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For Kevin,

Still and always, best of sisters!




Author’s Note


Because “ch” is generally pronounced as an “h” in Gaelic, the Highland name Sorcha sounds like Sarah, rather than being phonetically pronounced. Sidony is Sidney. Kilchurn Castle is Kill-HERN. Dail Righ is Dal-REE.
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Prologue
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Roslin Castle, Scotland, August 1379

He couldn’t believe that a mere female a foot shorter than he was had pushed him off the castle’s wall-walk. He must have fallen a hundred feet and had hit the water with such stunning force that a lesser man would have died from the impact. But although he had gone headfirst over the parapet, he pushed himself away from the wall and twisted like a cat, managing to land feetfirst at an angle that put him face up in the water. He let the river Esk’s swift current do the rest.

Even so, he soon hit one of the river’s mighty boulders, which stunned him and spun him like a child’s top. By using his great strength to avoid the next one, he managed to keep it from knocking him senseless. Then he was in the swiftest part of the flow, face up and feetfirst again, catapulting along at terrifying speed.

To be on his back, unable to see where he was going, gulping what seemed to be as much water as air, and otherwise letting the river control him went right against his nature. But knowing that the water would be deepest where it ran swiftest, he forced himself to let it carry him as it would until he could regain his wits.

The lass had taken him completely by surprise. But she would pay heavily for that, she and everyone she held dear. Whatever it took, he would survive to reclaim His treasure and seek his own vengeance.





Chapter 1
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Glenelg, the Scottish Highlands, April 14, 1380

Where is Sir Hugo?” nineteen-year-old Lady Sorcha Macleod demanded impatiently. She cradled a profusion of flowers in her arms as she gazed down the steep hill at the sparkling water of the Sound of Sleat, the deep sea-lane flowing between Glenelg, on the mainland, and the Isle of Skye.

Her younger sister, Lady Sidony, bending to pick some yellow celandine for their collection, said over her shoulder, “You cannot know that Sir Hugo even received your message. The messengers have not all returned. And, even if he did, you cannot know he will come for her or come in a boat if he does. He could easily ride from Lothian or come from somewhere else. He may even be in Caithness.”

“Faith, Sidony, I don’t care how the man arrives, just so he does,” Sorcha said impatiently. “If he does not show his face soon, he will be too late.”

“It is too bad the Lord of the Isles had to die when he did,” Sidony said as she arose and added her flowers to Sorcha’s. “Adela ought to be having as merry a wedding as everyone else has, but I fear that hers will be dreadfully dull. I still do not understand why Father agreed to hold the ceremony here instead of at Chalamine. The feast will take place at the castle, after all, and everyone else was married there.”

“Not everyone,” Sorcha reminded her. “Isobel married at Duart Castle.”

“Yes, but Cristina, Maura, and Kate were all married at home. I hope you and I will be, too—if Father ever finds anyone who wants to marry us,” she added.

“I don’t want someone Father chooses,” Sorcha said, grimacing. “At least Adela has a sunny day, and the wee kirk of Glenelg is a pretty site. Lord Pompous insisted that she marry him here on the kirk porch, since Father has no chaplain at Chalamine. And that settled the matter, of course, since Lord Pompous will be her husband unless Sir Hugo arrives in time to put a stop to this wedding.”

“I do not know why you are so sure he’d want to,” Sidony said, pushing a stray strand of her fair hair out of her face. As children, the two of them had looked enough alike to be twins with their fine, silky soft, white-blond curls and light-blue eyes. But although Sidony’s waist-long hair retained its original color, silky fineness, and soft waves, Sorcha’s had darkened to amber-gold and retained only its curls. To her chagrin, in the frequent Highland mist and rain, they tended to frizz.

Their eyes were still a matching light-blue color. But Sorcha’s looked gray in certain light, and a black line rimmed each of her irises.

Semiconsciously mirroring her sister’s gesture, she shifted her floral burden to one arm to tuck an errant curl under her coif.

Sidony went on, “You’ve made such a song about sending for him that nearly everyone expects him now. But Adela seems content enough with this wedding.”

“Faugh,” Sorcha retorted rudely, abandoning her hair. “Adela would marry anyone who’d have her. She wants to be quit of managing Father’s household and us, especially now that he is to marry Lord Pompous’s cousin, Lady Clendenen. But Sir Hugo holds Adela’s heart, I’m sure. And I think he cares deeply for her, too.”

“But they’ve met only twice,” Sidony protested. “Once here in Glen Mòr last summer, and then shortly after that at Orkney.”

“Aye, well, it only takes once,” Sorcha said with more assurance than one might expect from a young woman who had never met a man she wanted to marry, or received an offer. “Adela talked of him for weeks after Prince Henry’s installation.”

“Do you think so?” Sidony asked doubtfully. “She said they quarreled the first time they met. The second time she emptied a basin of holy water over his head.”

Still watching the Sound, Sorcha exclaimed, “Three boats are coming! Oh, but how vexing! If I don’t mistake that banner, ’tis only Lord Pompous.”

“You should not call him that,” Sidony chided gently.

“Pooh,” Sorcha said. “Ardelve is as pompous a man as walks and far too old for Adela. Why, he must be near Father’s age, whilst she is but four-and-twenty.”

“Nearly five-and-twenty,” Sidony said.

“Even so, Sir Hugo is of a much more suitable age to marry her. She is sacrificing herself, just to get away from Chalamine.”

“Perhaps, but Father said he had despaired of ever seeing her marry,” Sidony said. With a rueful smile, she added, “You and I are old for wedding, come to that. Not that I am sure I’d want to, even if anyone did want me.”

“You are never sure of anything,” Sorcha said, patting her shoulder. “Depend on it, if you do marry, ’twill be because Father commands it. If you had to make up your mind, the hopeful bridegroom would die of old age first.”

“That is his lordship,” Sidony said, too familiar with Sorcha’s opinion of her indecisive nature to take offense. “And I see the wedding party coming. Do you not think we’d better go meet them if Adela is to carry the flowers we’ve gathered?”

“Aye, sure, especially since we already have enough for her chaplet, too,” Sorcha said as they hurried to greet the riders.
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As Lady Adela Macleod’s wedding party forded the bubbling burn near the base of the hill and continued up toward the kirk, she felt almost wholly at peace. For the first time in too many years she was responsible for no one and nothing. She just had to be in a certain place at a certain time and say what the priest, a Macleod cousin of her father’s from Lewis, told her to say.

The feeling was heady, and as she rode beside her father, Macleod of Glenelg, the silence that enveloped them was pleasant.

Except for the tiny tickle at the back of her mind, all was well.

The small cluster of smiling villagers and friends near the kirk steps stood quietly, waiting. Even her usually talkative aunt, Lady Euphemia Macleod, remained unnaturally silent. She rode just behind them in her boxy, sheepskin-lined sidesaddle between two gillies mounted on ponies as placid as her own. At fifty, the whip-slim Lady Euphemia disliked riding and focused all her energy on keeping the boat-on-waves motion of her cumbersome saddle from tossing her to the ground.

The rest of the party included Adela’s older sister Maura, Maura’s husband and three children, and a few of the castle servants. Others had remained behind to prepare the wedding feast. Guests were few only because MacDonald, Lord of the Isles, having died recently, nearly everyone else in the Highlands and Isles was preparing for the investiture in two days’ time of his successor. Adela did not mind the small ceremony, though. She’d have been happy to marry by simple declaration, but women of her ilk rarely married in such a hasty, scrambling way.

She rode as her aunt did, sitting sideways, but with nothing between her and her favorite bay gelding except a dark-blue velvet caparison to protect her skirts. One of her younger sisters, Kate, had embroidered the caparison with branches of Macleod of Glenelg’s green juniper and had sent it especially for the occasion.

Like all six of her sisters, Adela preferred to ride astride. But she had known better than to suggest doing so in the new sky-blue silk gown her father had given her for her wedding. Blue to keep her true, he had said, citing from an ancient rhyme. He had refused to allow her favorite color due to his strong belief that if she wore pink, her good fortune would sink.

She saw her two youngest sisters watching from the open, grassy hilltop near the kirk and realized how glad she was that she had sent them ahead to gather blooms for her bouquet and chaplet. She had done it not only because the hilltop produced myriad wildflowers in an otherwise heavily forested area, but also because she had wanted as little fuss as possible while she dressed for her wedding.

Her ever-superstitious father disliked the fact that she had not gathered her own flowers, a task he believed would bring her good luck. When he noted the day’s sunshine, his strictures had ended, but no sooner did he clap eyes on Sorcha and Sidony than he sighed and said, “I hope ye mean to be a good wife to Ardelve, lass.”

“I do, sir,” Adela said. “I have always done my duty.”

“Aye, ’tis true, but I’d feel better if ye’d done all ye could to bring good fortune on yourself today.”

“The day is a perfectly splendid one,” Adela said. Shooting a swift, oblique glance his way, she added gently, “Yesterday was not so beautiful, sir.”

“ ’Tis true,” he agreed. “Cursed wi’ a gey thick mist, it were, from dawn’s light till suppertime. So it be nobbut providential that when Ardelve and I arranged the settlements, I persuaded him to put off the ceremony for the one day.”

“Why do you believe Friday is such a bad day to wed?” she asked. “Aunt Euphemia said many prefer it, because of its being dedicated to the Norse goddess of love. She said the notion that Friday is unlucky arose only during this past century.”

“Aye, well, Euphemia doesna ken everything,” Macleod said. “ ’Twas kind o’ her to journey here from Lochbuie for your wedding, but everyone kens that when a Friday falls on the thirteenth o’ the month, it does bring mortal bad luck. Bless me, lass,” he added, “I’d no let any o’ me daughters marry on such a bleak day!”

“But I don’t think everyone does know,” Adela persisted. “Ardelve did not. At least…” She fell silent, knowing he would not want to recall what Ardelve had said.

“Aye, I ken fine that the man thinks changing the day were nobbut a frippery notion o’ mine,” Macleod said, unabashed. “Still, he agreed, and as ye see, the Almighty ha’ blessed the day I picked wi’ sunshine.”

Adela nodded, and when he fell silent, she made no attempt to continue the conversation. The only sounds until they reached the kirkyard were soft thuds of hooves on the dirt path, cries of seabirds soaring overhead, and scattered twitters and chatters from nearby woodland.

Her sense of peace had not returned, however, and when she realized she was peering intently at each guest, she knew why. Sorcha had made no secret of her hope that Sir Hugo Robison would arrive in time to stop the wedding, and although Adela was certain her younger sister was mistaken in thinking he would come, she could not help wondering if he would, or how she would feel if he did.

Seeing no sign of that large, energetic, not to mention handsome, gentleman, she drew a long breath and released it. If she felt disappointment, she told herself it was only that his dramatic arrival might have added excitement to what was so far, despite the sunshine, a rather dull day.

As a gillie helped her dismount, her two youngest sisters approached to arrange flowers in her chaplet and give her the bouquet they had gathered.

“These flowers are lovely,” Adela said, smiling. “So bright and cheerful.”

“Sorcha set a basket of rose petals yonder, too, for us to strew along the path before you,” Sidony said, hugging her before they took their places and Macleod signed to his piper to begin playing.

Adela sighed, swept another nervous glance over the small group of onlookers, several of whom were looking around just as she was. Firmly dismissing Sir Hugo from her mind, she placed her hand on her father’s forearm.
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As pipes skirled and the wedding party made its way up the path to the shallow porch of the kirk, Sorcha scattered her petals and wondered if the piper had mistaken Adela’s wedding for MacDonald’s funeral procession. The tune he had selected seemed more appropriate for the latter rite.

Behind the makeshift altar, double doors stood shut and would not open to admit everyone for the nuptial Mass until the ceremony had ended. The priest, Wee Geordie Macleod of Lewis, stood sternly erect beside the altar with the bridegroom and his chief groomsman to welcome the bride and her maidens.

Calum Tolmie, Baron Ardelve, a close cousin of the widow Macleod intended to marry, held a vast tract of land on the north shore of Loch Alsh. He was both wealthy and amiable, and thus, according to Macleod, an excellent match for Adela.

Sorcha disagreed, thinking Sir Hugo more suitable, although admittedly, she had never laid eyes on him. She still cursed her bad luck in having missed the trip to Orkney to see its prince installed, because that had been when the more fortunate Adela and their sister Isobel, each having met Sir Hugo Robison briefly before, had met him again and come to know him better.

Isobel was now happily married to Sir Hugo’s cousin, Michael St. Clair (or Sinclair, as the family had begun to spell their name), and they lived at Roslin Castle in Lothian. However, Sir Hugo had clearly made an impression on Adela, so Sorcha had made up her mind that Adela should marry him.

Reaching the porch steps, Sorcha turned and walked a few paces to the left, then watched as Sidony went right to make way for Adela and Macleod. He stopped on the lower of the two stone steps and let Adela go on alone to the porch, where Ardelve stepped forward to meet her in front of the altar.

Two low stools sat ready for them to kneel on, but before they did, the priest stepped forward and spread his arms wide.

The piper fell silent.

A gull screamed overhead.

Instead of the blessing that Sorcha expected to hear, Wee Geordie said in tones that carried to everyone, “Afore I pray to the Almighty, begging Him to ha’ the goodness to shine His face upon this couple and bless the union into which they be entering, I’m bound to ask if there be any amongst ye who kens any just cause or impediment to prevent the aforesaid union’s going forward. If ye do, speak now, mind ye, or forever keep silent about it.”

As silence closed in around them, Sorcha turned her head to look at the crowd. Others, likewise, glanced at their neighbors.

A low rumble sounded in the distance, almost, Sorcha thought, as if God had grown impatient and were muttering to the priest to get on with it.

The thought made her smile, but when she saw heads still turning, all in the same direction, she collected her wits and looked that way, too. Joy stirred at the sight of four horsemen galloping toward them from woods to the south.

Neighbor looked at neighbor.

As delight surged through her, Sorcha glanced at Adela, expecting to see her own joy reflected in her sister, but although Adela clearly saw the riders, she showed no sign of delight. Doubtless she was stunned.

Hearing more than one gasp from the gathering, Sorcha grinned. Her neighbors and friends, she knew, would talk of this day for years.

But the riders were coming too fast for safety. Was their leader mad, or just drunk on the hope that he was not too late?

Villagers scattered as the riders bore down on the kirk steps.

Sorcha moved, but she saw that Adela stayed where she was, mouth agape.

Ardelve put his hands on his hips and glowered, but he did not move either. Sorcha decided that he thought no more of the interruption than that tardy wedding guests were making a scene.

Turning back, she saw that all four riders wore masks.

Prickling unease stirred.

Three of the men reined their horses in near villagers, making the animals rear and forcing folks back even farther.

As they did, the leader urged his horse right up the two steps.

Still smiling, Sorcha saw that he had eyes only for Adela, who moved toward him as if she expected him to speak to her.

Instead, he leaned near, stretched out an arm, and as if she weighed no more than a feather pillow, swept her up, and wheeled his mount away from the steps.

Astonished at such a show of strength, Sorcha let her mouth fall open.

One or two people in the crowd cheered, but most looked stupefied as the four horsemen rode off with their prize.



Kildonan, the Isle of Eigg, April 16, 1380

Sorcha had never set foot on the Isle of Eigg before, although she had passed it numerous times, because it lay only thirty miles from her home and just west of the route they followed from Glenelg to the Isle of Mull, where her sister Cristina lived. Moreover, their sister Isobel had lived with Cristina and her husband for years before Isobel’s marriage the previous summer to Sir Michael Sinclair.

Sorcha had not seen Isobel or Cristina since. She had planned to visit both the previous fall, but winter had swept into the Highlands and Isles earlier than expected, making travel difficult by land to Isobel’s new home at Roslin Castle south of Edinburgh, or by water to Cristina’s on the Isle of Mull.

Therefore, she had not seen Isobel since the previous summer or Cristina for nearly two years. So she eagerly looked forward to seeing both at the upcoming ceremony, because much had happened in the meantime.

Not only had Isobel married Sir Michael, younger brother of the new Prince of Orkney, but John of Isla, the first man known as MacDonald, Lord of the Isles, had died two months before. His burial on the Holy Isle of Iona had come shortly afterward. And since his death, despite his own careful arrangements for the succession, the Kingdom of the Isles had lacked a ruler, because not everyone had agreed with MacDonald as to which of his sons should succeed him.

The judgment and necessary arrangements now made, his eldest son, Ranald of the Isles, had commanded this meeting at Kildonan on Eigg, once a base from which, according to her aunt Euphemia, aristocratic Norse settlers who had replaced the Viking raiders had traded with Iceland and points beyond. Today at high noon, Islesmen would inaugurate their new MacDonald at Kildonan.

Everyone who could manage to witness the grand event would attend, and Sorcha was looking forward to reuniting with many kinsmen besides her sisters. Most eagerly did she look forward to seeing Adela and learning whether she and Sir Hugo had married. If not, she hoped they had made arrangements to do so soon. To protect Adela’s reputation, they must wed as quickly as possible.

As Macleod’s oarsmen rowed his two longboats into the U-shaped harbor at the southeastern end of Eigg and approached the long pier, both helmsmen shouted as one, “Way enough,” to stop their boats and allow three others to offload passengers and portions of their crews. Later arrivals would anchor a short distance offshore near the long, low islet known as Green Island. Other boats already crowded nearby beaches, and towboats scurried back and forth, carrying crews who had anchored their boats offshore to a landing at the head of the harbor.

As Sorcha’s boat awaited its turn, she gazed at the high promontory to her right where the ceremony would take place near the ancient chapel of Kildonan. The chapel was all that remained of an important monastery founded by Donan, the Irish missionary who introduced Christianity to the island. According to seanachies’ tales, Donan, having incurred the wrath of the local queen, was martyred there with his entire monastic community in the year 617. Today’s occasion, Sorcha mused, would doubtless be more felicitous.

Already an increasing crowd of Islesmen with their families congregated on the hilltop, and lines of people hurried up from the harbor to join them, like an army of ants swarming an anthill. Colorful banners flew from a great tent near the chapel.

Beside her, Sidony said, “Everyone looks so splendid, Sorcha. ’Tis sure to be a grand day, but I thought events as important as this one all had to take place on the Isle of Isla, at Finlaggan.”

“Were you not paying heed when our father explained that?” Sorcha demanded, giving her a stern look. “How do you expect to understand what goes on around you if you do not listen?”

“I do listen,” Sidony said. “But I am not as interested in political matters as you and Isobel are.” She nibbled her lower lip, making Sorcha sorry for scolding her.

“I know you do not care about such things,” she said with a sigh. “But I do not know how you can manage to sit at the table whilst we discuss them and not come to understand at least matters as important as this is.”

“I don’t like bickering,” Sidony said, clearly having given the matter some thought. “Such topics nearly always lead to discord, do they not? Why, when Isobel was home last summer, before she met Sir Michael—or do I call him something else now that his brother is a prince?”

“He is your brother now,” Sorcha said. “You may call him Michael.”

“Father would not agree, especially since his brother is Prince of Orkney and I do not know either of them,” Sidony protested. “Indeed, I have never even met them yet. Neither have you, come to that.”

“That will change today,” Sorcha said. “I am sure Michael will be here, and I intend to call him Michael. I call Hector the Ferocious plain Hector, after all, and he, too, is only a brother by marriage. If he lets us treat him as we would our own brothers if we had any, who is Michael Sinclair to forbid it?”

“You did not answer my question,” Sidony said quietly.

“Your question? Oh, yes, as to why we are not at Finlaggan. Well, you have only yourself to blame if I have not. You diverted me by speaking of Michael.”

“I still want to know.”

“ ’Tis because the Kingdom of the Isles has grown so much larger,” Sorcha said. “And because most of the newer bits of it lie to the north.”

“The Kingdom of the Isles has always seemed vast to me.”

“Aye, well, the Lordship now extends more than two hundred miles, from the Butt of Lewis in the north to the Mull of Kintyre in the south. So, although Finlaggan was at the center of things to begin with, it no longer is. And by ancient Celtic law and custom, every subject of the Kingdom of the Isles must have an equal chance of personally witnessing the inauguration of any new sovereign, just as each one must be able to attend any Council of the Isles. Isla lies too far south of the kingdom’s center now to allow such equality of opportunity to be practicable. Father said many folks complained of the difficulty when last year’s Council met at Finlaggan, so Lord Ranald selected the Isle of Eigg for today’s ceremony. Not only is it now at the center of the Lordship, but Eigg belongs to Ranald, so he can more easily control what happens here.”

“I wish you would always explain such things so clearly,” Sidony said. “Oh, good, we are moving again!”

Their boat followed their father’s, and both young women fell silent as they approached the long pier, looking for familiar faces.

When the nearside oars flashed up and their boat eased gently into place behind Macleod’s, men on the pier caught the ropes flung to them and made them fast, then hurried to help passengers from both boats alight onto the pier.

Sorcha and Sidony began meeting friends and kinsmen at once. As they made their way up the hill to Kildonan, greeting, hugging, and chatting, Sorcha kept watch for her older sisters and their husbands, particularly for Isobel and her Michael. She had deduced one pertinent fact from Isobel’s frequent messages, as well as from two single-page letters that she had written them, thanks to a gift from her husband of some fine writing paper from Italy. That fact was that wherever one found Sir Michael Sinclair of Roslin, one nearly always found his cousin, close friend, and boon companion, Sir Hugo Robison. And where one found Sir Hugo—today, at least—one was bound to find Adela.

Sorcha had much to say to both of them about courtesy and family duty. Disappearing into the woods two days before, depriving the village of any wedding, and afterward not letting everyone know that Adela was safe was outrageous behavior. She had every intention of telling them exactly what she thought of that behavior just as soon as she clapped eyes on them.

“There’s Isobel!” Sidony exclaimed, adding on a note of astonishment, “Faith, I knew she was increasing, but she’s enormous!”

“Aye, well, it happens,” Sorcha said. “Her babe is due next month, I believe.”

“I hope we are still with her when it comes,” Sidony said.

Sorcha, too, was looking forward to welcoming a new child into the family, but she did not say so because she had seen two tall men walk up behind Isobel, and one of them rested both hands possessively on her shoulders.

“That must be Michael or he would not dare take such a liberty,” she said. “I warrant the fellow with him must be Sir Hugo, but where is Adela?”

“I don’t see her,” Sidony said. “Where can she be?”

Aware of a sudden chill, Sorcha hurried forward, keeping her eyes on Sir Hugo—if the tall, handsome man by Michael Sinclair was in fact he.

He was even taller than Michael. His light-brown hair danced with red-gold highlights, and as she drew near, she saw that his eyes were the cerulean blue of a clear Scottish sky. Adela had said he was good-looking, but she had not mentioned his size, the breadth of his shoulders, or that he walked as if he ruled the world.

Isobel had seen her and was waving. Nearby Sorcha saw her eldest sister Cristina and Mairi of the Isles, Cristina’s sister by marriage. The new Lord of the Isles was Mairi’s younger brother, Donald of Isla.

With her shiny black hair and deep blue eyes, Mairi stood out in any gathering. Even approaching her thirtieth year, she retained her beauty. But the Macleod sisters could hold their own, and Sorcha thought the contrast between Mairi’s raven tresses and Cristina’s golden ones made a pleasing picture.

Rushing forward to hug all three women, she looked expectantly at Sir Michael and said, “You must be my new brother, sir. I am Sorcha Macleod.”

“I had deduced as much, my lady,” he said with a twinkle as he bent to kiss her cheek. “This must be the lady Sidony with you.”

Sidony blushed but allowed him to kiss her cheek as well.

Impatiently, Sorcha looked at the other gentleman. Everyone else still chattered, and she heard Cristina ask a question but paid no heed. Still, as much as she wanted to know if the second man was Sir Hugo Robison, she knew better than to demand the name of any gentleman not yet properly presented to her.

He smiled at her then most impudently, and feeling fire surge to her cheeks, she glanced at Isobel.

Sir Michael, turning from his conversation with Sidony, said then with a gesture toward the man at his side, “But I must present to you both my cousin and closest friend, Sir Hugo Robison.”

Still with that impudent grin, Sir Hugo made his bow. As he straightened, he said with amusement, “Don’t stand too much on ceremony, Michael. Lady Sorcha has made it clear that she does not insist upon the finer points of courtesy.”

Sorcha said instantly, “If you refer to my having sent you that message instead of my father, you will at least agree that the situation was urgent, sir. Faith, I should think you would be thanking me. But where is Adela? I want to see her.”

He frowned, saying without a trace of humor, “Lady Adela married Baron Ardelve on Saturday, did she not? Where should she be, except with her husband?”





Chapter 2
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At first, Adela had struggled fiercely, angrily, but she had quickly realized that at the speed they were moving, she would be wiser not to fight him, lest she fall and injure herself. At such a pace, a fall could cause serious injury, even death.

He held her clamped to his side, his arm like an iron bar around her, so tight that it dug into her ribs and brought tears to her eyes. She could scarcely breathe, let alone scream her fury. But did he care? Not he. He and his men rode like the wind, although no one had stirred a step to follow them.

They pounded away from the stunned gathering back to the woods, paying little heed to the terrain even when they neared a swiftly flowing burn. Their horses barely checked before plunging into the icy water and out the other side.

When they did slow at last, she tried to pry his arm away enough to let her breathe freely, but he only gripped her tighter.

“You’re hurting me!” She tried to scream the words at him, but the result was no more than a ragged croak.

He did not bother to respond or ease his hold. He did shift her so that she sat half on his thigh, half on his saddlebow, which was an improvement but scarcely a comfortable one. Nonetheless, she tried to force herself to relax, realizing that further exertion would only add more bruises to her sore ribs.

Despite her new position, their pace was still dangerous, even foolhardy. She doubted that anyone would follow them unless Ardelve wanted to reclaim his bride. He was a kind man, a gentle man, for all Sorcha thought him a pompous one. But he was of an age with Macleod, and lacked both Macleod’s temperament and bluster.

She had thought all those qualities admirable when she had agreed to marry him. But she found it impossible to imagine Ardelve leaping into a saddle to pursue her abductors. Moreover, if he knew of Sorcha’s attempts to inform Sir Hugo of her wedding, as so many others clearly did, and guessed that Hugo had taken her, perhaps Ardelve believed that she had wanted him to. If that were the case, then he, like Macleod, would be furious and do nothing.

She was angry herself, but if she had to be honest, she was also pleased that Sir Hugo had cared enough to come for her. Not that she would marry him, even so. Had he truly wanted her, he ought to have approached her father in the proper way, and then courted and wooed her. He had done none of that.

Indeed, Sir Hugo Robison had not struck her as a man who would lift a finger to pursue any woman. He seemed more the sort who expected women to pursue him, and to swoon at his feet if he so much as glanced in their direction.

Adela would not swoon for any man, ever. Nor did she admire men who thought more of themselves than of others. Sir Hugo was in for a surprise if he thought this outrageous abduction would impress her.

The four men continued to ride without speaking, their pace picking up when they reached the top of a ridge she recognized as the south boundary of Glenelg. To the southwest lay the Sound of Sleat and the sea. To the southeast lay Loch Hourn.

They were well away from Chalamine and from Glen Shiel, through which ran the main track for travelers heading inland. So where on earth was he taking her? How much longer did he think he could carry her in such a way before she succumbed in his arms from lack of air?

They wended their way down through dense woodland almost aimlessly, and she had no idea how long they rode. Nor did she recognize the clearing where at long last they stopped. Feeling only relief that the wild ride was over, she looked forward to letting Sir Hugo Robison know what she thought of his impudence.

He dismounted without releasing her, apparently little the worse for carrying her so far in such rough-and-ready fashion. When he put her down, she stumbled and nearly fell, but he did nothing to steady her. Despite her weariness, her temper stirred again as he put a hand to his mask and pulled it off.

Having fully expected to see Sir Hugo’s impudent grin, she beheld instead the grim face of a barely remembered stranger—if, indeed, it were even he. What little she had thought she knew of that man had no meaning, however, as evidenced by his very presence among mortals. She opened her mouth to demand to know what demon had possessed him to abduct her, but the look he gave her chilled her to her soul and froze the words in her throat.

“Well?” he said, planting his hands on his hips and glowering at her, his head at least a foot above her own. His hair, she saw, was darker than Hugo’s, his eyes a grayer blue. He probably weighed twice the eight stone she weighed, and his powerful shoulders were easily twice as wide as hers. She trembled when she recalled the small heed he had paid to her struggles despite using only one arm to hold her.

Still glowering, he said, “You clearly have something to say to me. I am not always so generous, but I will allow you to speak your mind to me now.”

“I… I thought you were dead.”

“Nay, not yet,” he replied. “God kept me alive to finish the task He’s set for me. But I’m pleased to hear that you remember me. Our acquaintance was so brief, I doubted you’d recall it at all.”

“In truth, sir, I do not remember your name.”

“You’ve no need to remember it. You will call me ‘master’ or ‘my lord.’ ”

She would call no man master, but he did not look as if he would respond well to a declaration of that fact, so she made none. Having endured a brief encounter with him at Orkney, she remembered only that he was somehow kin to the Sinclairs. He had been menacing even then, but surely, he was not implying that God had restored him to life after he had died. Only a madman could believe that.

“I did hear that you’d died last summer,” she said. “In a tragic fall.”

“I told you how it was. God spared me because He has further use for me.”

“But He cannot have sent you to abduct me. Why did you?”

“I dislike ingratitude,” he said, his eyes glittering so that she trembled again, beginning to think he was mad. “I was told that you sought rescue from an unwanted marriage,” he added. “If my informant misled me, I’ll hang him.”

He made the threat so casually that she could not believe he meant it.

“If I say that he misinformed you, will you take me home?”

Instead of answering, he roared, “Fin Wylie, come hither to me!”

One of the three other men wheeled his horse and galloped it toward them. Reining in hard enough to make the animal rear, he faced his leader. “Aye, master?”

“Did you not tell me the lady Adela was unhappy with her father’s choice of a husband for her and wanted the wedding stopped?”

“I did, my lord.”

“She says you lie.”

“Nay, master!” The man’s face lost color, but he did not look at Adela.

Much as she would have liked to deny having called him a liar, she feared that to do so would further anger her captor. Still, the henchman’s visible terror reinforced her earlier assessment of his master’s mental state, and she feared he really would hang the poor fellow if she insisted he had lied.

The master said to the man, “I warrant her ladyship would like to hear how you came to know her thoughts, Fin Wylie.”

“ ’Twas the messages, my lord, two o’ them, both the same and meant for Sir Hugo Robison. But ye ken that, sir, since ye set us to watch for such messages. Ye ken, too, what we learned—and that the matter were gey urgent.”

“So did those messages lie, lass?”

She wanted to tell him he should refer to her properly, not be so familiar. She was certain that, in the same situation, Sorcha or Isobel would have said he should, because neither had ever lacked courage. But Adela’s courage had deserted her.

She would not call Sorcha a liar, though, even if her messages to Sir Hugo had caused the whole horrifying situation.

With forced calm, she said, “I did not send those messages.”

He slapped her face so hard that she bit the inside of her lip and tasted blood. Equal amounts of shock and cold terror swept through her.

“When I ask you a question, you will answer it,” he said harshly. “When I give you a command, you will obey it—instantly. In other words, you will do exactly as I say, when I say. Do you understand me?”

She nodded, licking blood from her lip.

“Do you understand me?” he repeated.

“Yes,” she murmured.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, sir.” When his eyes narrowed, she remembered what he had told her to call him earlier and swiftly corrected herself. “Yes, my lord.”

“Good lass,” he said, patting her shoulder and sending cold tremors through her. “I’m sure we shall get on splendidly.”

Tears pricked her eyes, but she told herself he could not get away with what he had done. The Highlands teemed with her father’s allies, not to mention those of his even more powerful son-in-law, Hector Reaganach Maclean, and Hector’s twin brother, Lachlan Lubanach, Lord High Admiral of the Isles.

Someone would come for her soon—surely.

As if he had heard her thoughts, he said in that same unnaturally casual tone, “Lest you hope for rescue, you should know that if anyone comes for you, I will kill you after I’ve killed them. And lest you think they can defeat me, I assure you they cannot. Whatever allies they may collect, my support will always be stronger.”

His eyes gleamed, and she knew he wanted her to ask the question and knew just as surely that he would force her to ask it if she did not do so voluntarily.

“Who is stronger than the allies of the Lord of the Isles?” she asked quietly.

“God is. I told you, He snatched me from death. I am His warrior, so my cause is just. He will forgive all I do in His name, so I will prevail in all I do.”

“Faith, then what is your cause?”

“I seek vengeance for a wrong done to His holy Kirk. So you see, lass, with God on my side, your very life depends on me. You would do well to remember that, because I’ll severely punish any disobedience.”

Adela fought to find words but could think of none.

He said quietly, “Highland women who boast of their independent natures could learn much from Frenchwomen, who are properly submissive to their men. But I mean to turn you into a good woman, so heed my lessons well, because if you put me to any trouble, I’ll cut off your head and send it to your father in a sack.”

Adela stared at him in horror, scarcely aware of a dizzying blackness until it overpowered her and she swooned at his feet.


The Isle of Eigg

Sorcha gaped at the frowning Sir Hugo in dismay. “But you said you’d received my message!” she exclaimed. “Surely, it was you who took h—”

Suddenly aware of their very large, very interested audience, she stopped, flushing hotly.

“I who took what?” Sir Hugo demanded, still frowning.

“Perhaps we should find a quieter place to talk,” she said belatedly.

Sidony, who had been listening with visibly rising alarm, said in bewilderment, “Faith, sir, do you mean to say that Adela is not with you?”

“No, of course she is not. What could make you think such a thing?”

“Why, we thought you were the one who carried her off from the kirk, of course,” Sidony said, wholly oblivious to the rapidly quieting crowd around them.

Sorcha groaned but fixed her fierce gaze on Sir Hugo. If Sidony had spoken unwisely, the fault was his.

“Carried her off?” His frown deepening, he said, “Faith, my lady, do you think me such a villain that I would abduct a woman from her own wedding?”

“Do not snap at my sister,” Sorcha said, angry enough now that she no longer cared a rap about their audience. “It is not her fault if she believes that, sir. It is no great leap to believe a villain capable of allowing an innocent young woman and her family to think he means to marry her, then of letting a lesser man lure her from him, might change his mind yet again and snatch her from the altar. In any event,” she added, tossing her head, “if you know naught of the matter, we are wasting our time talking to you.”

With that, she turned her back on him and would have left him standing with his mouth agape had he been content to allow it. However, the man dared to lay his great hands on her—one of them, anyway—and to spin her around with a snap to face him again.

“I do not understand your fury with me, Lady Sorcha,” he said sternly. “Your sister and I had no formal understanding.”

“Peace, Hugo,” Sir Michael said. “Pray, tell us plainly what you mean, Lady Sorcha. Are we to understand that someone abducted your sister from her wedding?”

“Aye, sir, four men. And if their leader was not Sir Hugo—”

“It certainly was not,” that gentleman declared.

“Well, it should have been,” she retorted, turning on him again. Striving to keep her voice down, she said, “Adela talked of you for weeks after her return from Orkney last summer, making it plain that you had encouraged her to think you cared for her. Believing that, it was natural for me to assume you would want to know about the plan for her to marry so that you could do something!”

“So I could stop the ceremony, you mean. Of all the—”

“I thought you cared,” Sorcha cried, oblivious of their audience again. “I did all I could do to help you and to keep poor Adela from marrying just to be marrying and moving away from Chalamine. I expected you to rush to her aid. Instead, you ignored my messages. She said you were mutton-headed and thought of no one but yourself, but I thought she was trying to keep us from teasing her. I never thought she meant it. But she did, because you are all she said you are, and now your selfish, arrogant indifference has ruined her!”

“Don’t talk twaddle,” he snapped. “There was no understanding between us, and since I was fully involved in preparations for today’s ceremony—”

“A very important occasion, to be sure,” Sorcha said, forcing her voice down again. “Nevertheless, I’m certain others could have arranged it all perfectly well without you, had you only told them you had pressing personal business to attend.”

“But I didn’t!” His eyes flashed blue fire. “Even if I’d had any, once it became clear that not every Islesman supported Ranald’s decision to install Donald as Lord of the Isles, I gave them my word I’d support him. My word,” he added grimly, “is as good as Ranald’s own, my lady. I assure you that when my duty is clear, even important personal matters must await its performance.”

“What of your duty to Adela?”

“Do you mean to tell me that Lady Adela herself expected me to rescue her?” he interjected, looking sternly into her eyes.

Sorcha flushed and would have looked away had she not feared he would dare to think less of her if she failed to meet that gimlet glare of his.

Stiffly, she said, “Adela would not have admitted such a thing, nor would she say it now, but since everyone at the kirk believed you and your men had abducted her and that she cared for you, no one followed them. Heaven knows where she is now and what may have happened to her! Surely, you must see that at the least you ought to have replied to my message if you could not come for her. Thanks to your failure to act, she is ruined now and no respectable man will want her.”

“Don’t be foolish. If her ruination is anyone’s fault, it is your own, my lass, for meddling in a matter that was no concern of yours.”

“How dare you!” Slapping him as hard as she could, she snapped, “I am not your lass, you conceited jackanapes! You should think shame to yourself for trying to cast your blame on someone else, but I doubt you have any shame in you. Indeed, I begin to understand at last why Adela, who is ever the soul of propriety, cast a basin of holy water in your face!”





Chapter 3
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Amid a sea of gasps and chuckles, Sorcha heard a cry of dismay that sounded like Cristina and hastily stifled laughter that might have come from anyone. But she was too angry to care. The man was an insufferable lout and deserved to be smacked—often. She put her chin in the air and turned away with exaggerated dignity but not without catching a glimpse of Sir Hugo’s face.

He was furious.

Accustomed to a father who was as likely as not to lash out in anger at an impertinent daughter, she thought perhaps Sir Hugo was even furious enough to strike back. But if he believed so strongly in honor, perhaps he also believed in chivalry. In any event, he could hardly strike her in front of such a vast crowd.

It occurred to her that she had been unfair to berate him so publicly, but he deserved that, as well. Her father looked angry, too, she noted as she took the first steps of her departure from the unexpected battlefield. But Macleod had been angry with her often before and would be angry again in the future. She had survived it before and would survive it now.

As she moved away, Sir Hugo said in a tone cold enough to freeze her blood in her veins, “It is to be hoped, Lady Sorcha, that before you are much older, your father will teach you better manners.”

“You may be sure that I will, sir,” Macleod said in a voice that promised dire consequences for her impulsive behavior. “We will talk, daughter, and more, when the ceremonies are over. I promise you we will.”

Sorcha did not reply to either of them, assuring herself that she was not afraid of Sir Hugo and didn’t care a whit what Macleod did to her.

But Sir Hugo wasn’t finished.

Speaking loudly enough for his words to carry to everyone there, he said, “If you were my daughter, I’d take a stout switch to your backside until you howled your apologies. You’d take your meals standing for a sennight, lass, believe me.”

Pretending she had not heard, Sorcha stalked away, so intent upon retaining her dignity that she paid no heed to where she was going or to any of a number of people who tried to speak to her.

“Sorcha, wait! Hold up, you gormless bairn. If I run after you, I’m likely to drop my babe right here!”

Recognizing Isobel’s voice and realizing that, of all her sisters, she was the least likely to end her pursuit willingly, Sorcha stopped but did not turn.

“Noddy,” Isobel said fondly when she joined her. “You’ve been stalking about in a circle. Look ahead. In a minute, you’d have stormed right into his grace’s procession. Do you want to explain your behavior to him or to Ranald of the Isles?”

Silently cursing her bad luck, Sorcha saw that Isobel was right. Doubtless, members of the royal procession had already seen her and wondered why she was leaving the chapel grounds just as the ceremony was to begin. Worse, as a Councilor of the Isles, her father was about to join them, and despite her earlier bravado, she did not want to anger him again.

“Dearling, I know you’d like to disappear,” Isobel said. “But you’ll have to wait until after the ceremony—aye, and the feasting that follows it. Then, unless you can persuade someone to give you space in another boat to Lochbuie, you’ll have to travel with Father. So you’d better not anger him more today.”

Sorcha stood still and listened, but when Isobel said no more, she drew a long breath and faced her. “I should not have struck him,” she admitted. “But he made me so furious that I didn’t even think before I did it. I hope I have not made trouble for you, Isobel. I know well that he is your husband’s best friend.”

“Faith, don’t bother your head about that,” Isobel said with a warm chuckle. “I’ve wanted to smack Hugo more times than I can count. He is the greatest tease I know, and he can behave so arrogantly that sometimes my palms just itch.”

“Still…” Sorcha hesitated, not wanting to say more.

“Come, walk a little away from here with me,” Isobel said. “We can say I was feeling indisposed.”

“I shouldn’t wonder at it if you were,” Sorcha said, worried that hurrying after her might have endangered Isobel or her bairn.

“I’m quite fit,” Isobel assured her. “Moreover, I told Michael I was coming to rescue you and not to fly into a panic if someone told him I was unwell.”

“He’s probably angry with me, too,” Sorcha said.

“Not a bit. He is married to me, remember. He is well acquainted with the Macleod temper, although he doesn’t see much of it these days. His temperament is so mild that I find it easy just to tell him when aught displeases me. But Hugo is not Michael. Did you really think he wanted Adela?”

“Didn’t you?”

“For a time, perhaps,” Isobel admitted. “When we were all together at Orkney, he was certainly interested enough to flirt with her, and I suspect she had a tenderness for him, too. But I’ve seen enough of him now to know he flirts with any woman who is not a hag, an idiot, or in her dotage. I’m afraid he meant nothing by it.”

Sorcha grimaced. “Then I’m glad I smacked him hard.”

“Aye, sure, but you’d better keep out of his path for a while. He acts for Michael in much the same way that Hector acts for the Lord Admiral of the Isles, so he is accustomed to acting instinctively and decisively. He is not a man who counts cost, Sorcha. You test him further only at your peril.”

“I’m not afraid of him,” Sorcha said, ignoring the little shiver she had felt at Isobel’s words. “Indeed, I doubt I shall see him again until I visit you someday at Roslin. Even then, surely, I’ll have to suffer his presence only in company.”

Isobel grinned. “You’ll not get off that easily, dearling. He and Michael will stay at Lochbuie for nearly a sennight before they return to Roslin. Thus, they will be there whilst you and Sidony enjoy your visit with us.”

“May the devil fly away with the man! How can I keep my temper if I must be in his company for so long a time?”

“Easily,” Isobel said, still grinning. “Recall that your host will be Hector Reaganach. You would be wiser not to anger him, as I can well attest, having lived with him and Cristina as long as I did. You and Hugo would both do well to behave yourselves whilst you are Hector’s guests.”

“I forgot about Hector,” Sorcha admitted, adding a moment later, “Mercy, I forgot about Cristina, too. She is bound to scold me as fiercely as Father will.”

Isobel shook her head. “You should have thought of that earlier, but I know how it is when one loses one’s temper. Just give thanks that Adela did not witness that scene with Hugo. She gives much fiercer scolds than Cristina does.”

“Aye, but I wish she were here, though,” Sorcha said.

“So do I,” Isobel said, putting an arm around her.

“You’d better not do that unless you want me to burst into tears,” Sorcha said. “Where can she be, Isobel? I cannot think of anyone but Sir Hugo who had reason to take her. Who could have done it, and where is she?”

Tears welled in her eyes, and she dashed them away with the back of her hand. “You’d better go on without me,” she said. “I don’t want anyone to see me like this, lest they think I’m wishing I had not smacked that dreadful man.”

“Will you be all right?”

“Aye, and you should be with your husband to watch the ceremony. One Macleod sister stirring gossip is enough for one day.”

Very well, I’ll go,” Isobel said. “But don’t miss the ceremony. There won’t be another like it for years.”

She went on ahead, but Sorcha soon followed, because the horns were sounding, calling everyone to assemble who wanted to witness the inauguration of the new Lord of the Isles. She joined Isobel, Sorcha, Hector, and Cristina, and Sir Michael soon found them all and stood beside his wife.

Sorcha feared for a moment that Sir Hugo would join them, too, but then saw him standing by Ranald of the Isles, apparently to help supervise the proceedings.

The processional was a grand affair in itself. It included not only Donald of Isla, his mother the princess Margaret Stewart, and the various bishops, abbots, and priests who would take part in the ceremony, but also every member of the Council of the Isles and a great many Brehons, the hereditary judges of the Isles.

The only important cleric Sorcha knew would not be there was the wicked Green Abbot of the Holy Isle. As a proven enemy of the Lord of the Isles, he was under close guard on the sacred isle. Lord Ranald had seen to it, according to Macleod, to ensure that the abbot could not prevent or disrupt Donald’s installation.

Donald had dressed all in white, although other nobles in the procession wore the splendid velvet doublets, puffed hose, and black velvet robes of the royal court. Still others wore more traditional Highland garb, including kilted plaids and saffron shirts, and many carried swords. Hector Reaganach carried Lady Axe, Clan Gillean’s legendary battle-axe, in her sling on his back. But no one appeared to be in a bellicose mood.

Pipes skirled and drums beat a tempo for the procession. Then all fell silent, and the prayers and blessings began. Sorcha began to fear that every cleric there meant to speak, but at last, Ranald stepped forward and spread his arms wide.

“To all who bear witness as Donald of Isla accepts his destiny today, I say this,” he said. “All here know that his grace our lord father, John the Good of Isla, named Donald to be his lawful successor. And all know I have given my word that it shall be so. Therefore, let any who retain doubt or disloyalty step forward now to speak of it, or forsake it forever and swear fealty to Donald on this day of days.”

Sorcha heard the same murmuring that she had heard when the priest had demanded that anyone who objected to Adela’s marriage speak or forever keep silent. With a shiver, she realized she half expected to see masked riders bearing down on them again.

But the murmurs faded to silence when Ranald raised one arm high and cried, “Let Lia Fail, our sacred Footprint Stone of Destiny, be carried forth!”

Four men carried the sacred stone, said to be older even than the mainland Stone of Scone, on which Kings of Scots had been crowned until Edward of England had stolen it and carried it off to England nearly a century earlier. Before Ranald brought the Footprint Stone to Eigg, it had lived at Finlaggan.

They set the stone down reverently, and two priests stepped forward, bearing vials of holy petrel oil with which they lightly oiled it. Even from her rather distant vantage point, Sorcha could see that there were two prints, an outer, very large one, and an inner one the size of a normal man’s foot.

When the priests moved away, Donald stepped forward and placed his bared left foot in the print, wriggling his toes to settle them in the hollows. His foot fit the inner print perfectly, stirring more murmurs, smiles, and nods from his audience.

The Bishop of Argyll handed him a white wand as an emblem of his solemn duty to maintain justice in his realms. Another bishop gave him the Great Sword, one of the two emblems of Clan Donald and the Lordship, to symbolize his position as Guardian of the Isles. After he had turned around three times to his right as a sign of the Trinity, and brandished the Great Sword three times on high, everyone there shouted, “MacDonald, MacDonald, MacDonald!”

Donald of Isla was now formally installed and accepted as Lord of the Isles.
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On the day of her abduction, as Adela had come slowly to her senses after her swoon to find herself lying on something soft, hope stirred that her abduction had been only a nightmare. Then a nearby sound made her open her eyes.

Her captor stood a few feet away, watching her. They were in a tent large enough for him to stand upright, and she lay on a pile of furs and blankets that was doubtless his bed. Hope vanished, and a chill swept through her as she recalled what he had said to make her swoon at his feet. The shock she had felt when he pulled off his mask had been bad, but this felt much worse. She had remembered his name.

Something he’d said before her swoon awakened the memory, because at Orkney he had said that one of the things he liked most was teaching a woman her proper role in life. He had also declared himself without sin then, and he’d claimed God’s favor. Although she had been in his presence only minutes then, she had seen his ruthlessness, so the memory provided nothing for her now but renewed terror. She pushed his name away lest she inadvertently anger him by speaking it aloud.

He did not speak, but his stern expression made her say hastily, “I… I was so dizzy. I cannot think what came over me.”

“You’ve had nothing to eat since this morning, if then,” he said. “I warrant you’re just hungry. If you promise to behave, you may come now and eat with us.”

“Oh, I do promise, thank you,” she said, the intensity of the gratitude she felt nearly overwhelming her. If he meant to feed her, at least he did not mean to kill her, and perhaps she could soften his harshness if she did not anger him again.

After they had eaten, to her surprise, instead of retiring, they mounted horses again. She yearned for her own mount, but at least this time, he let her ride pillion.

The intense gratitude she had felt before increased with his decision to go on rather than camp where they had stopped for supper. But her fears increased, too.

Finding herself even so briefly on his bed, alone with him, had brought home to her how dire her situation was. If he decided to rape her, he would, and no one would stop him. Faith, if he decided to kill her, he would, and no one would stop him. Doubtless, he just bided his time. To calm herself, she began to imagine her father and Hector at the head of an army, roaring down on them to rescue her. Then memory of what he had said he would do in such a case stirred a new fear, that any rescue attempt would merely endanger her and the rescuers, as well.

They soon emerged from the woods, and she was astonished to see that they had traveled no distance at all. Straight ahead lay the shore of Loch Hourn.

To her dismay, a galley waited there, and she soon found herself bundled aboard it. Although its oarsmen regarded her curiously, none spoke to her, and instinct warned her that she would displease his lordship if she spoke to them. Dusk turned to darkness as they headed into the Sound of Sleat and turned south.

She lost all sense of time and direction. Having no idea where they went, she held her tongue, remaining biddable and stoic, making no complaint about the weary hours of travel or the icy sea air. They reached landfall by the light of a half-moon.

Two men awaited them with horses, but she saw no sign of habitation and knew she need expect no rescue there. They made camp on the beach, and to her infinite relief, she slept alone in the great tent. When she awoke late Sunday morning, the galley was gone, but the men with the horses remained.

They made a late start and camped at dusk several miles east of a village one of them called Kinlocheil. Adela thought it sounded familiar but still had no idea where she was. She was exhausted, if not from riding pillion all day with his lordship then from the constant effort not to draw his ire, and from trying to deal with waves of unpredictable emotions that assaulted her.

If he offered food or water, she experienced the strange deep gratitude of the day before. Twice she was almost tempted to hug him for his kindness. And both times the impulse stirred, she felt repulsed, as if her own soul were betraying her. Was it her soul? Was he right in believing that God favored him? What if he was?

If he looked at her, she wondered how she had irritated him. If he did not, she feared he was vexed. The slightest change in his tone stirred worry, and the possibilities grew more terrifying with each mile they rode away from Glenelg.

On Monday, more riders joined their group, and it became apparent that her father’s army would soon have to be a large one if he were to prevail. She knew that he and anyone else who might search for her would presently be on the Isle of Eigg at the installation of the second Lord of the Isles. As a Councilor of the Isles, Macleod could not absent himself from so important an occasion. One moment, she hoped he had sent someone after her, the next that he had not.

Too often her fearsome captor eyed her speculatively, making her skin crawl, reminding her of the threat he had made, and of other things he might do. And reminding her, too, that he expected her absolute obedience.
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The installation ceremony had been impressive, but Sorcha was glad that it was over and that the crowd was moving with alacrity to the great tent for the feast. Hoping to keep out of her father’s way, she let them sweep her along with them, taking care to avoid Sir Hugo Robison, too.

She trusted Isobel’s judgment and wanted no further quarrel with the man.

Engrossed in her thoughts and hoping no one would try to engage her in conversation, she paid little heed to those around her except to be certain that neither Macleod nor anyone else who might think he had the authority to scold her was nearby. She paid no attention at all to what people were saying until she heard her father’s name mentioned.

“One of Macleod’s daughters, she is,” declared a female voice.

“Shameless,” said another. “Her father ought to put her across his knee, just as that handsome young man suggested.”

“Aye, well, they’re a wild lot, all seven of them,” said a third voice.

“Surely, not all!” exclaimed the first.

“Well, until now, I’d have said Lady Adela was the exception, but you heard the scandal about her wedding. Sakes, I heard about that yesterday. But then to have her own sister—if that was she—shouting the details to all and sundry, well!”

“You know,” said the first thoughtfully, “I wonder if those men meaning to camp near Kinlocheil yesterday might have been the lady Adela’s abductors. A cousin we met on our way here told us about them and said a beautiful woman rode pillion with them. But I’m sure he said they numbered a dozen or more—accoutered as noblemen, too. Moreover, they were making for Edinburgh.”

“If they were noblemen, mayhap it was she,” her confidante said. “The Macleod sisters ken their worth as well as anyone, so if someone carried off Adela from her wedding, I’ll wager she kens him fine.”

Much as Sorcha would have liked to defend Adela or at least tell the three harridans what she thought of them for gossiping when they did not know anything about the matter, she held her tongue. Having recognized the one who’d mentioned the riders, she was tempted to go to her and demand more details but decided she might talk more freely to Macleod. Considering their opinion of her, she would be lucky if the woman would speak to her at all. So, much as she had hoped to delay the interview she had coming with her father, she could put it off no longer.
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