that Ian is nearby at Dumbarton. He said that since they keep only a small staff and a few guards at Craggan Tower, they would not be troubled by such fees.”
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Muriella was still considering the dreaded possibility that MacAulay might have changed his mind and come to see if Andrew’s offer remained good, when Lady Aubrey spoke again.


“I do not know what punishment you deserve, Muriella,” she said. “But I do know that you must change out of that filthy kirtle and wash your face and hands before you go down to dine. Tibby will be here soon, so I will leave you to wait for her. Be sure to have her comb your hair and arrange it in a more becoming style.”


“Aye, Mam. I’m sorry I disappointed you.”


“Then take more care in future, my love,” Lady Aubrey said gently. “I’ll meet you downstairs.”


Murie watched her go and then turned to the washstand and poured cold water from the ewer into the basin. It seemed to her that she found herself in the briars more often now that both Lina and Dree were away. Was her own behavior so much worse than before, or did her parents just notice it more than they had when they’d had three daughters at home?


She had not yet decided which it was when Tibby came in to help her dress.


The maidservant, plump and cheerful, flung up her hands. “What ha’ ye done tae that sorry pink kirtle, m’lady? It looks as if ye rolled doon a mud hill in it.”


“I’ll wear my yellow one with the white lacing, Tib,” Murie said. “Mam wants you to tidy my hair, too, if you will.”


“I should think I will,” Tibby said. “Were there a windstorm outside that we didna hear inside?”


Knowing it was useless to scold Tibby for speaking disrespectfully, since Tibby had known her from her infancy and would heed strictures only from the laird, his lady, or Tibby’s own mother, Annie Wylie, Murie said, “Just comb out my plaits, Tib, and put my hair in a net. We will have a visitor at the high table.”


“Aye, sure, Master Robert MacAulay of Ardincaple. I took a wee peek at the man afore he and the laird left the hall. He were here last year, too, aye?”


“I don’t want to talk about him. I just want to change my dress.”


“Och, aye, then,” Tibby said with a knowing grin.


Muriella clamped her teeth together and began to scrub her face. Even Tibby did not believe in her decision never to marry.
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“It may be true that an imposition of fees willna trouble the Colquhouns,” Andrew said. “But I’d wager they would take exception to Pharlain or the Campbells seizing control of yon peninsula. In troth, if Campbell of Lorne is involved, I begin to suspect the fine hand of the Lord of the Isles in this mischief, because it is to Alexander of the Isles, not to Jamie, that all Campbells submit.”


The cat, Ansuz, still purring, pushed its head into Rob’s palm, and he stroked it idly as he considered Andrew’s suspicion. At last, he said, “I tend to agree, sir. However, my father has enjoyed peaceful relations with Argyll and rejects any suggestion that he might be party to such a conspiracy.”


“Aye, he would,” Andrew said thoughtfully. “ ’Tis a pity, but—”


He broke off at a light double-rap on the door, then said, “That means our dinner be ready to serve, lad. Ye’ll want to refresh yourself afore we join the ladies, so I’ll take ye across the landing to me bedchamber, where ye can use the basin and aught else ye might need. First, though,” he said as he stood. “I’m thinking that my lass went where she should no have gone this morning. If I be wrong…”


Rob sighed. “You are not wrong, sir. I should have told you straightaway.”


“Aye, well, I just want to see that the wee baggage keeps safe,” Andrew said.
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Muriella was taking her place beside her mother at the high table when Andrew stepped through the archway from the privy stairs at the northeast corner of the great hall, just beyond the ladies’ end of the dais.


Robert MacAulay followed Andrew, and to her surprise, Ansuz padded at MacAulay’s heels. Glancing at Scáthach, who lay on the sprawling hearth near the crackling fire, Murie saw the big dog rise to its feet and begin to approach.


Ansuz stopped to glower at it, but the dog continued undaunted, so the little cat arched high with its fur on end and hissed.


Scáthach cocked her head and looked at Robert MacAulay, as if seeking his advice. Looking from one animal to the other, MacAulay made a small gesture, and Scáthach moved warily around the cat and lay down near the archway.


“Ansuz rarely comes into the hall,” Lady Aubrey observed mildly. “He spends most of his time in the solar.”


“That fool cat stays upstairs because it dislikes dogs, and there are nearly always some here,” Andrew said. “He must have taken a strong liking to ye, Rob.”


“But not to Scáthach,” Murie said, noting that although the little cat had relaxed, it stayed right where it was and eyed the dog with disapproval.


Lady Aubrey said to MacAulay, “Is that your dog’s name, sir?”


“Aye, my lady,” he said as Andrew motioned him to the place at his right.


Lady Aubrey’s eyes twinkled. Glancing at Murie, she said, “Then I suspect you have an interest in Highland folklore.”


“Perhaps someone else named the dog,” Murie said lightly.


Whether MacAulay might have risen to the lure, she’d never know, because Andrew held up a hand, silencing everyone before he said the grace before meat.


Afterward, gesturing for all to sit, he took his seat and said to Lady Aubrey, “As ye see, my lady, I’ve invited the lad to dine with us. I told ye he’d be staying in Mag’s cottage, and I ken fine that ye’ll recall him from Lina and Ian’s wedding.”


“I do, aye,” Lady Aubrey said, smiling across him at their guest. “I hope your parents are well, sir. It has been some time since last I saw them.”


“They are both in excellent health and spirits, my lady,” he said. “My mother commanded me to extend her greetings and affection to you.”


Murie kept her eyes on her trencher, trying to ignore the effect that MacAulay’s presence was having on her.


When he was not annoyed with a person, he certainly had a pleasant voice, calming and melodious. She would have liked to hear him recite poetry or tell a story. Since he knew about the female warriors, he might know some of the other great tales of Scottish folklore and heroics. But it was more than just his voice that stirred her senses. She would be wiser to ignore him.


Andrew’s carver had finished his carving, and the gillie Peter Wylie held the platter of sliced meat for Andrew to make his selection. After he had put two juicy-looking slices on Lady Aubrey’s trencher and chosen several for himself, Peter moved to serve their guest and then, at last, came to Muriella.


As she selected her usual two slices, she heard Andrew say abruptly to Lady Aubrey, “Your daughter has been exploring farther from home than I would wish, madam. That displeases me.”


Murie froze with a slice of meat dangling from the point of her knife. Over the platter, her gaze met Peter’s, but the gillie displayed his usual stolid expression.


Whether he was aware that MacAulay must have betrayed her to Andrew or not, she knew that Peter was unlikely to sympathize with her.


Recalling then that Pluff had also known where she’d gone, she looked at the boy, seated beside burly MacNur, whom he aided with the animals inside the wall.


Pluff was interested only in his dinner, though, and experience reminded her that he did not carry tales to Andrew or to MacNur about anything she did.


The traitor had to have been MacAulay. She would like to have seen how he reacted to Andrew’s words. But to see him at all she would have to lean forward and look past both of her parents. She decided it would be wiser to pretend she was unaffected by her father’s comments and could easily explain herself.


“I have learned that this morning she went near the northeast pass,” Andrew went on. He chewed as he talked, but Murie understood him perfectly and sensed her mother’s stiffening annoyance beside her just as easily.


The first question was which one of them would scold her? Then, how soon afterward would she be able to murder Robert MacAulay?
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Rob also heard Andrew’s comments to his lady. He might have been happier had the older man held his tongue at least until the meal was over, but what Andrew Dubh chose to do in his own house with his own family, or when he chose to do it, was no concern of Rob’s.


He therefore kept his attention on his food. It was plain fare but cooked and roasted well. Although it lacked some of the variety that attended meals at Ardincaple or the royal strongholds with which he was familiar, Rob had a practical nature and was a good trencherman wherever he ate. Food supplied the energy a warrior needed to do his job properly. Therefore, one ate whatever one’s servers or hosts offered and did so without complaint.


Rob also habitually studied his surroundings, so he looked up now and then to scan Andrew’s people at the trestles in the lower hall. He did so then, caught a glimpse of Lady Muriella’s beautiful profile, and knew in a blink that she was angry. He had no doubt that he was the focus of her anger and wondered if she would tell him so. From what he had seen of her so far, he decided she would not hesitate to tell him exactly what she thought, little good though it would do her.


He returned his attention to his food only to note minutes later that gillies were putting up a privacy screen.


“I want to talk with my lassie for a minute or two afore we talk, lad,” Andrew said quietly to him then.


“Then, doubtless, you will excuse me, sir,” Rob said, reaching for the cloth provided to clean off his eating knife.


“Nay, nay, lad,” Andrew said. “Finish your meal and pay me nae heed. Sithee, I needna say much. We’ll take our leave together when ye’re done.”


Much as Rob would have liked to insist, he still needed advice from the man and did not want to offend him. So he turned back to his meal.


No sooner had he done so than Andrew dismissed the gillies and said sternly to his daughter, “Ye’ve disobeyed me, Muriella, as I think ye ken fine. Ye should have told me where ye’d been and that ye’d seen Dougal MacPharlain for yourself.”


“But I didn’t!”


“Whisst now,” Andrew said. “I’ll hear nae backchat. Forbye, ye should ken fine that any argle-bargle will gain ye nobbut grief. Ye’ve gone your limit this time, lass, by wandering dangerously near that pass, and I mean to put a stop to such behavior. Ye’ll bide inside our gates now for a fortnight.”


Rob heard Lady Muriella gasp and decided that such a punishment had likely not come her way before. She well-deserved it, though, and he felt not an ounce of pity for her.


Glancing at her, he saw that words of protest hovered on her tongue.


She looked at her mother, saw that no help would come from her, and then caught her lower lip in her teeth as if to lock the perilous words inside.


Andrew evidently saw the same things. He said grimly, “Ye’re wise to hold your tongue, lass. I ken fine how much ye love your wanderings, so it should take only a few days of such confinement to bring ye to your senses.”


Rob growled under his breath, thinking that Andrew had yielded to her ladyship’s distress. Still, it was no business of his.


“Thank you, sir,” Muriella said on a note of profound relief.


“Dinna be thanking me yet. Ye’ll take Peter Wylie with ye wherever ye go. I mean to give him strict instructions regarding your boundaries, too. Ye’ll go nae farther than Peter allows. Nor will ye plague him to give ye more freedom,” he added sternly. “If ye do, it will go much worse for ye. D’ye hear me, lass?”


“Aye, but to put a gillie in charge of me, even Peter! To shame me so…” Tears welled in her eyes, and one trickled down a smooth, now pale cheek.


“ ’Tis harsh punishment, I’ll grant ye,” Andrew said. “I expect I could do summat a wee bit more palatable. If ye agree… and,” he added when her tears ceased as if she had turned a tap and a tiny smile touched her lips, “… if he does.”


Her eyes widened. “Peter?”


“Nay, nay,” Andrew said. “I was thinking of Rob MacAulay here.” He turned to Rob with a guileless smile. “Since ye’ll likely bide with us here at Tùr Meiloach for several days more, until we sort out what ye mean to do, I’ve nae doot ye’ll agree to escort the lass now and now, will ye no? Sithee, ye’ve shown that ye can persuade her to mind what ye say, so she’ll give ye nae trouble at all.”


Rob’s jaw dropped, and he stared aghast at his host.
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Muriella’s outrage ebbed when she saw the stricken look on MacAulay’s face, but it flooded back when he recovered enough to say evenly, “I am wholly at your service whilst I remain here, my lord.”


“Good o’ ye! My lass will stay in the solar this afternoon and contemplate her sins whilst we continue our own discussion. I’m hoping ye’ll sup with us, and mayhap, if she behaves herself, ye’ll take her out for a wee stroll after supper. Ye’ve shown interest in the landscape here, and I’d have ye see as much as ye like. If ye take her with ye, she can answer any questions ye may have.”


Seething with anger but aware of her mother sitting stiffly beside her and uncertain whether Lady Aubrey’s anger matched hers or Andrew’s, Murie kept quiet. Since her father had practically made her punishment public knowledge, protest would be useless anyway. It was possible that no one at the trestle tables in the lower hall had heard all that he had said. Still, in sending the gillies away as he had, he might as well have announced that his intent was to scold her.


The worst thing, though, was that Robert MacAulay had carried tales of her to her father. Her first inclination when Andrew had said that MacAulay could escort her was to ignore the so-called easing of her punishment and stay inside, but walking with Peter was too humiliating to contemplate, and she knew that Andrew had meant it to be. He was truly angry with her.


As always, though, her wily father had put his goals first. His primary aim was the same as it had been the year before, to marry her to MacAulay and thereby gain a third well-connected warrior as a good-son to help him win back the estates that his cousin Pharlain had usurped from him when Andrena was a newborn babe.
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