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For the love of wild places,
the roots in the land, and quiet moments.
For ancient yews, old stone, and Highland sunsets,
the splendor of golden afternoons.


And for a long-ago Highlandman,
Iain of Lochaber, whose lot in life should have been
as bright and shining as his noble and valiant heart.
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The MacLean Bane


Farther back in time than any living clansman would ever dare to question, two notable characteristics began distinguishing MacLean males, setting them apart from all other men: the fierceness of their heated blood and their ability to love, truly love, only one woman, the latter trait being either a blessing or a curse.


Depending.


And, willingly or unwillingly, in the early days of summer 1331, on the fair Isle of Doon, the most hot-tempered MacLean of them all was about to challenge tradition.












Chapter One


Baldoon Castle, The Isle of Doon, 1331


EXACTLY ONE YEAR TO THE DAY since his sweet lady wife breathed her last, Iain MacLean’s black temper un-leashed the disaster his clan had e’er dreaded, and neither the frantic labors of his kinsmen nor the deceptive beauty of the unusually calm night could undo his calamitous act.


The damage was too severe.


His family’s private chapel would soon be little more than soot and ash, its much-praised splendor naught but a memory.


Guilt bitter on his tongue, Iain scanned the smoke-clogged great hall for a hapless soul to vent his wrath upon, but his clansmen dashed right past him, hastily filled water buckets clutched in their hands, each one paying him scant, if any, heed.


Iain’s brows snapped together. He couldn’t hasten anywhere. Fury and disbelief twisted through him, turning his legs to lead and rooting him to the spot even as all his darker emotions coiled into a cold knot of self-contempt deep in his gut.


Scarce more than a grim-faced shadow of the carefree man he’d once been, he raked shaking fingers through his soot-streaked hair and mentally prepared himself to glower at any poor soul foolhardy enough to glance his way.


Eager to reward any such effrontery with a blaze-eyed glare hot enough to wipe the disapproving mien off a gawker’s face, he was sadly impotent against the fine Hebridean gloaming that sought to mock him by spilling its fair light through the hall’s high-set window slits.


The wide-splayed recesses glowed with a soft, luminous gold, wholly uncaring of the torment whirling inside him… or the blasphemy he’d committed.


Iain blew out an agitated breath. He preferred stormy, cloud-chased skies, knew well the perfidy, the seductive illusion, of a placid-seeming summer’s eve.


And naught spoiled the deception of this one save the acrid smoke tainting the air and the cold darkness in his own heart.


The emptiness.


That, and the harried shouts of his kinsmen as they fought to extinguish the flames of what, until a short while ago, had been the finest oratory in all the Western Isles.


The pride of the MacLeans… destroyed in a heart-beat.


“Tsk, tsk, tsk.” A particularly annoying voice pierced the din. “You’d best hope for divine forgiveness, laddie.” Gerbert, Baldoon’s seneschal since time beyond mind, thrust his bristly chin forward, clearly bent on pushing Iain past the bounds of endurance. “This night’s sacrilege will cast a pall o’er every man, woman, and child who bear the name MacLean.”


Making no attempt to hide his perturbation, Iain fixed his darkest look on the scrap of a graybeard who’d dared disrupt his brooding. “If the saints are as all-seeing as a certain white-haired goat e’er claims, they’ll be wise enough to ken I alone shoulder the blame.”


Gerbert matched Iain’s glare, his rheumy blue eyes narrowed in unrepentant ire.


“Aye, the good Lord will be having His finger on you,” he prophesied, swatting a knobby-knuckled hand at the thick tendrils of smoke drifting between them.


“His finger?” Iain scoffed, his vexation mounting. “Some would say He’s burdened me with more than a finger.”


Try having your wife fall prey to a power-hungry uncle, then live with knowing you couldn’t save her, that she met her fate on a tidal rock, tied fast by her own tresses, and left to drown.


Iain’s chest grew so tight he could scarce breathe. Ire pounded through him, the image of Lileas cold and still, seaweed entangled in her unbound hair, stirring his rage with all the fierce intensity MacLean males were said to experience upon recognizing their one true soul mate.


A ridiculous notion if ever there was one.


The only wildly intense emotions he’d e’er experienced were those borne of vexation, not mindless passion.


His blood heating, he squared his shoulders and stepped closer to the seneschal, hoping his formidable height and hard-trained body would intimidate the clack-tongued elder, but the ploy failed.


The belligerent old rotter continued to bore holes in him with a decidedly pointed stare.


Iain drew a series of long, deep breaths until the tension beneath his ribs began to lessen. “Aye,” he conceded at length, raising his voice to ensure the seneschal understood his every word. “Would the pearly-winged saints peer inside me this very moment, they’d find more than a finger weighing heavy on my heart.”


“I’ve known you since before you could say your name, laddie.” Gerbert’s scrawny chest swelled with importance. “’Tis you, and you alone, heaping burdens on yourself.”


Sheer weariness kept Iain from giving a derisive snort. “Think you?” he asked instead, the cool smoothness of his tone enough to send a less courageous man sprinting for shelter.


Gerbert nodded, his silence speaking worlds.


“And what else do you think?” Iain pressed, full aware he’d regret asking. The graybeard’s unnerving perception could cut to the quick.


“What I know is that you’ve made your own sorry bed, and”—Gerbert poked at Iain’s chest with a you’d-best-listen-to-me finger—“mayhap if it weren’t such a cold and empty bed, you’d not be stomping about wound so tight you fail to see where you’re heading.”


Fail.


Iain cringed, the very word plunging like an expertly wielded knife straight into his heart.


He knew more about failing than all the men of the Isles and Highlands combined.


“A lass in my bed on this of all days? Have you gone addled?” He shoved Gerbert’s thrusting finger from his ribs. “Wenching is the last—” he broke off, indignation closing his throat.


In another life, he would have laughed aloud at the absurdity of the thin-shouldered seneschal even mentioning such things as manly needs and bare-bottomed lasses.


But in this life, Iain MacLean, possessor of the loneliest heart in the Hebrides, had forgotten how to laugh. So he did what he could. He scowled. “Light skirts and lust-slaking.” Leaning forward, he narrowed his eyes at the old goat. “What would you know of such pursuits?”


“Enough to ken what ails the likes o’ you.” Gerbert’s face scrunched into an odd mixture of pity and reproach.


Iain stiffened, a vein in his temple beginning to throb. He wanted nary a shred of sympathy. Not from Baldoon’s cantankerous seneschal, not from any man.


Nor did he need censure.


Or a lass in his bed.


Most especially not a lass in his bed.


In the year since his wife’s passing, he’d become quite adept at stilling his baser urges. He scarce remembered what it was like to have his blood fired, much less feel his loins quicken with need.


He took a deep breath, wincing when the acrid air stung his lungs. “One year ago today, Lileas was stranded on the Lady Rock. She drowned there,” he elaborated, carefully enunciating each word. “That, and naught else, is what ails me.”


And not a one of the countless hours stretching between then and now had dimmed his pain… or lessened his guilt.


Be of great heart, his kinsmen were e’er harping at him. Move on with his life, they’d advise. He drew his brows together in a black frown. Of late, even the womenfolk had begun pestering him to take another wife.


Defeat clawing at him, he pressed the back of his hand to his forehead and glanced heavenward. Saints, but he was surrounded by witless, persistent fools, the lot of them unable to see the truth if it perched on their noses and winked at them.


Closing his eyes, he pinched the bridge of his own nose and repressed the urge to throw back his head and howl with cynical laughter.


He knew what his well-meaning clansmen neglected to comprehend.


Iain MacLean, renowned for his hot temper and master of naught, didn’t have a life to get on with.


About the same time, but across the great sweep of the Hebridean Sea, past the rugged coast of the mainland, then deep into the heather hills and green glens of Scotland’s heartland, Lady Madeline Drummond of Abercairn Castle stood within the hospitable walls of a friend’s thatched cottage and braved her own night of turmoil.


The raw edge of her temper spurring her to desperation, she yanked hard on the worn cloth of the voluminous black cloak her common-born friend, Nella of the Marsh, clutched tight against her generous bosom.


“The robe is perfect,” Madeline insisted, and gave another tug. “It will serve my needs well.”


Nella shook her head. “Nay, my lady, I shan’t let you traipse about in rags,” she protested, snatching the mantle from Madeline’s grasp. She tossed it onto the rough-hewn table behind her. “Nor shall I let you traverse the land alone. Your life would be forfeit the moment you stepped from this cottage, and of a surety, long before you neared the first shrine.”


Resting a work-reddened hand atop the threadbare cloak, Nella narrowed shrewd but caring eyes. “Penitents and holy men do not set aside their manly cravings simply because they’ve embarked on a pilgrimage.”


Madeline flicked a speck of unseen dust from her sleeve. “I harbor no illusions about carnal lust. Men’s or women’s,” she returned, fervently wishing the opposite were true.


Her heart ached to revel in the bliss of the unenlightened, longed to be filled with naught weightier than fanciful dreams of a braw man’s bonnie smile.


The sweet magic of his golden words, the sensual promise of his touch.


But rather than a dashing suitor’s seductive caress, his soul-stealing kisses and sweetly whispered endearments, cold shivers tore down her spine. “You needn’t warn me of the darker side of lust,” she said, more to herself than to Nella. “I am full aware of what spurs men to commit black deeds.”


Her shivers now joined by a rash of gooseflesh, Madeline Drummond, reputed to be the loveliest maid in the land, moistened lips yet to part beneath the onslaught of a man’s hot passion. Lovely they called her to her face. Madeline sighed, her virginal lips almost quirking with the irony.


She knew what they truly thought of her.


She was no more lovely than any other maid, but she was lonely.


The loneliest lass in the Highlands.


Lacing her fingers together to still their trembling, she slanted a quick glance at the nearest window… or rather, the crude opening in the wall that passed for one. Square-cut and deep, its view, were she to peer past the alder thicket pressing close to Nella’s cottage, lent ponderous weight to her need to steal across the land cloaked in a postulant’s robes.


“I am no stranger to men’s greed,” she said, another shudder ripping through her, this one streaking clear to her toes.


“Mayhap not,” her friend owned, still guarding the frayed-edged cloak, “but you have been sheltered, my lady. Ne’er have you—”


“Ne’er have I lived,” Madeline finished for her. She blinked, for some of the color of Nella’s cozy cottage seemed to fade before her eyes, the stone-flagged floor seeming to tilt and careen beneath her feet.


Ignoring the dizziness beginning to spiral through her, she jerked her head in the general direction of the atrocities she couldn’t bear to look upon. “My dear Nella, do you not see it is living that shall prove impossible so long as the perpetrator of yon blackness walks this earth?”


A world of objection swam in Nella’s troubled eyes. “Will you not even listen to the dangers?”


“I ken the perils… and their consequences.”


Madeline squared her shoulders. Were she not apprised of such things, her friend’s boundless concern spooling through her, pulsing and alive, underscored the validity of Nella’s disquiet.


And the curse Madeline carried with her since birth: the ability to feel the emotions of others.


Not always, and ne’er at will, but often enough. And always unbidden, bubbling up from some unknown depth in her soul to enfold her in the cares and wants of others as swiftly as a sudden mist could blanket the whole of a Highland glen.


It was a dubious talent, which had shown her the true heart of every suitor who’d ever called for her hand but, in truth, sought no more than her father’s wealth and strategic lay of his land.


Clamping her lips together, she swallowed the bitterness rising in her throat and, instead, eyed the pilgrim’s cloak draped across Nella’s well-scrubbed table.


“A man would have to be sightless not to recognize your beauty and station,” her friend declared, following her gaze. “Clothing yourself roughly will scarce make a difference.”


“Not roughly,” Madeline amended. “As a postulant.”


Nella snorted. “I can see you now… the fiery and proud Lady of Abercairn seeking the veil.”


“After I’ve done what I must, I will have no recourse but to plead God’s mercy by gifting him with a life of servitude.”


“My faith, lady, if you truly wish to spend your days in a sequestered existence, we can journey directly to the nearest abbey,” Nella suggested, tilting her head to the side. “You’ve no need to traipse from one holy shrine to the next in search of Silver Leg. The gods themselves will smite him.”


Silver Leg.


Sir Bernhard Logie.


By either name, the very mention of Madeline’s nemesis reached a cruel hand through the evening’s quiet to snatch away her hopes and dreams and dash them upon the charred pyres his men had erected before Abercairn’s proud curtain walls.


The crenellated defenses of a stronghold taken only because her father’s worst enemy had stooped to unutterable savageries: the burning of innocents.


One life for each refusal to throw wide the gates.


Compliance came swift, the drawbridge clanking down without delay, but a blameless herd-boy still met a fiery end, the ignoble deed repeated until three of Abercairn’s most vulnerable were no more.


When Silver Leg’s men escorted Madeline’s father, straight-backed and unflinching, to the flames, she’d fled, seeking refuge from the unspeakable at Nella’s door.


Her only sanctuary in a night gone mad.


A simple but good-hearted woman, Nella secured her peace by allowing others to believe she possessed a talent as unique as Madeline’s own, a carefully chosen ability daunting enough to keep most danger well at bay.


Few men claimed a stout enough heart to near the dwelling place of a woman rumored to receive visitations from the dead.


And it was Sir Bernhard Logie Madeline wanted dead. Dubbed Silver Leg for the silver votive offerings, fashioned as legs, that he e’er left at holy shrines in gratitude for some obscure saint’s intervention in healing his childhood lameness, the seasoned warrior knight best known for his lightning changes of allegiance, gave himself a devout man.


Madeline knew better.


She fixed Nella with a determined stare. “The gods and every ravening wolf in the land can do what they will with the man… after I’ve avenged my own.”


Nella drew a deep breath, and Madeline could almost see arguments forming on the tip of her friend’s tongue. Thus warned, she spun around before they could grow into full-fledged protestations. “He would have been wise to choose a better cause than to seize Abercairn,” she said, and yanked open the thick-planked door.


Her heart pounded in hot anger as her gaze latched on the distant smoke still curling upward from blackened woodpiles she couldn’t see but felt with every fiber of her being.


“You ken there is a well-honed dirk hidden in my right boot,” she said, her voice tight. “I will not hesitate to use it once I find him.”


Nella joined her in the open doorway. “Then let us be gone before they find you.” She sent a meaningful glance at the evening mist already rolling down the nearby braeside. “Rumors of my witchy ways will only stay them so long.”


A jagged-edged bolt of sorrow, or mayhap regret, shot through Madeline, and she glanced sharply at her friend, but the sensation passed as swiftly as it’d come, and no sign of distress marred Nella’s kindly face.


The wayfarer’s cloak already swirling about her ample form, Nella offered a second, less worn-looking wrap to Madeline. “Can you feel him?” she asked, low-voiced, as Madeline donned the second mantle. “If his malice stirs you at all, we will at least have a lead and won’t waste time journeying in a false direction.”


“I feel… ” Madeline began, but trailed off as quickly.


She did sense something, but the darkness closing round her heart held too much poignancy to hail from Bernhard Logie… and it came from too great a distance.


“I feel… nothing,” she hedged, her chest tight and aching with a stranger’s loneliness and guilt.


A man’s loneliness, and of a certainty, not the guilt of a murderer.


’Twas a heart-wrenching guilt far too deep and intimate to be shared with another.


Not even dear Nella.


Cold, black, and laced with a bottomless yearning for vanished days and what-could-have-beens, the man’s anguish seized her very soul. And squeezed so tight she could scarce breathe until his hold on her began ebbing away, slowly retreating to the far-off corner of the land whence it had come.


“You felt nothing, my lady?” Nella’s doubt cut through the residual haze still clouding Madeline’s senses.


“I…” Not quite sure what had swept through her, Madeline gave off trying to explain and leaned back against the doorjamb, her breaths coming in great ragged gasps.


“And, when he yet lived, I was the good King Robert’s favored lady love,” Nella quipped, peering hard at her. “Truth be told, you’ve gone whiter than new-fallen snow, so don’t be telling me nothing’s touched you.”


Touched her.


That was the difference—she’d been touched, and deeply. The realization washed over her in a torrent of golden waves, freeing her from the last tenuous threads of the stranger’s powerful grip. She grasped Nella’s strong hands with her own, trembling, ones. “I did feel,” she breathed, awed by the depth of the man’s anguish, stunned by the fierceness of his longing.


“And what did you feel?” Nella prodded, giving Madeline’s hands a light squeeze.


Madeline hesitated, not willing to share the stranger’s pain, yet unable to conceal her wonder at the rest.


“Well?” Nella urged again.


“I felt love.”


“Love?”


“Aye, love,” Madeline repeated, suddenly quite convinced. The very word sent little tremors tripping across her every nerve ending. “Heart-pounding, thunderous, shake-the-very-earth-beneath-your-feet love.”


The kind she’d dreamed of every night for as long as she could remember.


Shattered dreams, the remnants of which she’d cast to the four winds the instant she’d slipped into Nella’s way-faring cloak.


Murderesses didn’t deserve to know passion, and nuns weren’t allowed.


In his own far-off corner of the land, Iain MacLean stood amidst the chaos of Baldoon’s great hall, his back-bone steeled against the unpleasant awareness that every saint worth his wings must now be frowning upon him in fits of fine, feathered fury.


Assorted fragments of his deepest needs, all his longings and best-kept secrets, weighted his broad shoulders as surely as the billowing clouds of smoke still pouring from the ruined chapel swirled around him in a choking mantle of black reproach.


Bile thick in his throat, he struggled to ignore the seething frustration gnawing on his innards. A vein still throbbed wildly in his left temple, and his heartbeat pounded in his ears with such furor, he could scarce hear the pandemonium unfolding all around him.


Not that hearing the ruckus would tell him aught he didn’t know.


The shameful aftermath of his carelessness stood carved on his conscience. Indelibly and, without doubt, dancing already on the flapping tongues of every prattle-monger in the Isles.


His jaw clenching, he drew a hand down over his face.


One fit of blind rage, an accidentally toppled candelabrum, and all hellfire had erupted, its jeering demons clamping sharp-taloned hands around his ravaged soul in a foretaste of the damnation awaiting him.


Blinking against the sting of smoke, he drew a great heaving breath and tried not to cough. If the good saints possessed a shred of mercy, they’d let the raging inferno in Baldoon’s chapel claim him as well.


Unfortunately, much to his vexation, his brother, Don-all the Bold, much-revered laird of the great Clan MacLean, had other plans.


Every inch as tall as Iain, and of the same impressive build and dark good looks, Donall MacLean aimed an assessing glance at the smoke-clogged chapel… and at the grim-faced warriors gathering ever nearer. Trusted kinsmen, well accustomed to Iain’s quick-tindered blood and how swiftly sparks ignited between the two brothers who resembled each other so closely that those meeting them for the first time oft mistook them for twins.


Keenly attuned to their laird’s wishes, a near imperceptible nod of Donall the Bold’s raven-haired head was all the encouragement the loyal fighting men needed to form a tight, semicircular cordon behind him.


An impenetrable barrier between Iain and the fire licking its way up the chapel walls.


His handsome face set in bitter earnest lines, Donall MacLean whipped out his steel with the loud zing only the most lethal of blades can produce.


He aimed its deadly tip at Iain’s middle. “Do not even think of going back in there,” he warned, his dark-eyed gaze hard as ice-frosted stone, his deep voice equally cold. And so annoyingly contained, Iain’s temper blazed all the more hotly.


Irritation pumping through his veins, he met his older brother’s cool gaze with his heated one. “You think to stay me by the edge of your sword? Our own father’s brand?”


Donall didn’t so much as blink. “I have no desire to maim you. Enough ill work has been wrought this day, but, aye, I will cut you if I must… if you attempt further foolishness.”


“Then have at me.” Iain lifted his hands, palms out, in open challenge. “Think you I fear steel more than flames?”


“’Tis well I ken you fear naught.” Donall slid another pointed look at the ruined chapel. “Fearless or nay, I’d counsel you to consider God’s wrath after this night’s sacrilege.”


Iain fixed his brother with a steely-eyed glare, his own wrath ready to erupt in a welter of invectives. Battling such an outburst, he pressed his lips together and hoped Donall wouldn’t notice the muscle jerking in his jaw.


Nor guess the depth of his turmoil, for he alone bore the weight of his wife’s demise.


His entire body thrumming with agitation, he clenched his hands to white-knuckled fists. Had he loved Lileas as fiercely as MacLean men were legended to love their women, he would have sensed the danger stalking her that day, could have kept her from going anywhere near the Lady Rock.


But he’d sensed naught.


He hadn’t even thought of her that fateful morn… until it was too late.


So he staunched his guilt the only way he knew: by braving his brother’s censure with the bold arrogance few but a MacLean male can summon. “You dare say I ought consider the whims of a God so uncaring He allowed Lileas to be murdered?”


“The good Lord had nary a hand in her death, but I vow He will be mightily displeased to see you’ve set alight His place of worship.”


Roiling anger rose in Iain’s throat, his bitterness near choking him. “Aye, you’re right, my brother. He had naught to do with the deed,” he seethed, no longer even trying to contain his fury. “God and all His saints were sleeping that foul-dawning day, just as they slept when my own grief sent me wheeling away from the altar and into the accursed candlestand.”


Bristling, he met Donall’s measuring gaze with the calculated sizzle of a narrow-eyed glare. “Or would you insinuate I collided with the candelabrum a-purpose?” he ground out, unwilling to admit his deepest guilt even to the brother he loved above life itself.


“Think you I wished to set fire to the chapel?” he pushed, his voice louder this time.


Louder, and laced with crackling anger.


Donall studied him for a long, uncomfortable moment. “Everyone within these walls knows you’ve spent more time on your knees before yon altar than in your own bedchamber this past year,” he said at last. “Why should you burn the one place you’re e’er hiding yourself? Nay, my brother, I think your own torments and your unchecked ire blinded you.”


“Torments and ire?” Iain’s very toes tensed in outrage. “I’d say it is my fullest right to harbor both.”


Grief, hot and all-consuming, coursed through him, but he’d be damned a thousand times before he’d give a name to his regrets. Or admit to the black void that darkened his every waking hour and shadowed his sleepless nights.


Donall lifted a brow, his silent appraisal more eloquent than words.


Drawing himself to his full height, Iain cocked a brow of his own. A challenging one. “You dare say I’ve no claim to those rights?”


“I say you forfeited any such claims the instant your temper caused you to knock over the candlestand.”


“Some dull-wit moved the unwieldy apparatus,” Iain countered, every fiber of his being daring Donall to state otherwise.


“Nay, you err,” the MacLean obliged him. “The can-delabrum stood where it’s always stood.”


Iain held his brother’s gaze. “It scarce matters now.”


“Say you?” Donall cast another quick glance at the shouting kinsmen still battling the flames. “It matters to them.”


And it matters to me! Iain’s temper roared. So much so that I see no purpose in living in the dark and chasing shadows all my days… subsisting as one ill wished.


Or, less appealing still, pitied.


His mood worsening with each beat of his heart, he took a step forward, then another, until the sharp point of Donall’s blade pricked his abdomen. Then, standing proud and straight, he risked a smile, his first in longer than he could recall.


And meant to be his last.


Keenly aware of his brother’s scrutiny, Iain readied himself for a lightning-quick sprint into the flames. His decision made, the unaccustomed smile began to spread through him, not filling him with joy and light as smiles ought do, and not banishing the dark in his soul, but flooding him with blessed relief.


The sweet surety that his bone-deep aching would soon cease.


He heaved a great sigh… and blinked back the unexpected heat suddenly jabbing the backs of his eyes. “You err, brother mine, for I do know fear,” he said, his deep voice husky and… tight. “I fear living and”—he made an impatient gesture—“I’ve grown mighty weary of it, too.”


Realization flashed across Donall’s face. “Nay!” he cried, flinging aside his sword. He lunged forward, throwing his arms around Iain in the same moment a strange prickling in the back of Iain’s neck made him spin around.


His agility rewarded him with the surreal glimpse of a bonnie raven-haired lass rushing him. Wild-eyed and screaming, she held a large earthen wine jug high above her head.


Its descent was the last thing Iain saw before a numbing darkness of a wholly different nature than he’d hoped for rose up to claim him.


Many leagues away, on the other side of Doon, everstronger wind gusts swept across the isle’s high moors and boglands, but carefully skirted a particular cliff-top glade, not daring to bend a single blade of grass within its enchanted circle.


A lone thatched cottage stood there, thick-walled and silent. Perched precariously on the rugged edge of nowhere, high above the sea, sheltered by silver birch and rowan trees… and the magic of Devorgilla, Doon’s resident crone and wise woman.


The cailleach, who, even now, as Iain slumbered in fitful oblivion, used her skills to borrow some of his darkness to cloak her own doings from the gloaming’s luminous light.


“Not the time o’ year for spelling,” she muttered, carefully fastening a length of dark linen over one of the cottage’s unshuttered windows… the last one to require such a blackening treatment.


Pursing her lips, she smoothed the cloth into place. Her most potent incantations had failed to conjure sufficient gloom, and no wonder, when his disbelief raged so strong it hindered her even while he slept!


“Harrumph,” she scolded, shuffling across the cold, stone-flagged floor toward a rough-hewn bench pushed flush against the far wall. Her straggly brows met in a frown. “‘I want naught of your depraved chantings and even less of black cauldrons bubbling over with newts and bats’ wings,’” she mimicked him as she eased her bent form onto the bench.


Once settled, she allowed herself a well-earned cackle and pulled a large, wooden bowl filled with stones onto her bony knees. “Hah!” she scoffed, a familiar thrill tripping down her spine.


“Iain the Doubter shall have a more potent cure than tongue of newt and wing of bat,” she informed the stillness, her concentration focused on the softly gleaming stones.


Special stones.


Highland quartz, mostly, though some came from sacred places throughout the Isles.


Fairy Fire Stones, rare and precious. Each one collected by her own two hands or gifted to her by those more appreciative of her talents than a certain dark-eyed laddie too closed-minded for his own good.


Humming to herself at his ignorance, Devorgilla began to poke through the stones with her gnarled fingers until their tips grew tingly and warm, and the stones themselves began to vibrate and glow.


With a deftness that belied the appearance of her knotty, age-spotted hand, she plucked his stone from the bowl and placed it on the bench beside her.


Her stone, the one she’d selected to represent Iain MacLean’s true soul mate, was found with equal ease. And while his stone still felt cold to the touch, its core a deep and chilling blue, hers was growing warmer by the day.


Savoring its heat, Devorgilla set the female stone in the palm of her left hand. Her wizened face wreathed in a knowing smile when a teensy point of reddish gold suddenly appeared deep inside the Fairy Fire Stone’s core.


One be you, and one be she. When your lady’s heart catches fire, you’ll recognize her, she’d explained as she’d tried to give him the stones the last time she’d made the long trek to Baldoon.


A tedious journey she’d undertaken solely to offer him her assistance.


Clucking her tongue at the scowl he’d bestowed on her, Devorgilla placed his cold stone next to the maid’s warm one and closed her ancient fingers over the two.


His lady’s heart couldn’t catch flame, he’d informed her, claiming her heart was cold as the grave and would ne’er warm again.


The cailleach cackled anew.


Her smile turning impish, she curled her fingers tighter around the stones, and fixed a self-satisfied gaze on the low, black-raftered ceiling.


Iain MacLean was sorely mistaken.


Though the flame in his true lady’s heart might not yet be a blazing inferno, it’d already caught a fine, healthy spark, and was very much alive.


Very much alive indeed.












Chapter Two


IAIN CURLED HIS FINGERS DEEP into the tangled linens of his massive four-poster bed in a futile attempt to stop the oaken monstrosity’s ceaseless spinning.


Unfortunately, with each agonizing moment of his slowly awakening consciousness, the whirling only increased, the bed now dipping and tilting in perfect rhythm with the fierce throbbing behind his forehead.


A clanging of discordant bells rang in his ears, and the backs of his eyes stung worse than the time when, as wee laddies, Donall had laughingly blown a handful of sand into his face.


Iain grimaced, the memory driving a white-hot spike of bitterness right into the middle of his pounding head. A low groan escaped his parched throat, and he tightened his grip on the careening bed.


When was the last time he’d laughed?


Truth to tell, he couldn’t recall, and ne’er had he felt less inclined than now.


Compressing his lips against the massed pain assailing him, he cracked his eyes as much as he dared and squinted into the blinding brightness of a chamber far too sun-filled to be his own.


Some audacious whoreson had wrested open every last shutter, allowing the piercing afternoon light to flood his private quarters… a refuge all knew he purposely kept in cool and blessed shadow.


“By the Rood!” he thundered, fury propelling him bolt upright. “What depraved arse—?” He broke off at once, collapsing against the pillows, his indignation soundly capped by the sickly sensation of his head bursting into a hundred jagged-edged fragments.


“By-the-Rood,” he repeated, the words barely audible this time, pressed as they were through gritted teeth.


In utter agony, he stared at the comfortingly dark underceiling of his great, oaken bed. Didn’t the meddle-some miscreants who professed to care about him ken he had ample reason to ban the sun’s golden rays from his life?


Was it not common knowledge throughout the Isles that appreciation of such pleasures belonged to a man he could no longer claim to be?


His jaw tightened as a wholly new thought weaseled its way past his ire and pain. Mayhap he only imagined he lay, aching and bleakhearted, in his bed.


Perhaps he had sprinted into the flames, and now found himself in the antechamber to Satan’s own fiery pit? The glaring brightness stabbing his eyes, not the sun’s streaming rays, but the leaping flames of hell itself?


Not as pleased at the possibility as he’d thought he’d be, Iain forced himself to endure the dazzling light long enough to survey his surroundings a bit more thoroughly.


At once, a strange blending of relief and vexation welled in his chest. If he’d died and gone to hell, his most persistent tormentors had followed him. Each one claiming some privy corner of his chamber, and with absolute disregard for his pitiful state, his closest kinsmen and friends peered at him with such cold disdain it was a bonnie wonder they didn’t have icicles hanging from their brows.


All save his raven-haired sister.


She stood a scant pace from his bed, wringing her hands, her dark eyes red-rimmed and swollen. Iain blinked, confusion dancing light-footed around the edges of his black and bitter mood.


His sister possessed a backbone of steel. Amicia MacLean wouldn’t flinch if someone set a flaming pine knot to her skirts… and ne’er had Iain seen her weep.


“On my soul, ne’er would I hurt you,” she said, her voice dulled by anguish. “But we… I thought…” Her words drowning in a choking sob, she swiped the back of her hand beneath her eyes. “Can you e’er forgive me?”


“Forgive you?” At her tearful nod, Iain cast a questioning glance at his brother, but Donall’s stony visage and tight-lipped disapproval offered nary a clue to Amicia’s distress.


A quick scan of the other intruders on his privacy proved equally fruitless. The old seneschal, Gerbert, returned his stare with a defiant look of sheerest reproach, while Donall’s wife, the lady Isolde, hovered just inside the half-open door, her troubled gaze fastened firmly on her husband.


Gavin MacFie, Donall’s most trusted friend, sat in one of the deep window embrasures, carefully wiping soot from one of Baldoon’s prized reliquary caskets. A strapping, auburn-haired man well loved for his sunny disposition, he held Iain’s stare for a long, uncomfortable moment before giving a sad shake of his head and returning his attention to the small bejeweled chest balanced on his knees.


Iain frowned. He hadn’t missed the tinge of pity in Gavin’s hazel eyes… eyes that usually brimmed with good cheer.


Thick silence stretched between the room’s occupants, its weight lending an oppressive pall to the crisp salt air pouring through the open windows. The unnatural stillness magnified his sister’s sniffling, and sent the first nigglings of ill ease slithering down Iain’s back.


A second, closer glance at the narrow arch-topped windows sent a whole platoon of agitation to join the nigglings.


Someone hadn’t just opened the shutters… they were no longer there.


“God’s blood! Who dared—” Iain bit back the rest of a dark oath, his confusion dissipating with the sudden return of his senses. A myriad of images flashed through his mind, and the most telling one of all was his sister rushing at him, only to crash a wine jug full square on his head.


Wincing at the memory, he touched cautious fingers to the egg-sized knot on his forehead. The lump pulsed hotly and sent tendrils of searing pain streaking clear to his toes.


But its portent moved him, spilling light and warmth into a heart long consigned to darkness and cold.


Despite his bleak moods and perilous tempers, Amicia cared enough to seize any means to keep him from harm.


Even from his own wretched self.


Especially from himself.


Fighting the nausea even the slightest movement set loose, Iain pushed up on his elbows and drew a ragged breath. “Stop crying, lass,” he rasped, appalled by the effort it cost him to form those few simple words. “I am not vexed with you.”


“For truth?” Amicia’s cheeks glistened with tears. “You are not wroth with me?”


“Nay,” he assured her, making a brusque motion with one hand. “You have my oath on it. I ken why you did it, and I—… I thank you.” He gave her a tight smile… a wee one.


The best he could manage.


And only for her.


Others present were about to taste the full measure of his wrath.


With a burst of energy torn from the very depths of his hardihood, he flung back the covers, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and held fast to its edges until the wild spinning lessened.


Then he raked every male in the room with a scorching glare.


That accomplished, he heaved himself to his feet and fixed his most formidable stare on the cheeky soul he held responsible for transforming his quarters into a sea of eye-gouging brilliance.


The grizzle-headed lout had even set a fire blazing in the hearth and lit every branch of candles in the room. The wall torches, heavy iron-bracketed nuisances long unlit and neglected, hadn’t been ignored either. Each one hissed and crackled with well-burning flames.


Iain suppressed the urge to give a bark of cynical laughter. For all the stifling heat thrown off by the myriad sources of light, he might well have awakened in Satan’s den.


With the most casual calm he could muster, he addressed the rheumy-eyed seneschal. “As I mind it, Gerbert, I’ve instructed you times without number not to lay a fire in here, to desist from lighting a single taper, and”—he paused for emphasis—“to leave the windows shuttered.”


Not to be intimidated, the seneschal regarded him with a look of studied blandness, but gave away his discomfort by shifting his feet in the floor rushes… a sure sign of guilt.


Iain drew a deep breath, released it slowly, and, holding the old man’s gaze, asked, “Where are the window shutters?”


Stiff-lipped silence met his narrow-eyed perusal, but he caught a flash of pity in the graybeard’s hazy blue eyes… the same fleeting glimpse of commiseration he’d noted on Gavin’s open visage just moments before.


And that great oaf avoided all further eye contact with him. The lumbering Islesman kept his shaggy, auburn head bent low over the jeweled reliquary casket, furiously polishing its silver casing… though not a single speck of soot remained.


The precious container for holy relics gleamed brighter than a bairn’s newly scrubbed behind.


A wholly un-formidable glance at his sister-in-law reaped no more than a noncommittal shrug.


A shrug and a most eloquent glance at her husband.


Iain looked at him, too. The MacLean laird’s rocklike stance bode ill, but too fine a ferment brewed in Iain’s gut for him to care. “’Twas you,” he said, squinting in the sun’s glare slanting in through the now-bare windows. “You ordered the removal of the shutters.”


Donall the Bold didn’t deny it.


Instead, he crossed his arms and set his mouth into a hard, uncompromising line.


Cold-edged pricklings of ill ease attacked Iain anew, only this time, rather than merely slide down his spine, they laid vicious siege to his every nerve ending, crashing over him in a tidal wave of foreboding as ominous as the missing shutters and his brother’s grim-set countenance.


Ignoring the others in the chamber, Iain fixed Donall with an equally stern eye, but his brother didn’t so much as blink. Nor did his features soften or reveal even a hint of the sympathy he’d seen on the faces of the others.


Iain’s hands clenched at his sides, his nails cutting welts into his palms. Honor demanded he accept and abide by his brother’s edicts. Donall was laird, not he, and ne’er had Iain minded his lot as younger son.


But ne’er before had Donall crossed the threshold to Iain’s private quarters as laird.


Only as his good brother and friend.


That he’d do so now, and in such a dark hour, left a bitter taste in Iain’s mouth.


Squaring his shoulders, he willed himself to ignore his wobbly knees, the thick and clumsy state of his tongue. “Think you I haven’t bled enough this day?” he managed at last, his voice stronger now.


He made a broad, sweeping gesture with his arm, taking in the roaring hearth fire and the countless lit tapers. “Would you see my quarters reduced to a charred wilderness as penance for my sins? Or”—he strode to the denuded windows, purposely avoiding the recessed alcove claimed by Gavin MacFie, then whirled around—“perchance you seek to blind me?”


Donall met his taunt with infuriating calm. “’Tis you who’ve blinded yourself.” He slanted a quick look at Gavin, still busy polishing the reliquary casket. “We only seek to un-blind you.”


“That may be,” Iain acceded, fisted hands braced on his hips, “but I am none too keen on regaining my… sight.”


Turning back to the window, he gripped its cold stonework, holding fast to the elaborate tracery swirls. His pulse racing ever faster, he stared out at the vastness of the Hebridean Sea, his gaze going unerringly to the nearsubmerged islet where Lileas, his sweet lady wife, had met her doom.


The Lady Rock.


A seaweed-festooned hump of rock barely breaking the surface, its black-glistening crest deceptively benign in the sweet, golden light of late afternoon.


So near, yet impossibly distant.


His own personal nemesis, its ominous presence a grim reminder of another world, another life, and everything he’d lost.


All he’d done wrong.


A strangled groan rose in his throat, lodging there, as familiar talons of grief and guilt clamped cold round his heart, and a tight knot of pain formed in his gut.


With great effort, he tore his gaze from the tidal rock’s jagged face and focused on the bright sunlight dancing silver across the endless expanse of blue-, green-, and amethyst-shaded water. Iced with white-crested rollers, the sea’s beauty lanced his very soul.


At length, he turned back to the room. “Donall, you ken I would slay dragons for you,” he said, carefully measuring each word. “Even walk barefooted over hot coals if you required it of me, but ne’er have you entered this chamber as aught but my brother and friend… until now.”


Donall lifted a silencing hand, but Iain rushed on. “You mistake if you seek to press such a privilege. Name any penance and I shall tender it, but I will not abide your intrusion here, nor the desecration of my private quarters.”


His protestation voiced, he slid a last pointed look at old Gerbert, then started across the room. “I shall expect the shutters reaffixed by sunup on the morrow,” he declared, just as he meant to stride past Donall and into the blessed shadow of the corridor, but his brother’s arm shot out, staying him with a viselike grip to his elbow.


“You will not be here on the morrow,” Donall informed him. “My sorrow that it is so, but this time you went too far. It grieves me to—”


“To what?” Iain demanded, jerking free. “Cast me in the dungeon? Banish me to prowl the hills outwith Baldoon’s walls? Send me naked into the heather and scrub?”


Donall pinched the bridge of his nose, drew a long, pained-looking breath. “Naught halfway so odious.”


“What then? Shall I count the stones in every cairn dotting Doon’s high moors?” Iain rammed a hand through his hair, winced at the sound of his blood rushing through his ears. “Come, man, have out with it!”


“Iain, please,” Amicia pleaded from the far side of the room. “And you, Donall, can we not just leave him be?” She took a few forward steps, raised beseeching hands. “He’s suffered enough as is.”


“Aye, he has,” Donall agreed, his tone grim. “And as his brother, my heart sympathizes, but my duty as laird demands I see him expiate his transgressions.” He crossed his arms, his features growing visibly stern. “Mayhap in the execution of his penance, he will come to suffer less.”


At a solemn nod from Donall, Gavin MacFie extracted himself from the window embrasure, and joined them, the bejeweled reliquary casket held reverently in his large hands.


Late-afternoon light reflected off the glittering gemstones embedded in the small casket’s silver-and-enamel casing, each one shooting off rays of dazzling, multicolored light.


Rays that streaked straight at Iain’s aching eyes.


He blinked hard, frowning as countless teensy dots of blinding color danced across his vision, but when his sight cleared, a cloud must have passed o’er the sun, for the room lay in sweet shadow.


His relief, though, proved fleeting. The pink stain on Gavin’s freckled cheeks and the abashed look in his downcast eyes could only bode ill.


The redheaded lout knew something he didn’t. Something Iain instinctively knew he did not want to be privy to.


Hot waves of wariness licking across his every nerve ending, he glanced at the reliquary casket. For centuries the MacLeans’ most prized possession, it contained a holy relic of inestimable value: a fragment of the True Cross.


At once, a horrible thought popped into Iain’s mind. Steeling himself, he eyed his brother. “Don’t tell me you’d see me martyred?”


Rather than answer him, Donall turned to a nearby table and poured himself a cup of wine, draining it in one long swallow. His face grim-set, he dragged the back of his hand over his mouth. “You would have to commit a more grievous sin than burning the chapel for me to pass such a harsh judgment on you.”


He began pacing the chamber, his long strides taking him back and forth between the blazing hearth and the now-empty window embrasure. “Nay,” he said at last, sliding a quick glance at Iain, “’Tis a pilgrim I would make of you, not a martyr.”


“A pilgrim?” Iain near choked on the word. Ne’er had he heard aught more ludicrous.


All knew he was not a devout man.


Truth be told, he believed in scarce little beyond that the sun rose each day to plague him.


He stared at Donall, his brows arching ever higher. “I did not mishear you?” His already strained voice sounded two shades higher than it should. “You mean to make a penitent of me?”


The sort that roams the land in a heavy cloak and wide-brimmed hat, a wooden staff clutched in one hand, a beggar’s bowl in the other?


The very thought froze his blood.


“A pilgrim and an emissary of goodwill,” his brother confirmed, and Iain’s stomach plummeted.


Gerbert snorted. “That laddie out and about, a-spreading goodwill across the land?” he spluttered, his cheek earning him a sharp glance from his laird. Unimpressed, the aged seneschal shook his white-tufted head. “’Tis a fool plan if e’er I heard one.”


Donall stopped his pacing to draw a long breath. “The undertaking will appease the saints for the destruction of Baldoon’s chapel and, with God’s good grace”—he wheeled around, his granitelike countenance leaving no room for rebuttal—“help Iain to master his temper. I, and every man, woman, and bairn beneath this roof have tolerated enough.”


“I—” Iain began, then swallowed the heated words, his dread temper and all his bitterness contracting to a tiny, icy ball of tightness somewhere behind his rib cage.


Some would say in the vicinity of his equally cold and tightly closed heart.


His anger and guilt locked soundly away, tied and bound by the truth of his brother’s words.


Words he couldn’t gainsay.


He had become the bane of his clan, fouling the mood and robbing the smile of anyone foolhardy enough to come within ten paces of him.


Consigned to a fate he could blame on no one but himself, he dragged a hand down over his face, carefully avoiding the still-aching lump pulsing hotly on his forehead. “Have done,” he gritted, meeting Donall’s eye. “I would hear more of my… penance.”


Donall held his gaze. “I told you, ’tis more a journey of goodwill than aught else.”


“Goodwill toward whom?”


“The deserving brothers of Dunkeld Cathedral.” The words came calm and measured, but overlaid with a subtle warning.


One Iain caught and understood.


His refusal to embark on such an endeavor would not be tolerated.


At his silence, Donall continued, “You’ll ken Dunkeld’s status as an important reliquary church. More Columban relics are sheltered within its walls than anywhere else in the land. A foster brother of our father once served as bishop there, and Da himself was a great benefactor—”


“Could you not choose a more distant place?” Iain cut in, his stomach turning over. He stared at his brother, disbelieving. “Dunkeld lies in the very heart of the mainland. I would need two full cycles of the moon even to near its boundaries.”


Donall gave him a hard look. “Time is not of essence. Nor the hardship of the journey,” he said. “Dunkeld is needy. The English, and the Disinherited, those landless Scottish lords who serve them, have repeatedly fallen upon the cathedral and its holdings in recent years. They’ve ransacked and stolen, burned orchards, and even cut down canons in their sleep.”


“Holy men, slaughtered whilst washing the feet of the poor!” Gerbert shook his head, clucked his tongue.


“So I am to lend them my sword arm?”


“Only if they fall under attack when you are there.” Glancing aside, Donall signaled to someone outside the open door, and, to Iain’s surprise, one of his brother’s younger squires entered the chamber, two leather satchels clutched in his hands.


Two bulging satchels.


The red-cheeked lad deposited them at Iain’s feet before near stumbling over his own in a hasty retreat.


Iain cocked a brow. “You are so eager to see my back that you’ve packed for me?”


“Those”—Donall gestured at the satchels with his thumb—“are gifts.” He resumed his pacing, his hands clasped loosely behind his back. “Dunkeld has lost much to the marauders: silver cups and salvers, golden crosses, an illuminated manuscript with jewel-set bindings.”


Halting beside his wife, he slung an arm about her waist and drew her near. “The thieving dastards even helped themselves to the revered Cathbhuaidh, the ‘yellow battler,’ St. Columba’s own crozier.”


“And we are to replenish their empty coffers?”


Donall nodded. “Our own panoply of relics and treasures is vast enough for us easily to restore a portion of their lost wealth. In doing so, we can attempt to”—he paused to rub his forehead—“atone for the sacrilege you committed by setting fire to the chapel.”


Tight bands, cold as frozen steel, slid round Iain’s chest, clamping hard and stealing his breath. “You’d send them our greatest wealth? So I am granted remission of my sins?”


So you can reclaim the life you should have had.


The words, feminine and sweet, came close to Iain’s ear. Soft as a sigh, and in a voice hauntingly like Lady Isolde’s lilting voice, but his brother’s fair wife’s lips hadn’t moved.


Nor had she left her husband’s side.


And Amicia still fretted across the room, far too hampered by sniffles to form a coherent word. A chill lifting the hairs on his nape, Iain turned back to his brother, only to find Donall’s gaze resting on the precious reliquary in Gavin’s hands.


Iain looked at it, too. And the longer he did, the more the tiny casket seemed to glow and pulsate, its glittering gemstones staring at him like so many multihued eyes, each one brimming with accusation.


Brought back from the Holy Land by a distant forebear who’d gone on Crusade, the casket and the holy relic contained within had been in the MacLeans’ possession since time immemorial.


By all reckoning, two hundred years, if a day.


’Twas the clan’s greatest treasure.


And his father and every MacLean laird before him would return from their graves in protest if e’er it passed through Baldoon’s gates.


Some amongst the elders even claimed tragedy of untold proportions would be released if e’er it did.


“The tragedy has already come to pass,” Donall said, confirming Iain’s conviction that, at times, his brother could read minds. “A heavy sacrifice must be made lest greater ill befall this house.” He paused, his dark eyes narrowing. “Or would you rather I commanded you put to the cliff?”


“So my penance is to deliver our family’s most valued treasure into the hands of Dunkeld’s canons?”


“Taking gifts—humble offerings—to Dunkeld to replace what they’ve lost is your duty as my brother, and son of this house.” Donall regarded Iain for a long moment, then slid a meaningful look at Gavin MacFie. “He will accompany you.”


“MacFie?” Iain glanced at the burly Islesman.


Not unpleasant to the eye, Gavin MacFie stood head and shoulders over most men, had an open, honest face, and warm hazel eyes. His thick auburn hair could be called a bit unruly, but he kept his beard neatly trimmed.


And at the moment, he shuffled his brogue-clad feet in the floor rushes and looked more uncomfortable than Iain had e’er seen him.


The bampot’s ill ease fueled Iain’s own. “Do the good saints have a score to settle with him as well?”


“Nary a one,” Donall said, his voice sounding tired. “He goes solely to keep an eye on you, and”—he paused, a look very close to genuine sympathy clouding his face—“to make certain you heed your penance.”


“So at last you tell me the whole of it.” Iain folded his arms. He’d known there’d be more.


Donall released his breath on a resigned sigh.


Iain tensed, and waited.


Though, in truth, his brother’s sigh, followed by a brief glance at the raftered ceiling, proved eloquent enough.


“I want you gone before daybreak,” Donall said, his voice surprisingly soft for such harsh words. “On your journey to Perthshire, you shall draw halt at every sacred place you happen upon. Be it holy well or tree, stone cross or martyr’s shrine, you are to prostrate yourself and pray to be purged of your temper.”


“And you’ve charged MacFie with assuring I do?”


Donall gave him a tight-lipped nod.


The MacFie’s face turned near the same shade of red as his unruly hair.


Cruel and swift, comprehension swept aside all remaining vestiges of Iain’s befuddlement. He stared at his brother—now every inch his laird—the glimmer of regret in Donall’s dark eyes smiting him more than aught else.


“Is that all?” he managed, his voice blessedly void of emotion.


Donall lifted a hand, and for the space of a heartbeat, Iain half expected him to reach for him, mayhap clasp him to his breast in a gesture of brotherly camaraderie—something he could have sorely used—but Donall lowered the hand as quickly.


“There is more, aye,” he admitted, the words thick and choked-sounding… as if dredged from the most desolate corner of his soul.


Iain waited, his defenses already throwing up shields.


“Christ God, but I loathe that we’ve come to this,” Donall vowed, his lairdly reserve breaking. A shudder ran the length of him, and when it had passed, he was once again all chief, his face expressionless.


He cleared his throat. “As the first rains of spring come gently, then gradually build to a steady, lashing downpour, so have we suffered your increasing foulness of mood”—he paused to draw a breath—“You must now brave the fury of the storm you’ve called upon yourself.”


Iain braced himself and hoped no one else heard the roar of his blood, the wild knocking of his heart.


“You, Iain, younger son of the great house of MacLean, shall ne’er again set foot on Doon lest you adequately master your temper,” Donall declared, his voice rife with finality. “As I and the Council of Elders have decided, so be it.”


So be it.


Hours later, long after moonrise, the words still echoed in Iain’s splitting head, and much to his annoyance, his every attempt to outstrip them proved a fool’s exercise in futility.


The devil himself couldn’t craft a more fruitless pursuit.


Nor one so maddening.


Salt wind whipping his hair and stinging his eyes, he spurred his shaggy-coated garron down Doon’s wee strip of a boat strand. Faster and faster he rode, streaking past thatch-roofed fisher cottages and sailing over any impediments daring to rise in his path.


And still the shame of his banishment held pace with him, its black portent pounding through him in macabre rhythm with the drumming clatter of his horse’s hooves on the pebbled beach.


Ne’er again set foot… 


Iain frowned, a fresh tide of anger washing over him, his fiercest scowl powerless against the pursuing words. They tore after him with the persistence of sleuth-hounds fast on a scent.


Equally persistent, and even more troubling, came the uneasy sensation of being watched.


Observed by unseen eyes, his progress along the moon-silvered beach more than well noted and not by the auburn-headed lout riding so annoyingly close beside him.


Blinking against the lashing wind, Iain risked a glance at his brother’s friend—now his guardian—half-expecting, nay, hoping, to find the knave’s hazel-eyed perusal fixed on him.


But Gavin MacFie appeared wholly concentrated on matching Iain’s reckless pace whilst skirting, or jumping his own garron over the many upturned skiffs and coracles scattered about the narrow, crescent-shaped beach.


If anything, the easy-mannered oaf seemed intent on not looking at him.


But someone—or something—was. He could feel it in the chills rippling up and down his spine, the ill ease seeping into his bones.


And whoe’er, or whate’er it was, probed relentlessly.
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