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      This one is for Catherine Abernathy.


      A very special friend and one of the most caring souls I know, she is living proof that great-hearted people exist outside

         medieval Scotland.

      


      Like many of my longtime readers, she’s especially fond of Duncan MacKenzie, hero of Devil in a Kilt. If it were possible, I know he’d give her a tremendous hug. He might even shout Cuidich ’N’ Righ! in her honor. As it is, I hope these words express how much I love and appreciate her.
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         Viking lore.
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      The Legacy of the Thunder Rod
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      Along the west coast of Scotland lies a chain of islands of such beauty and grandeur even the most ardent romantic is hard-pressed

         to describe their majesty. Curving bays of glistening white sand and glittering seas of every hue vie to catch one’s breath

         while jagged, spray-strewn skerries and sheer, impossibly steep cliffs compete with gentle, grass-grown dunes and long-tumbled

         ruins to stir the soul.

      


      Ruled for centuries by the pagan Norse, the Hebrides are a place of legend, each isle steeped in ancient lore and tradition.

         Sea gods, merfolk, and fabled Celtic heroes abound, their mythic tales spun with relish by silver-tongued bards in the long,

         dark cold of deep winter nights.

      


      But not all such tales are widely known.


      Indeed, some are kept secret.


      And one of the most intriguing secrets to be found in the vast Sea of the Hebrides belongs to the once proud Clan MacConacher.


      Broken, small in number, and ill-favored with the Scottish crown, the MacConachers dwell far from their erst-while seat in

         Argyll; their straight-backed, long-suffering ranks reduced to scratching out a living on a rocky, wind-swept isle surrounded

         by reefs and rough seas.

      


      An isle they cherish because it is all that remains left to them, and, above all, because MacConacher’s Isle lies well beyond

         the reach of the dread MacKenzies, the powerful clan responsible for their ruin.

      


      Not that the MacConachers wish to forget their doom-bringing foes.


      Far from it. The present chieftain is young, bold, and of fiery spirit. Keen to throw off his clan’s mantle of shame and sorrow,

         he has only two burning ambitions. He lives to restore his family’s good name and fortune. He also plans for the day he can

         wreak vengeance on Clan MacKenzie.

      


      His least concern is his clan’s most precious possession, the Thunder Rod.


      Given to an ancestor by a Norse nobleman, the relic is a polished length of fossilized wood, intricately carved with runes

         and still bearing bits of brilliant color. Clan elders claim the rod was either a piece of wood torn from the prow of Thor’s

         own longboat or, perhaps, crafted by a great Viking lord for his lady to keep in his remembrance when he is at sea.

      


      Roughly the size of a man’s forearm and rumored to hold great magic, its particular powers do not interest the braw MacConacher

         chieftain.

      


      Until the stormy morning when the black winds of fate present him with an irresistible opportunity to settle a long-simmering

         score.

      


      Now, at last, he can use the Thunder Rod.


      If he dares.


   

      Chapter One
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      EILEAN CREAG CASTLE THE GREAT HALL AT MORNING AUTUMN 1350


      What do you mean you wish to see the Seal Isles?”

      


      Duncan MacKenzie, the indomitable Black Stag of Kintail, slapped down his ale cup and stared across the well-laden high table

         at his eldest daughter, Lady Arabella. His good humor of moments before vanished as he narrowed his eyes on her, his gaze

         piercing.

      


      Arabella struggled for composure. Years of doing so helped her not to squirm. But she wasn’t sure she could keep her cheeks

         from flaming. Already the back of her neck burned as if it’d caught fire.

      


      So she moistened her lips and tried to pretend her father wasn’t pinning her with a look that said he could see right into

         her soul, maybe even knew how her belly churned and that her palms were damp.

      


      Or that all her hopes and dreams hung on this moment.


      “Well?” He raised one dark brow.


      Arabella plucked at a thread on her sleeve, then, realizing what she was doing, stopped at once. She looked up, somehow resisting

         the urge to slip a finger beneath the neckline of her gown or perhaps even loosen her bodice ties. Faith, but she needed air.

         Her chest felt so constricted, she could hardly draw a breath.

      


      She did manage to hold her father’s stare. Hot and bold MacKenzie blood flowed in her veins, too. And even if she’d spent

         her life quashing any urges to heed her clan’s more passionate nature, this was one time she meant to do her name proud.

      


      So she angled her chin and firmed up her jaw with just a touch of stubbornness.


      “You heard what I said.” She spoke as calmly as she could, her daring making her heart skitter. “The seals…”


      She let the words trail off, the excuse sounding ridiculous even to her own ears.


      Her father huffed, clearly agreeing.


      “We’ve plenty of such beasties in our own waters.” He made a dismissive gesture, his tone final. “You’ve no need to journey

         to the ends of nowhere to see them.”

      


      At once, a deafening silence fell around the hall’s torchlit dais. Somewhere a castle dog cracked a bone, his gnawing all

         the more loud for the sudden quiet. Everywhere kinsmen and friends swiveled heads in their puissant chieftain’s direction,

         though some discreetly glanced aside. Whatever their reaction, no one appeared surprised by the outburst. Those who called

         Eilean Creag their home were well used to the Black Stag’s occasional bouts of temper.

      


      “If it is such creatures you wish to study, I saw one just yestere’en.” He sat back in his carved oaken laird’s chair, looking

         pleased. “A fine dog seal sunning himself on a rock down by the boat strand.”

      


      Arabella doubted every word. She did tighten her fingers on the handle of her spoon.


      This wasn’t about seals and she suspected her father knew it. His continued stare, narrow-eyed and penetrating, was more than

         proof.

      


      She started to lower her own gaze, but caught herself and frowned instead. And rather than returning her attention to her

         wooden bowl of slaked oats as she would have done just a few days ago, she sat up straighter and squared her shoulders.

      


      She only hoped that no one else heard the thundering of her heart.


      It wasn’t every day that she dared defy her fierce-eyed, hot-tempered father.


      Indeed, this was the first time she meant to try.


      Her contentment in life—she couldn’t bring herself to use the word happiness—depended on her being strong.

      


      Firm, resolute, and unbending.


      “I’m not interested in Kintail seals, Father.” She cleared her throat, careful to keep her chin raised. “And there is a need. Besides that, I want to make this journey. The Seal Isles are mine now. You gave them to me.”

      


      “I added them to your bride price!”


      “Which makes them my own.” She persisted, unable to stop. “It’s only natural I should wish to see them. I can make a halt

         at the Isle of Doon on the way, bringing your felicitations to your friends the MacLeans and the cailleach, Devorgilla. You

         can’t deny that they would welcome me. After that, I could perhaps call at—”

      


      “Ho! What’s this?” Her father’s gaze snapped to a quiet, scar-faced man half-hidden in shadow at the end of the table. “Can

         it be a certain long-nosed loon of a Sassunach has been putting such mummery in your head?”

      


      Arabella bit her lip. She wasn’t about to admit that her head had been fine until a courier had arrived from her younger sister’s

         home a few days before, announcing that Gelis had at last quickened with child.

      


      A pang shot through her again, remembering. Hot, sharp, and twisting, her bitterness wound tight. Just recalling how the messenger’s

         eyes had danced with merriment as he’d shared the long-awaited news that had upturned her world.

      


      It’d been too much.


      The whole sad truth of the empty days stretching before her had come crashing down around her like so much hurled and shattered

         crockery.

      


      She refused to think about the cold and lonely nights, warmed only by the peats tossed on the hearth fire and the snoring,

         furry bulk of whichever of her father’s dogs chose to scramble onto her bed.

      


      Setting down her spoon, she fisted her hands on the cool linen of the table covering and swallowed against the heat in her

         throat.

      


      To be sure, she loved her sister dearly. She certainly begrudged her naught. But her heart wept upon the surety that such

         joyous tidings would likely never be her own.

      


      “Faugh!” Her father’s voice boomed again. “Whoe’er heard of a lassie wanting to sail clear to the edge of the sea? ’Tis beyond—”


      “Hush, you, Duncan.” Stepping up to the high table, her mother, Lady Linnet, placed a warning hand on his shoulder. “Bluster

         is—”

      


      “The only way I ken to deal with such foolery!” Her father frowned up at his wife and, for a moment, all the fury drained

         from his face.

      


      Linnet, the mirror image of Gelis, only older, flicked back her hip-length, red-gold braid and leaned down to circle loving

         arms around her husband’s broad shoulders. Blessed with the sight—another gift she shared with her youngest daughter—Linnet’s

         ability to soothe her husband’s worst moods wasn’t something Arabella needed to see at the moment.

      


      The obvious love between the two only served to remind her of the intimacies she’d never know.


      Burning to call such closeness her own, she winced at the sudden image of herself as a withered, spindle-legged crone humbly

         serving wine and sweetmeats to her parents and her sister and her sister’s husband as they reposed before her on cushioned

         bedding, oblivious to aught but their blazing passion.

      


      Arabella frowned and blinked back the dastardly heat pricking her eyes.


      Her mother’s voice, clearly admonishing her father, helped banish the disturbing vision. “Ach, Duncan.” Linnet smoothed a

         hand through his thick, shoulder-length black hair, sleek as Arabella’s own and scarce touched by but a few strands of silver.

         “Perhaps you should—”

      


      “Pshaw!” He made a derisive sound, breaking free of her embrace. “Dinna tell me what I should and shouldn’t do. I’d rather

         hear what that meddling lout who calls himself a friend has—”

      


      “Uncle Marmaduke has nothing to do with it.” Arabella spoke before he could finish. “He is a better friend to you than you

         could wish. Though he did mention that he’s here because a southbound trading ship—”

      


      “A vessel said to be captained by an Orkneyman you know and trust.” Her uncle sipped slowly from his ale cup, his calm giving

         her hope. “Word is that the trader is large enough to take on your girl and an escort in all comfort.”

      


      “Hah! So speaks a meddler!” Her father smacked his hand on the table. “Did I no’ just say you were the cause of this?” He

         roared the words, glaring round. “Aye, there’s a merchant ship set to call at Kyleakin. Could be, the captain is known to

         me. I ken most traders who ply these waters!”

      


      “And I ken when you are about to make a bleeding arse of yourself.” Sir Marmaduke set down his empty cup and leaned back in his chair,

         arms casually folded. “A pity you do not know when to heed those who care about you.”

      


      Duncan scowled. “And I say it’s a greater pity that you dinna ken when to hold your flapping tongue!”


      He flashed another look at Arabella. “I’ll take you to see what wares the merchant ship carries. There are sure to be bolts

         of fine cloth and baubles, perhaps a few exquisite rarities. Maybe even a gem-set comb for your shiny black tresses.”

      


      Pausing, he raised a wagging finger. “But know this. When the ship sails away, you will no’ be on board!”


      Arabella struggled against tightening her lips.


      The last thing she wanted was to look like a shrew.


      Even so, she couldn’t help feeling a spurt of annoyance. “I have coffers filled with raiments and I’ve more jewels than I

         can wear in a lifetime. There is little of interest such a ship can offer me. Not in way of the goods it carries.”

      


      She took a deep breath, knowing she needed to speak her heart. “What I want is an adventure.”


      “A what?” Her father’s brows shot higher than she’d ever seen.

      


      He also leapt to his feet, almost toppling his chair.


      Out in the main hall, several of his men guffawed. On the dais, one or two coughed. Even the castle dogs eyed him reproachfully.


      Duncan’s scowl turned fierce.


      “A little time away is all I ask.” Arabella ignored them all. “I’m weary of waiting for another suitor to make his bid. The

         last one who dared approached you over a year ago—”

      


      “The bastard was a MacLeod!” Her father’s face ran purple. “Dinna tell me you’d have gone happily to the bed of a sprig of

         that ilk! We’ve clashed with their fork-tongued, cloven-footed kind since before the first lick o’ dew touched a sprig of

         heather!”

      


      “Then what of the Clanranald heir who came before him?” Arabella uncurled her fists, no longer caring if anyone saw how her

         hands trembled. “You can’t deny the MacDonalds are good allies and friends.”

      


      Her father spluttered.


      Lifting her chin a notch higher, she rushed on. “He was a bonny man. His words were smooth and his blue eyes kind and welcoming.

         I would have—”

      


      “All MacDonalds are glib-tongued and bonny! And you would have been miserable before a fortnight passed.” Her father gripped

         the back of his chair, his knuckles white. “There isn’t a race in the land more irresistible to women. Even if the lad meant

         you well, sooner or later, his blood would have told. He would’ve succumbed, damning himself and you.”

      


      Arabella flushed. “Perhaps I would rather have chanced such a hurt than to face each new day knowing there won’t be any further

         offers for me.”

      


      Mortification sweeping her, she clapped a hand over her mouth, horror stricken by her words.


      Openly admitting her frustration was one thing.


      Announcing to the world that she ached inside was a pain too private for other ears.


      “Why do you think I ceded you the Seal Isles?” Her father’s voice railed somewhere just outside the embarrassment whipping

         through her. “Soon, new offers will roll in, young nobles eager to lay claim to our Hebrides will beat a path to—”

      


      “Nae, they will not.” She pushed back from the table, standing. “You’ve frightened them away with your black stares and denials!

         There isn’t a man in all these hills and isles who doesn’t know it. No one will come. Not now, not after all they’ve seen

         and heard—”

      


      She broke off, choking back her words as she caught glimpses of the pity-filled glances some of her father’s men were aiming

         her way.

      


      She could stomach anything but pity.


      Heart pounding and vision blurring, she spun on her heel and fled the dais, pushing past startled kinsmen and serving laddies

         to reach the tight, winding stairs that led up to the battlements and the fresh, brisk air she craved.

      


      Running now, she burst into the shadow-drenched stair tower and raced up the curving stone treads, not stopping until she

         reached the final landing. Hurrying, she threw open the oak-planked door to the parapets and plunged out into the chill wind

         of a bright October morning.

      


      “Ach, dia!” She bent forward to brace her hands on her thighs and breathe deeply. “What have I done….”


      Shame scalded her, sucking the air from her lungs and sending waves of hot, humiliating fire licking up and down her spine.


      Never had she made a greater fool of herself.


      And never had she felt such a fiery, all-consuming need to be loved.


      Wanted and desired.


      Cherished.


      Nearly blinded by tears she refused to acknowledge, she straightened and shook out her skirts. Then she tossed back her hair

         and blinked until her vision cleared. When it did, she went to the battlements’ notched walling and leaned against the cold,

         unmoving stone.

      


      Across the glittering waters of Loch Duich, the great hills of Kintail stretched as far as the eye could see, the nearer peaks

         dressed in brilliant swatches of scarlet and gold while those more distant faded into an indistinct smudge of blue and purple,

         just rimming the horizon. It was a familiar, well-loved sight that made her breath catch but did absolutely nothing to soothe

         her.

      


      She’d lied about her reasons for wanting to journey to the Seal Isles. But she wished to keep her reasons secret. Even so,

         she’d never before lied to her family. And the weight of her falsehoods bore down on her, blotting everything but the words

         she couldn’t forget.

      


      Words her sister had spoken when last they’d visited.


      Innocently shared accountings of the wonders of marital bliss and how splendorous it was to lie naked with a man each night,

         intimately entwined and knowing that he lived only to please you.

      


      Exactly how that pleasing was done had also been revealed, and thinking of such things now caused such a brittle aching in

         her breast that she feared she’d break if she drew in too deep a breath.

      


      Worst of all were her sister’s repeated assurances that Arabella, too, would soon be swept into such a floodtide of heated,

         uninhibited passion.

      


      Everyone, Gelis insisted, was fated to meet a certain someone. She’d been adamant that Arabella would be no different.


      It was only a matter of time.


      Then she, too, would know tempestuous embraces and hot, devouring kisses the likes of which she couldn’t begin to imagine.


      As for the rest… it boggled the mind.


      And ignited a blaze of yearning inside her that she feared would never be quenched.


      Frowning, she flattened her hands against the cold, gritty stone of the wall and turned her gaze away from her beloved Kintail

         hills and imagined she could stare past the Isle of Skye far out into the sea.

      


      But still she heard her sister’s chatter.


      Her insistence that the feel of a man’s hands sliding up and down one’s body, his fingers questing knowingly into dark, hidden

         places, brought a more intoxicating pleasure than the headiest Gascon wine.

      


      Arabella bit down on her lip, sure she didn’t believe a word.


      What she did believe was that she had to be on the merchant trader when it set sail from Kyleakin.


      And what she knew was that—if she made it—her life would be forever changed.

      


      Many leagues distant, across the vast stretch of sea Arabella imagined her gaze to stray, a sleek, newly built birlinn that

         swept around a headland of tall, thrusting cliffs and sped into the deepest, most sheltered bay of a remote Hebridean island,

         known to those who dwelt there as MacConacher’s Isle.

      


      Oars flashing and gong beating, the high-prowed galley shot forward in a cloud of spray, its bold race for the bay’s curving,

         white-sanded shore churning the water and drenching the oarsmen with plume. On the stern platform, Darroc MacConacher’s heart

         swelled with pride.

      


      This was why he lived.


      Never before had his plans for avenging the MacConacher name seemed a greater possibility. For years—nearly a lifetime—he’d

         burned to redeem their honor. The MacKenzies might not expect vengeance now, so long after their dark deeds, but the surprise

         on their hated faces would only serve to sweeten Clan MacConacher’s triumph.

      


      Almost tasting the glory, Darroc grinned.


      The day’s victory set fire to his soul. It’d been overlong since a chieftain of his name could claim such elation, and the

         headiness was almost too sweet to bear.

      


      And he wasn’t going to let his sour-faced seneschal’s presence on the strand spoil his triumph.


      Still grinning, he waited until his oarsmen raised the long, dripping sweeps, then he leapt down into the boiling surf. He

         splashed ashore even as the birlinn surged up onto the sloping, wet-sanded beach.

      


      “Ho, Mungo!” He made straight for his dark-frowning seneschal. “Have you filled your eyes with the seafaring skill of MacConacher

         men?” he greeted, careful to keep his grin in place.

      


      “I have only one eye, if you’ve forgotten!” The seneschal’s bushy gray brows lowered over the eye in question and he put back

         his twisted, somewhat hunched shoulders. “And you needn’t mind me of the sea prowess of our men. There’s ne’er been a MacConacher

         born who wasn’t nursed on seawater along with his mother’s good, sweet milk.”

      


      “Then why meet us with scowls?” Darroc slung an arm around Mungo’s shoulders, using camaraderie to disguise his attempt to

         keep the older man’s feet from slipping on the slick, weed-strewn shingle.

      


      He also bit back a frown of his own, furious that he hadn’t spoken with greater tact.


      Everyone on MacConacher’s Isle knew that the once tall and straight seneschal had never come to grips with the battle injuries

         that disfigured him.

      


      Darroc also knew what was plaguing the man.


      Mungo didn’t share his faith in the battered clan’s ability to best their foes. And he resented the coin needed to build such

         a splendid warship.

      


      Coin the seneschal would rather have seen spent on a bride who would bring them new blood and, perhaps through her dowry,

         a garrison of strong and bold warriors.

      


      “Scowls, you say?” Mungo glowered indeed. “I was only scrunching my good eye to see how many men I’d have to help climb the

         cliff path back to the keep!”

      


      “Nary a one.” Darroc laughed. “They are as fit now as when we pushed off this morn.”


      “Humph!” Mungo looked sullen.


      Releasing him, Darroc tossed back his spray-dampened hair and flashed his brightest glance to where his men crowded around

         the birlinn. With luck, their enthusiasm would soften the seneschal’s humor.

      


      Unfortunately, Mungo’s face remained as set as hard boiled leather.


      Darroc’s grin almost slipped.


      Determined not to let it, he tried another tactic. “The birlinn gave a fine flourish, eh?” He hooked his thumbs in his belt.

         “She is nimble, I say you! I’d set her against any full-manned, sixty-four-oared dragonship to sail the Hebrides.”

      


      Mungo snorted. “You could build a fleet of such sixteen-oared demons o’ agility and it’d matter naught without the men to

         sail them! Yon birlinn might well be a fishing coble for what little she will serve us.”

      


      “She is a beginning.” Darroc refused to be daunted. “Our men handled her well.”


      “The only men we have who are able.” Mungo’s lips tightened. He threw a glance down the strand to where the newly tested seamen

         cavorted about the little galley like giddy-headed loons, slapping backs and laughing.

      


      Turning again to Darroc, he jammed his hands against his hips. “There’s no’ a man amongst those leaping fools what could hold

         his own against a MacKenzie. No’ on land, as well we ken, and no’ by sea, either.”

      


      Darroc breathed out hard, unable to deny Mungo’s words. It was true that each man who’d handled the birlinn with such flourish

         bore some kind of physical imperfection—faults visited upon them by the MacKenzies—and couldn’t be expected to stand well

         against that powerful race.

      


      As for the few stalwarts without battle scars, or who didn’t miss an ear or a digit, their greater age gave them a distinct

         disadvantage.

      


      Darroc struggled against looking pained. His gaze stretched past the cliff-guarded bay to the reefs that circled his isle.

         Black, jagged, and menacing, some ledges rose sharply above the crashing waves while others, even more dangerous, lurked unseen

         beneath the seething foam.

      


      It’d been nothing short of a miracle that his men had sent the birlinn dancing in and out of the bay’s narrow opening with

         such dash and flair.

      


      Seawater in their veins or nae, they were limited. But that only made the day’s triumph all the more sweet.


      And just as he greeted their victory as a turning point for the clan, so did his men need the burst of pride he’d seen light

         their eyes when they’d raised the oars with such aplomb, their gleeful shouts ringing as the fine little warship slid to a

         halt on the shore.

      


      It’d been a moment of hope the likes of which Mac-Conacher’s Isle hadn’t seen in centuries.


      Hope he meant to kindle until it blazed brighter than the sun.


      He flashed another glance at the excited men. “They’ll no’ face our enemy alone. The birlinn will stand them by as well as

         a score of good fighting men. Nor will we challenge anyone until we have several more such warships. Then,” he grinned, “we

         beat north and harry their shores. When they give chase, we attack and harass like fleas to a dog. We’ll use our birlinns’

         greater maneuverability and fighting decks to chase the MacKenzies low-sided long-ships from the seas.”

      


      Mungo remained unimpressed.


      “The MacKenzies are bog trotters.” Darroc sought to sway him. “Their strength lies in fighting on land.”


      Sure of it, he allowed himself another grin. “At sea, we can best them.”


      “No’ with graybeards and war-blighted manning our galleys.” Mungo spat onto the sand. “Or will you be taking down the keep

         stone by stone and”—he cast a sulky glare at the stark, square tower of Castle Bane, perched on the edge of a soaring sea

         cliff on the far side of the bay—“calling on the Auld Ones to turn each brick into a man?”

      


      “Pride will be magic enough for us.” Darroc’s glance flicked again to his men. “And,”—he tossed back a fold of his plaid—“we

         aren’t the only clan with a taste for MacKenzie blood. Once we have a few more birlinns and word spreads, others will join

         us.”

      


      “Salting the MacKenzie’s tail is all you’ll be doing.” Mungo jutted his bearded chin. “Kintail has the luck o’ the devil.

         Any word that spreads will reach him first and he’d swoop down here to smash this isle as soundly as his father chased us

         from Argyll.”

      


      “Then he’d meet a surprise, for I am no’ my grandsire or my father, rest their souls.” Darroc patted his sword hilt and gave

         Mungo a hard smile. “I say it is time he learns the true measure of the name MacCon—”

      


      “And I say our race will disappear as fast as the tide if you won’t be seeding it soon!” Mungo set his jaw, his good eye flashing

         hotly.

      


      Darroc gritted his teeth.


      What he wanted to do was throw back his head and laugh.


      He did plenty of seeding each time he sailed to Glasgow for supplies. And if such an urge plagued him betwixt journeys, his good friend Olaf Big Nose

         and his camp was only a day’s sail away. The little Norse settlement provided more free-spirited, well-made wenches than a

         hot-blooded man could savor in a fortnight.

      


      Fine, big-bosomed lasses as willing to flip up their skirts as they were to flash a smile. Wonderfully skilled Valkyries,

         capable of milking seed from any man, sometimes with just a single heated look.

      


      Darroc curled his hands around his sword belt, certain he could feel a flush creeping into his cheeks.


      Unfortunately, he was also certain Mungo didn’t mean that kind of seeding. He meant the kind that would see Darroc with a

         parcel of bawling, squirming bairns.

      


      Feeling trapped, he looked up at the scudding clouds, hoping the seneschal would drop the matter.


      A thick finger jabbed into his chest proved how futile that hope was. “For the price of that birlinn yonder, you could have

         sailed to Orkney or Shetland and fetched a fine bride.”

      


      “Perhaps I do not want an Orkney or Shetland bride?” Darroc circled Mungo’s wrist with a firm but gentle hand, removing the

         prodding finger from his breast.

      


      That Mungo didn’t suggest a Highland bride bit deep. The unspoken admission that there wasn’t a clan who’d welcome such a

         union pierced Darroc’s pride.

      


      “I will seek a wife when the time is fortuitous.” He turned back to the sea, not wanting Mungo to see any pain that might

         flicker across his face.

      


      “And when might that be?” Mungo placed himself between Darroc and the bay. “There’s some of us might no’ live long enough

         to celebrate the day.”

      


      Darroc frowned.


      The old man knew how to parry.


      “I will consider the matter once we’ve dealt with the MacKenzies.” Darroc folded his arms, his gaze set on the distant horizon.

         “Then and no’ a day before.”

      


      But when the seneschal gave another snort and stomped off down the strand toward the steep track that wound up to the cliff-top

         castle, Darroc rammed both hands through his hair and blew out a hot breath.

      


      Mungo wasn’t the only one who knew how empty his words had been.


      Albeit not for the reason the seneschal might guess.


      It was true that he’d not seek a bride until he’d won back his family’s honor and avenged himself on those responsible for

         blackening it. But it was also true that he loved this rocky, wind-blasted isle his people now called home.

      


      Even if he were able to return to the lost MacConacher lands in Argyll, he knew in his heart he’d never go.


      Just as he knew he’d never bring a bride here.


      MacConacher’s Isle wasn’t made for women.


      Much as he wished otherwise.


      Saints pity him.


   

      Chapter Two
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      Try again.”

      


      Duncan didn’t bother to temper his tone. Nor did he care if his wife or his ale-sipping Sassunach friend saw the heat stealing

         up his face. Truth was he didn’t feel a twinge of guilt. It was his daughter’s life that was at stake, after all. So he thrust

         a hand through his hair and forced himself to push Linnet one more time.

      


      “Perhaps if you gaze into the fire or look down at the loch?” The suggestions sounded brilliant to him. Both methods had worked

         in the past.

      


      But Linnet only shook her head.


      “Duncan… my heart.” Her tone was quiet and sad. “You know I cannot summon my gift at will. Were we meant to know such things,

         the answer would appear. As is”—she looked up, her eyes troubled—“I see only blackness.”

      


      “She’s also freezing.” Sir Marmaduke set down his ale cup and took a folded plaid from the top of a coffer near the door.

         Then he crossed the room to where Linnet sat on a low, three-legged stool. He settled the tartaned cloth around her shoulders

         with a careful exactness surely designed to bedevil less placid souls.

      


      “To be sure, she’s cold!” Feeling most un-placid, Duncan whirled to the window and closed the shutters with a bang. “It is autumn if you’ve forgotten.”

      


      Turning back to the room, he dusted his hands. “I was about to fetch a plaid for her myself.” He glared at his friend, not

         about to admit that he hadn’t noticed her shivering.

      


      He was chilled, too.


      Though it was fear for his daughter that jellied his knees and iced his blood. If his wife and Sir Marmaduke—the meddler—Strongbow

         chose to ignore certain dire travelers’ tales they’d heard of late, he knew better. And he wasn’t taking any chances. Not

         with word that the dread plague fumes, long believed to be a God-sent damnation of the English, were slowly creeping into

         Scotland.

      


      It didn’t matter that the malaise had only been reported in St. Andrews, a corner of the land as remote from Kin-tail as the

         moon.

      


      Such a noxious cloud could drift anywhere.


      That a distant scattering of seal-infested isles on the outermost edges of the Hebridean Sea might prove a better refuge than

         Eilean Creag’s own walls was something he chose not to consider.

      


      So he crossed his arms and summoned his best scowl. “If you see only blackness,” he reasoned, pinning his stare on his wife,

         “then we know naught will come of Arabella’s fool notion. She’s intended to stay here.”

      


      Behind him, Sir Marmaduke snorted.


      Linnet peered up at him, her teeth chattering in a way that raised the hairs on his nape. “You’re hearing what you want me

         to say.” She drew the plaid more snugly around her shoulders, her gaze not leaving his. “The darkness means that I cannot

         see into her future, not the path it will take.”

      


      A muscle began to twitch in Duncan’s jaw. To be sure, he was hearing what he wished. Such was a chief’s due. But for the sake

         of domestic harmony, he decided to keep the thought to himself.

      


      “I can tell you that no harm will come to her.” Linnet pushed to her feet and came forward to uncross his arms. “Not here,

         nor if she leaves us for a time,” she said, reaching for his hand and twining their fingers. “That surety I can give you.”

      


      “Hah!” Triumph surged through Duncan. “So you have seen something.”


      The look on Linnet’s face crushed his hope. “Nae, though I would that it were so. I know it here.” She released his hand to

         place her own over her breast. “As would any mother who loves.”

      


      “Humph.” Duncan refolded his arms. “That tells me nothing.”


      She lifted her chin. “Then you know less of a woman’s heart than I would have credited.”


      Duncan clamped his mouth shut before he said something he’d surely regret.


      Sir Marmaduke strode all too casually to a table and refilled his ale cup. Duncan stared daggers into his back, knowing what

         was to come. He braced himself, aware that he wasn’t going to like it.

      


      “And I say,” the lout began, his English voice annoyingly sage, “that you know absolutely naught of a daughter’s heart. Arabella

         is your eldest. She has seen her younger sister wed and now she’s learned that Gelis—”

      


      “The lass is no’ jealous of her sister!” Duncan stared at his friend, gall sweeping him. “A more docile, sweet-natured maid

         ne’er walked these hills. She—”

      


      “She is a woman now.” Sir Marmaduke retained his usual calm. “A woman overripe and aware of wants and needs you’re keeping

         from her.”

      


      “Overripe?” Duncan could feel his eyes bulging, the veins throbbing at his temples. “You’re her uncle, by God’s hallowed bones! How

         dare you—”

      


      “I do because it must be said.” Sir Marmaduke took a sip of ale. “Without doubt, Arabella has a kindly disposition. But she

         is also stubborn even if she seldom shows it. She’s a strong young woman and”—he glanced at Linnet as if seeking agreement—“the

         truth is if you disregard her wishes now, you do so at your peril.”

      


      Duncan’s brows shot heavenward.


      Words failed him.


      A red haze blurred his vision and he started to blast his interfering friend with every curse he knew. Sadly, he only spluttered

         like the village idiot.

      


      He’d caught soft footfalls outside the solar door. It wouldn’t do for someone to hear his bellowing and alert the whole castle

         that he was having another rant.

      


      It’d been bad enough seeing glimmers of sympathy cross his men’s faces in the hall earlier. Barely veiled flashes of support

         meant for Arabella and not him, their chief and the man with whom they ought to be commiserating.

      


      Their lack of loyalty sat like a hot, iron ball in his gut.


      And promptly let him forget his wish not to shout.


      “The only peril about to visit us is my fist when it crashes into your nose!” he roared, glaring at Sir Marmaduke.


      Outside the door, Arabella took a deep breath and tried to back away. Unfortunately, she couldn’t move. Her legs had somehow

         turned to lead and her feet appeared nailed to the floor. So she stood frozen, certain she had but an eyeblink before her

         father found her on the threshold, listening.

      


      She knew he’d heard her.


      His ire rolled at her in great, angry waves that penetrated the thick oaken planks of the door. Even so, she strained her

         ears. A rustle of linen, combined with her mother’s sigh, promptly rewarded her.

      


      “Leave be, Duncan.” The softly spoken words came as balm to her soul. “You know Arabella is not a maid to have her head turned

         lightly if that’s the reason you’d begrudge her such a journey.”

      


      “I’d deny her nothing!” her father snapped, his deep voice making the door tremble. “Arabella is no lass to lose her heart

         to a man unworthy. She’s no’ the sort to fall for a glib-tongued oarsman on a merchant ship. No’ with my own best men guarding

         her!”

      


      “You say so?” Sir Marmaduke again, clearly readying for a verbal strike. “If you are sure she won’t succumb to temptation,

         you can have no objections to letting her go.”

      


      Her father made a sound in his throat that could’ve been a growl. Arabella could almost see him scowling at the ceiling, his

         gaze black enough to scorch the rafters. She also imagined he’d blow out an agitated breath and ram his fingers through his

         hair.

      


      She knew him well.


      And she knew he was livid.


      Sir Marmaduke sounded anything but. “You’ve as much as admitted that your men would guard her fiercely.”


      Another garbled humph proved her father’s only reply.

      


      “He’s right, Duncan.” Her mother’s support made her heart soar. “There isn’t a man in your garrison who wouldn’t give his

         life to protect her. There can be no harm in—”

      


      “No harm?” Her father’s outburst shook the door again. “’Tis no’ roving-eyed Orkney merchantman I’m fashed about! Or have

         you forgotten the pestiferous darkness sweeping our fair land?”

      


      Arabella’s eyes widened, comprehension flooding her.


      The pest.

      


      He could mean naught else. Several nights ago at the high table, he’d railed against the tales brought to them by a traveling

         minstrel. He’d insisted the malaise known to have cut a devastating swath through England was God’s own damning of the Sassunachs.

         He’d closed his ears to the bard’s claims that the pox had crept into Scotland.

      


      When the bard then named several notable men who’d fallen to the scourge, her father brought his fist down on the table. He’d

         glared around, loudly declaring that the mighty hills of Kintail would turn away any clouds of doom long before they reached

         his walls.

      


      And if such a terror dared, he’d added, his deep voice ringing, he’d simply send his loved ones to an even more secure hideaway.


      A place distant and remote.


      On recalling his words, Arabella drew a tight breath. There wasn’t a place in the world more far-flung than the Seal Isles.


      Her father didn’t know it yet, but he’d blustered himself into a corner.


      Arabella’s heart began to pound again, this time hard and slow. She agreed with her father that the pestilence wouldn’t cross

         the Highland line. And she doubted even more that such vileness could taint the Hebrides.

      


      Still pressed against the door, she glanced at an arrow slit in the opposite wall. Afternoon sun filled the narrow opening,

         the soft light turning the stone splay a lovely shade of deep gold.

      


      A good portent, Gelis would say.


      Arabella shivered.


      Any other time, she would have clucked her tongue at such fancy.


      As it was, she allowed herself a glimmer of hope. She could feel it growing inside her, a sweet rush sweeping up to warm her

         cheeks and make her pulse quicken.

      


      Then she heard another swish of linen. Soft steps she knew were her mother’s, the sound immediately followed by a deep and

         heaving sigh. A masculine sigh steeped in resignation and—to those who knew her father—the first sign he ever gave of his

         pending capitulation.

      


      Her mother’s voice floated through the door. “Ah, well.” There was a trace of victory in her tone. “If the minstrel’s gloom

         and doom is what’s bothering you, perhaps we really should send Arabella on a voyage through the Hebrides.”

      


      “Indeed.” Sir Marmaduke sounded almost jovial. “Did the bard not say that the only surety against the plague was flight? I

         seem to recall him telling us that Lowland worthies were fleeing, running away to the most remote corners they—”

      


      “You recall stories your wet nurse told as she suckled you!”


      Arabella started at her father’s bellow.


      Sir Marmaduke continued as if he hadn’t heard. “Be glad I have such a fine memory as yours is obviously lacking. Or will you

         deny your own words? How you stood in the great hall earlier, declaring that such ills as are ravaging the south will never

         reach these hills?”

      


      “I ken what I said!”


      “And so does everyone who heard you.” Sir Marmaduke won again.


      Arabella held her breath.


      Her father paced. She felt frustration in his hurried footsteps. It throbbed in the air, thick, hot, and agitated, even through

         the door’s heavy oak planking.

      


      “Whatever you do now, my friend, you have little choice but to let the girl go.” Sir Marmaduke’s voice rose above the angry

         footfalls. “You’ve backed yourself into a corner.”

      


      Her father stopped his stomping at once. “Did I ever tell you I like you better when you hold your flapping English tongue?”


      Silence answered him.


      Quiet in which Arabella was sure her uncle either shrugged or flicked a speck of lint off his sleeve. Such was the usual pattern

         of their bickering.

      


      “My daughter,” her father groused, “will go with me to Kyleakin and she’ll have her choice of whate’er goods the merchant

         ship can offer. As for anything else”—he almost choked on the words—“I will think on it.”

      


      Nae, he’d see her off, even if he did so sourly.


      He couldn’t do anything else.


      And knowing it sent a jolt of excitement whipping through Arabella.


      Already feeling the brisk Hebridean wind stinging her cheeks, she eased away from the door. She imagined the thrilling roll

         of the large merchant ship. How it would cut the waves, its bold path sending up salt spray to mist her face. Heart pounding,

         she thought, too, of night skies filled with stars and air sweet with the tang of the sea. Almost trembling in anticipation,

         she closed her eyes and said a hushed prayer of thanks.

      


      Then, smiling for the first time in days, she hitched up her skirts and slipped back down the corridor, making for the great

         hall and dinner.

      


      Not surprisingly, her appetite had returned.


      And with it, a sense of joy and purpose such as she’d never known.


      The worst was behind her.


      Now she just had to hope nothing else went wrong.


      MacConacher’s Isle wasn’t made for women.


      Darroc’s own words circled back to haunt him as he stood at one of the four tall windows of the bleak chamber he thought of

         as the notch room. Fully bare except for a tiny hearth and the windows, one gracing each blank, cold-stoned wall, the room

         didn’t even offer the comfort of strewn rushes, though Darroc made certain that the floor’s sturdy wooden planks stayed well

         scrubbed.

      


      For all that, the room did have two redeeming features.


      It held pride of place as the topmost chamber in Castle Bane’s tower. And the four windows offered magnificent views of the

         sea in every direction.

      


      Indeed, the room could have been quite grand if its history weren’t so grim.


      Pushing that particular darkness from his mind, he reached for the special mallet and chisel he kept on the window ledge.

         Then, with the ease of much practice, he set to work adding another notch to the long row of nicks in the side of the window

         arch.

      


      He took great pleasure in each tiny chip of stone that flew away beneath his tapping, the gritty dust that rose around him

         like a gray-white cloud.

      


      He ignored the baleful stare of his dog, Frang, who sat just inside the doorway. An enormous, fierce-looking beast, the dog

         had only entered the notch room once. And that was years ago when Darroc first brought his people, or what remained of them,

         to MacConacher’s Isle.

      


      On exploring Castle Bane’s long-empty tower, and knowing its past, he’d been intrigued by the notches filling one of the window

         arches. Little more than faint scratches, it wasn’t difficult to discern their significance.

      


      Frang, tagging along beside him, took one sniff of the notched window and shot from the room with his tail between his legs.


      Darroc frowned.


      Then he set down his mallet and chisel, his task finished.


      His notches were celebrations.

      


      Each one marked another day in his quest for vengeance. Every rising and setting of the sun brought Clan MacConacher closer

         to regaining their former glory. Not that any one of them strove for riches. They knew better than most that a good man carried

         his wealth inside him. It was clan pride and honor that mattered.

      


      He let out a long breath, remembering the light in his men’s eyes earlier that day. From below, he could hear their excited

         banter in the great hall. Laughter, a few good-natured roars, and lots of pounding on the trestles underscored that they were

         still in high fettle.

      


      Tantalizing dinner smells reached him, too. Thin drifts of cook smoke carrying the aroma of rich meats and even richer sauces.

         If he weren’t mistaken, the mouth-watering scent of fresh-baked bread. He also caught a distinct waft of heather ale, so tempting

         with its honeyed sweetness.

      


      Feast goods and, he knew, portions generous enough to sate the hungriest amongst them.


      His heart seized.


      There’d been times when his noble sea warriors had filled their bellies on limpet broth and seabird stew.


      Years when even watered ale and the most rancid wine went down like nectar.


      And not a man had complained.


      At once, the burn of a long-simmering anger blazed hot in his blood and he fisted his hands. But he unclenched them almost

         as quickly and stepped forward to trace the newly cut window notch with the fingertips of his right hand.

      


      Unchecked fury was for fools.


      He knew better. So he took a deep breath and stilled his fingers on the small, perfectly edged notch. Satisfaction began to

         pulse through him, replacing his rage. More scenes from the afternoon’s accomplishments flashed across his mind and his joy

         in his men’s burgeoning self-respect rose inside him, tightening his chest.

      


      They were making splendid progress.


      Soon they’d teach their foes the worth of Clan MacConacher.


      Until then—


      “Ho—Darroc!” A jovial voice boomed in his ear. “The seals are singing. Can you hear them?”


      Darroc jumped and swung around. His cousin, Conall, stood behind him. The only other soul at Castle Bane anywhere close to

         his age, the lad’s copper-red hair shone bright in the flames of a handheld torch and his blue eyes sparkled with mischief.

      


      “Sakes!” Darroc glared at him. “Can you no’ make a bit of noise next time you come looking for me? A clanking sword or some

         foot stomping would serve. Better yet, the slamming of a door?”

      


      “Caught you off guard, didn’t I?” Conall grinned.


      “Only because I let you.” Darroc’s mouth quirked on the lie.


      “Say you!” Conall hooted. “Did you truly no’ hear the seals?”


      “Banshees could be screaming and I wouldn’t hear them above your bellows.”


      “I do have a good set o’ lungs, eh?”


      “The finest.” Darroc cuffed him on the shoulder, secretly pleased the strapping young man could move so quietly. Such a skill

         might come in use someday.

      


      “So everyone says.” Conall’s laugh rang out again. “I’m light on my feet, too. Or”—he cocked a brow—“will you be denying it?”


      “Nae, I willna.” Darroc gave the answer he knew the lad wanted.


      Dusting the stone grit from his hands, he refrained from reminding Conall that he’d issued orders that he wasn’t to be disturbed

         when he spent time in the notch room. Nor would he reprimand Conall for laughing at him. Even if some chiefs might take high

         offense at a kinsman allowing himself that kind of liberty.

      


      Such rigidity wasn’t practiced at Castle Bane.


      Each man for the clan and the clan for every man was their motto.


      Just as keeping up spirits was his own personal creed.


      So he matched the younger man’s grin and ignored the pity that almost choked him each time he caught a glimpse of Conall’s

         burn-scarred hands. Long healed and of no bother, or so Conall swore, the damage was just another reason Darroc made his daily

         climb to the notch room.
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