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Despite being the authors of this adventure, we’re not responsible for the actions of certain characters. As beings with personalities of their own, their behavior has simply been whispered into our ears.
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Prologue
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How was it possible for anyone to have eyes such as these? They were as clear and blue as the water in the stream that used to flow near Soil Castle. She couldn’t breathe. For someone who’d never lacked eloquence, she’d become mute. As silent as her younger sister. He continued to look at her, not saying a word. It was as if he, too, had lost the ability to speak, despite the fact that she’d heard him use particularly colorful language just before they’d met. After all, if a horse were to step on your foot, it’s very possible that you, too, might utter words found outside the vocabulary of someone brought up in a perfectly polite society!

The lassie[1] couldn’t help herself and burst out laughing, causing the stranger to turn his gaze quickly toward her. As she lifted a hand to her mouth, both to conceal her amusement and in an attempt to erase her obvious teasing, his eyes plunged into hers. That look! Oh my!
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On the outskirts of Soil Castle

An imposing stone building stood among the verdant plains of the Scottish Highlands, and the charm of the stronghold brought a hint of magic to the valley’s hollows. A large loch encircled the entire west wing of the residence, providing an inexhaustible source of freshwater rich in aquatic life. Legends, often whispered at firesides, even mentioned amazing creatures that had taken up residence there. No one had actually seen any of these beings lurking in the depths with their own eyes, yet all these stories continued to be told at nightfall to adults and children alike.

Many people were residing in this well-located area, all loyal to the McSoillse[2] clan: hardened warriors, women watching over their large families, and children of various ages. They all continued to hope that they’d live better days within these walls, various conflicts with the English having left them with vivid memories. Many slept restlessly, thinking of previous, particularly bloody wars, yet, despite everything, optimism still resonated in the hearts of every Scot.

On this calm afternoon in late summer, an eighteen-year-old lassie closed her eyes to enjoy the cool caress of the water on her feet and calves. She could feel the sun on her face turning the golden strands of her hair a more coppery hue, a phenomenon that could only be caused by the sun’s rays. As she listened to the bustle of various inhabitants coming and going, she experienced a delicious shiver of contentment from the invigorating air as a flowery fragrance from the towering bushes of gorse and broom filled her nostrils. The simplicity of the moment offered her an instant of peace and harmony.

Suddenly, on hearing a stifled sob she knew extremely well, the bonnie girl straightened up. Other people might not have noticed the breathy sound, but the lassie was familiar with her younger sister’s bleats. The little girl was running toward her, her eyes bathed in tears. Worried, the elder sister stepped out of the water quickly and gathered the child into her arms to save her from the evil that appeared to be chasing her. There was nothing, however. No threat in sight.

“What’s wrong, Liùsaidh[3]?” she asked, tightening her embrace to comfort the five-year-old.

The question was asked out of reflex and obviously remained unanswered. However, the golden-haired little girl repeatedly pinched her fingers together and rubbed her hand against her cheek, which was rosy with grief. It was as if she were looking for something to hold against her face. All of this would have seemed mysterious to the uninitiated, but the lassie instantly knew what her sister was requesting.

“Ye’ve lost your ribbons! Dinna cry. We’ll find them.”

She lowered the child to the ground and pulled on her shoes without bothering to dry her feet. Little Liùsaidh grabbed her sister’s hand and began pulling her toward the main entrance of the McSoillse clan’s home. As she walked through the imposing doors, the elder sister thought of her uncle, the owner of the estate, and then, inevitably, her father as well. She took a deep breath, hoping the two men were safe. Both were expected to return soon from their latest battle. Fighting spirit and persistence were the hallmarks of Claymore and Gordon McSoillse. Even though victory wasn’t always on their side, the two brothers gave an impression of skillfully coordinated strength as they fought.

When the two sisters arrived in the estate courtyard, they greeted the other women and children who resided there permanently. There were, however, only a handful of men left. These were either elderly, too young to fight, or disabled. As the sisters crossed the estate’s grounds, the lassie understood where the little girl was taking her: the stables, which contained several warhorses. Anxiously, the child stopped in front of the half-open door that led to various boxes.

The only horses remaining at the McSoillse estate were far too old and worn for the strength needed to participate in a combat against the English patrols, with one exception. Among all these creatures was a vigorous and still unbroken stallion. The young Scotswoman breathed a resigned sigh when she spied the pile of missing ribbons lying on the dusty ground not far from this particularly stubborn nag.

Unwilling to be restrained by any means, the animal had obviously managed to free itself once again from its bonds. As the lassie approached cautiously, whispering soft, soothing words in Scottish Gaelic, the stallion turned to her and thrust his dark gaze into hers. Little Liùsaidh continued to sob in silence, hoping her sister would retrieve her property safely. The young woman continued her approach slowly with an engaging smile, and, as if this benevolent attitude were capable of calming all tension, the black horse moved his head and backed up a few steps. It was almost possible to imagine this rebel wanting to escape all authority and remain free.

In fact, the phrase, “You can’t catch me!” could quite easily have been uttered by the stallion had he had the ability to speak. Without taking her eyes off the wild animal, the lassie knelt to pick up the ribbons that were skillfully knotted together. She kept her gestures slow and measured and then started moving backward to leave the enclosure.

At her sister’s side once again, she blew out the air she’d been storing in her lungs, releasing the tension of this unique and dangerous feat, and handed the ribbons to little Liùsaidh, who stroked the strange knot of fabric like any child would a doll. The lassie then looked for the groom to inform him of the stubborn animal’s latest escape. The old man sighed as he thought about his difficult task ahead.

“Thank ye, Miss Elinor,” he said. “I’ll have to come up wi’ a solution to keep the foolish beast in his stall. It’s as if he kent how to untie his bonds!”

As the man walked away, Elinor returned to her sister and knelt in front of her.

“I’ve told ye a hundred times, ye mustna venture into the stables, especially no’ near Allaidh[4]! As his name suggests, he’s still wild and could hurt ye.”

The little girl nodded as she chewed on her precious and comforting ribbons, whose colors had faded over time. Elinor felt her heart tighten as she thought about the circumstances under which the child had acquired this curious toy.

Their mother had just died of a malignant fever. The poor woman had always had frail health, and the old family doctor had been unable to save her.

Shortly before she’d taken her last breath, their father had asked his two daughters to approach their mother’s bed for a final farewell. Liùsaidh had been barely three years old at the time. She had stepped forward shyly, clinging to Elinor, who’d been holding back her own tears as best she could. Curious, she’d leaned over her mother’s forehead, which had taken on a waxy complexion. The patient had stroked her child’s plump cheeks, no doubt certain she’d never see her grow up, and then from beneath her pillow, she’d pulled out some ribbons tied together. She’d then met her husband’s tear-filled gaze. These satin strips had sealed their union in a Celtic ritual known as handfasting: thirteen bands of fabric in various colors, each with their own meaning, symbolizing the bond and commitment uniting the spouses. The mother had pressed this memory from another time, which she’d held dear, into the little girl’s small hands. Her youngest daughter had grabbed the ribbons and had held them tightly against her heart. To her elder daughter, she’d bequeathed an antique ring and a bracelet she herself had inherited from her grandmother.

Then, a few minutes later, she’d released her final breath with a smile on her face. From that moment on, Liùsaidh hadn’t spoken a word. Elinor, her father Gordon, and her uncle Claymore had tried everything, but the little girl had remained silent. The doctor had spoken of trauma and had suggested it was better not to force her, so they hadn’t insisted.

One morning, Gordon had found Liùsaidh sitting on the bed he’d shared with his late wife. In her hand, she’d been holding a chain from which her mother’s wedding ring had been hanging. Her eyes had been filled with tears. Her father had sighed, remembering that his poor wife had lost so much weight, the ring had slipped off her finger. He’d hung it on this old gold chain waiting for the time when she could wear it again.

He’d wanted to retrieve the object, but Liùsaidh had shaken her head. She’d jumped off the bed and opened the clasp of the necklace. Then she’d grabbed the ring and tried running her ribbons through it.

“What are ye doing, mo gràidh[5]?” Gordon had asked, frowning.

He’d attempted to take the ring back, but stubbornly, the girl hadn’t said a word. Her hand signals had been enough for him to understand.

“Ye want to keep your mother’s ring.”

Liùsaidh had nodded.

Gordon had sighed again. He’d taken the ribbons from his little girl’s hands, untied the one that had been around all the others, passed them through the ring that had become polished over the years, and knotted them all together like before. With a huge smile on her lips, the child had then thrown herself into his arms to thank him. Since then, Liùsaidh had never been without her unusual toy.

Elinor lifted her head at the sound of hooves in the distance. To see who was coming, she immediately straightened up and held a hand to her forehead like a visor so as not to be dazzled by the sun. Two riders were galloping toward her. She released a short cry.

“It’s Da and Uncle Claymore,” she said, grabbing her sister by the shoulders.

The little girl immediately pulled away from her and ran toward the men, who were finally returning home. As she approached the horses, Gordon McSoillse smiled. He jumped down from his exhausted mount and opened his arms wide to pull the child toward him.

Elinor joined them with a slower step; she was a young lady after all and couldn’t afford to show too much emotion. But once she was near her father, she threw herself at him, crying.

“Da, I missed ye so much.”

“I missed ye too, my darlings!” the happy man said with a hoarse voice.

Claymore descended from his horse at that moment and his nieces snuggled into his embrace as well. Finally, with their arms around each other, they walked toward the estate together. Elinor was thrilled, yet sad, to see the two brothers looking so tired and emaciated. Of course, it was quite natural after fighting the English. Soon, however, they would regain their stoutness and lose their hungry look. In the meantime, she was eager to hear all about their adventures.
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In the woods, toward Keyll Castle

Memories of the cursed battle kept resurfacing. Partisan feuds coupled with religious ones had been raging in England for several years. Oliver Cromwell, head of the parliamentary army, hadn’t been pleased to see the son of Charles I ascend the throne in January 1651 in Edinburgh. He’d therefore entered Scotland for the second time to dislodge Charles II.

Like many Scots, Ettrick had followed the army of King Charles II, who’d tried to force fate by traveling to Worcester in England. The regiment commanded by General David Leslie had grown during their march south. By July 31, 1651, ten thousand men had crossed the English border at Carlisle. Charles II had been received in triumph and proclaimed king. Unfortunately, disorganization reigned in the ranks of his militia. Fatigue, lack of confidence, and desertions would lead to their defeat on September 3, 1651, against Oliver Cromwell’s army. Injured, the monarch had fled, and some believed he’d gone into exile in France.

Now Ettrick McKeyll[6] was going home. He’d traveled miles, and his only wish was to return to the tranquility of his old castle: a home that had belonged to his family for as long as he could remember. He urged on his horse with a click of his tongue as he moved away from the peat bogs. The chestnut stallion accelerated his pace. The poor boy had suffered too. Scars, the latest vestiges of a bloody battle, streaked his body in various places. Man and beast were united in a common cause.

The closer he got to Keyll Castle, the more restless Ettrick felt. He was afraid of what he might find. According to a letter from his mother, the English had stopped there. He hoped she hadn’t hidden anything from him and that the damn Sassenach[7] weren’t still around.

Hearing voices, Ettrick pulled on his reins. He dismounted his horse slowly and advanced toward a thicket he could hide behind. Suddenly, his eyes widened at the sight of the charming tableau created by a delicious lassie accompanied by a child. They were both laughing as they danced around in a circle. Their hair mixed with gold and red twirled around them offering an enchanting vision. The young man immediately thought of two cheerful fairies. He stepped forward and froze at the sound of a twig being crushed beneath his heavy boot. The two fairies stopped spinning immediately. The older one put a finger on her mouth to signal to the other not to make a sound. She slowly approached the bush, but Ettrick had already run away. Blushing with confusion, he turned around, but his horse had also approached, either to understand what had interested his master, or attracted by the sweet laughter. As the animal’s hoof crushed the Scotsman’s foot, the victim let forth a flow of expletives that would have made his poor mother pale with dread. Cursing the mount for seemingly mocking his misadventure, he aggressively grabbed the reins and led him forward to meet the girls.

The lassie hid her mouth with her hands to stifle her amusement, but she couldn’t resist for long. He plunged his pupils into her doe-like eyes and admired her charming, half-hidden smile. The young lady was living proof of zest for life, and her aura seemed to affect all who approached her. The smile fell from her lips as confusion appeared to overcome her. It was probably indecent to hold a look so insistently, but to Ettrick it felt as though he were being swept away by some sort of magic. He didn’t know how long he’d been drowning in her gaze, but it was clear he had eyes only for her.

Their visual contact was broken when the stranger lowered his head to the ground, where the smaller girl was standing: a child in whom the Highlander saw nothing definite because the beauty of the older lassie was overshadowing everything else.

“Please forgive my intrusion,” young McKeyll stammered, realizing he’d interrupted them.

“There’s no need to apologize,” the lassie replied, taking the little girl’s hand. “We were on our way home anyway.”

Feeling that their moment of separation was imminent, he quickly pulled himself together.

“My name’s Ettrick.”

“Pleased to meet ye. I’m Elinor and this is Liùsaidh, my little sister.”

He gave her a wide grin, still unable to turn away from her eyes. He then continued more seriously.

“The roads aren’t safe anymore. Ye should exercise caution. Perhaps even—”

Ettrick wanted to offer his help and accompany them to their home, but he couldn’t find the right words. Then, as if his horse had understood, he nudged his rider forward with his head to push him out of the bush that half concealed him. Now that he was visible from head to toe, the lassie turned her attention to the color of this stranger’s tartan. Green and blue, all cleverly combined in a grid. There was no doubt about it.

Elinor’s face changed dramatically. Her sweetness gave way to a cold expression. She took a step backward, hiding little Liùsaidh behind the fabric of her dress.

“We dinna need any help, thank ye. Especially from a McKeyll,” she added dismissively.

Ettrick glanced at his tartan before understanding that Elinor and his sister inevitably belonged to an enemy clan. He didn’t have time to ask any more questions because the two girls had disappeared.
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In the woods, toward Soil Castle

Elinor McSoillse and her sister were making rapid progress through the forest. They both knew the area perfectly well having walked through it often. Soon their clan’s castle was in sight. Above all, the lassie wanted to put as much distance as possible between themselves and the cursed McKeyll. As charming as Ettrick was with his light blue eyes, she mustn’t get distracted.

Her forced march set a steady pace for little Liùsaidh, who nevertheless let herself be guided without protest. The child had never understood where such hostility among Scottish clans had come from. All she’d noticed from the encounter was the bonnie chestnut horse that had seemed as expressive as a human being.

After passing through the gates of the estate, a young boy, about ten years old, advanced to meet them. He had thick brown hair, an aquiline nose, and eyes as green as those of his father, Claymore McSoillse.

“Da and Uncle Gordon would like to see ye,” he said gravely. “In fact, they both want to see all of us.”

“Is it bad news?” Elinor asked, intrigued, without taking her eyes away from those of her cousin.

“I think they want to talk about the changes due to this war against the cursed Sassenach.”

The lassie pressed her lips together anxiously. She’d never given much thought to politics, but the situation would inevitably call for upheavals, and she was curious to know what they might be.

The three young people crossed the courtyard and entered the castle. The stone walls provided a very welcome sense of security. They saw very few people on the way. Most of the residents were gathered in the large reception hall.

Claymore McSoillse was seated next to his wife, while his brother, Gordon, stood by his side. The fraternal support that bound them radiated throughout the room. Even if fatigue from their last battle had weakened them physically, the two brothers still gave the impression of being able to dissuade any opponent with a single sharp look.

Seeing that his son had found his nieces, the laird spoke up.

“Our situation has changed. I’m asking all of ye to exercise caution outside these walls. Our enemies are prowling around, happy to have pushed us back. I’m your laird, and ye’ve pledged allegiance to me. In return, I promised to protect ye. I’ll maintain my commitment no matter what it costs.”

He looked around the room, pausing before continuing.

“But I repeat. We’re no longer safe on our land. The English army, now led by General George Monck, who supports Cromwell, has been crisscrossing Scotland wi’ one purpose in mind. To conquer us. These bandits in red uniforms pillage and steal. According to what we’ve heard, Monck intends to establish garrisons in our cities to gain more control over us. The independence of our country is well and truly over.”

Sighing, he clenched his fists and closed his eyes for a moment.

“We’re living in very dark times, my friends.”

Gordon made a furious gesture.

“If all Scots were united, we could finally drive the English out of our lands!”

Claymore looked up at him and smiled sadly.

“Ye’re right, brother, but old grudges persevere.”

Elinor frowned as she thought back to her meeting with the bewitching young man. Due to a rivalry she knew nothing about and had never been interested in, she’d fled like a thief before the handsome Apollo. If he’d been from a completely different clan, she probably would have struck up a conversation with him. They might even have walked part of the way together. She sighed deeply as she listened to the end of her uncle’s speech. He repeated his instructions about safety. The young woman found them unfair. She was already prohibited from wandering too far away due to rival clans, and now she was even more restricted due to these cursed Sassenach who were prowling everywhere! Without a sound, she returned to the courtyard and sat on the old stone steps of her ancestral home. Her father joined her a few minutes later.

“Darling, did ye understand your uncle’s speech?”

“I’m no’ stupid,” she replied, shrugging her shoulders.

“Ach! I ken, mo ghràidh, but Claymore’s right. This is a very sad time, and we’re only at the beginning of it.”

“Da, I appreciate what ye said earlier about the clans.”

“Ach, it’s just empty talk. Highlanders will never get along wi’ each other. It’s the way things have been for a long time.”

His daughter was about to ask him why they were enemies with the McKeylls, but Liùsaidh came running toward them just at that moment and threw herself into her father’s arms. Ever since his return, she took every opportunity she could to snuggle up to him. What she couldn’t express in words, she showed in tender gestures. He stroked her golden-hued hair as he addressed her.

“I’m counting on ye, too, darling, no’ to venture outside the castle grounds,” he said softly.

The little girl nodded in agreement, raising her large, blue eyes to her father. In any case, she never left her sister’s side. Only an exceptional event would make her want to frolic outside the walls of the old building.
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In the woods, toward Keyll Castle

Losing sight of the girl who’d been accompanied by a child, Ettrick McKeyll sighed. He turned to his horse to take up the reins once again.

“Well boy, I doubt we’ll see that bonnie lass again.”

The steed nodded vigorously. You could almost swear it was laughing.

“Dinna make fun of me, ye damn nag!” the warrior swore before climbing back into the saddle.

He pressed the horse’s flanks with his heels to move him forward.

“Come on! A wee bit more courage, Beò[8],” he added in a softened voice. “We’ll be home soon.”

The chestnut stallion and his rider advanced at a trot. The sky was hinting at a fine rain as the leagues[9] swept by. Ettrick felt chilled. He was in a hurry to be warmed by a good fire. When they arrived in sight of the 14th-century fortress clinging to its rocky outcrop, the warrior’s lips widened into a grin.

Keyll Castle overlooked a majestic loch in which Ettrick liked to swim whenever he was there, even though the water was sometimes glacial. Surrounded by green meadows, the place hadn’t changed. The sun suddenly reappeared, surrounding the house with a halo of light. The Highlander, his heart full of happiness because he’d thought he’d never see the family estate again, hurried his horse, which didn’t need to be told twice. The brave animal was exhausted but lengthened its stride over the rocky slope eager to return to the cozy nest of the stables.

As they approached, the silhouette of a tall guard appeared at the top of the ramparts.

“Who goes there?” the man shouted in a not very commanding voice.

Suddenly, the individual recognized the newcomer, who didn’t need to answer.

“Open up! Ettrick’s back!” the blond giant ordered.

The door creaked open slowly, and young McKeyll entered his home. Once inside, a crowd of men, women, and children rushed at him. Everyone wanted to touch him, as if doubting his appearance. The Scotsman smiled as he shook hands and jumped off his horse. He entrusted his steed to the groom, asking him to take great care of it because the animal deserved some pampering after all their adventures. The horse nodded. The cheers for his rider interested him much less than a nice bale of hay. The groom immediately led Beò away by the reins.

The blond giant on duty at the top of the ramparts descended the stairs to join his lifelong friend. With a wide sweep of his arm and a burst of laughter, he pressed the newcomer against his powerful chest. The two companions hadn’t seen each other for months because Ainsley had been asked to accompany Ettrick’s brother back to the castle when the latter had been seriously injured in the leg.

“Ah, mo charaid[10], if ye only kent how happy I am to see ye back wi’ us!”

“Aye, my good fellow. Me too! Tell me, how’s my brother?”

The tall blond man’s smile faded immediately.

“Dermid’s recovering slowly, but his leg’s no’ our only concern.”

Ettrick arched a querying eyebrow but didn’t have time to question his friend any further because at that precise moment the courtyard was silent.

Dermid had just appeared at the top of the steps leading to the main entrance.

The man looked exactly like his twin brother. However, there was a noticeable difference between the two. Apart from his cane, which had accompanied him everywhere ever since his return, Dermid displayed a stern look that contrasted with Ettrick’s. His lips were pursed and his gaze steel. One might almost think he wasn’t thrilled to see his sibling.

Nevertheless, after a few seconds, he opened his arms wide and cried out, “Welcome home, brother!”

Ettrick didn’t answer right away. Their eyes met, and the rivalry that had existed between them ever since their childhood sparkled in their pupils. Ettrick had gotten past their discord a long time ago, but his junior of a few minutes had not. The young man climbed up the steps and the twins hugged each other. A grin appeared on Dermid’s face as he held Ettrick against him.

“Well, brother, here ye are in good health!” he said between clenched teeth.

Ettrick broke from his twin’s grip and smiled.

“Aye, thank God. And ye? How are ye?”

The other glared at him, annoyed.

“I’m a cripple.”

“Dinna say that, mo bhràthair[11]. Ye ken ye’re still robust.”

“D’ye think so?” Dermid wondered.

He looked at him with scorn, and Ettrick wondered if his sibling resented him for not being hurt at all. Yet, in no way was Dermid’s talent as a warrior called into question. The latter suddenly changed his face into one of impassivity.

“Let’s go back down. Ye must be exhausted after your long journey.”

The men entered the castle and walked through various corridors slowly at the disabled twin’s pace before reaching a large reception hall. The tapestries on the walls lent a warm atmosphere to the estate. An emblem containing a tree—the symbol of the McKeyll clan—could be found in a number of places. Everything seemed to match Ettrick’s memories of how it had been before he’d left. His heart sank for a moment at the thought that their entire lives could change due to the defeat they’d just suffered against the English.

A pretty, middle-aged woman rose from her chair and walked over to the young men. Her long brown hair framed her soft, graceful face harmoniously and even though her dark eyes had nothing in common with her sons’ blue ones, the resemblance was more than obvious. Without any hesitation whatsoever, she took Ettrick into her arms, trembling slightly. Her relief was palpable. Now that her two boys were reunited, she felt whole again.

She stepped back slightly and brought a hand up to her elder son’s cheek.

“The two men in my life have returned to me,” she said before meeting Dermid’s eyes. “I couldna be happier.”

The younger son quickly looked away from his mother. He didn’t understand how the situation could possibly be enjoyable. Having lost the war, he felt his pain constantly gnawing at him. In his opinion, it was a sad situation.

Ettrick took a few hours to rest from his long ride, cool off, and change before joining the rest of his family for the evening meal. One of the last to take his seat at the main table, he sat in a vacant chair to the right of his mother, Aileen McKeyll, mistress of the estate. To her left sat a visibly upset Dermid. Their friend Ainsley, seated nearby, quickly began a conversation to find out what they’d missed during the final days of combat in Worcester.

“How did we lose the battle? I thought we outnumbered them!”

Ettrick took some time to reflect before answering.

“It was probably due to a lack of unity. We were divided into several clans, and some were perhaps too busy quarreling to stand united against the English enemy.”

He suddenly thought of Elinor, the young lassie who undoubtedly belonged to a rival clan.

“So what d’ye suggest, brother? D’ye really believe that one day all Scots will unite under one banner?” Dermid asked, pulling his elder out of his reverie.

“It’s true. I find it difficult to imagine us fraternizing wi’ McDonalds or McSoillses!” Ainsley exclaimed with a loud laugh. “By the way, what happened to our former King Charles II?”

“As far as I ken, he managed to escape,” Ettrick revealed. “I imagine he’s crossing the country in an effort to reach France.”

“Really?” Aileen exclaimed.

“He has family there. We shouldna forget that he’s the cousin of the King of France, Louis XIV. He’ll need to be careful though. More than £1,000 has been put on his head.”

“I very much doubt that one of ours will deliver him,” Ainsley assured him confidently, “but he’ll still need to be cunning. Charles II is so tall he isn’t the kind of person ye could disguise as an innocent wee lassie!”[12]

They all laughed as they imagined their former ruler dressed in feminine attire to deceive the enemy. Only Dermid remained silent.

“I wish I’d been by your side until the end,” the tall blond man admitted bitterly, twirling his glass between his fingers.

“What d’ye want, Ainsley?” Dermid interrupted with a sullen look. “Apologies from me for almost losing my leg?”

“That’s no’ what I said.”

“If I’d had my say, I’d have stayed wi’ my brothers in arms!” the disabled man continued passionately. “But we mustna challenge my brother’s orders. He’s older than me by only a handful of minutes.”

“Ye dinna ken what ye’re saying,” Ettrick cut in, “or the state ye were in. Coming back here was the best decision.”

The truth Ettrick had never confessed was that he’d felt he was reliving their father’s death. A few years earlier, during their attempts to return a Stuart monarch to the throne, James McKeyll had fallen in a battle he’d been fighting alongside his sons. Unable to accept the loss of another member of his family, Ettrick had asked his best friend to take care of his younger brother by forcibly taking him back to the Highlands.

“And of course, it didna occur to ye that this long ride could worsen my injury, causing me to become the cripple I am today!”

“That’s enough!” Aileen exclaimed firmly to calm the storm between her two sons. “I dinna want to hear any more about it!”

Dermid let go of his cutlery and leaned angrily against his backrest as Ettrick took his mother’s hand to appease her.

Because her hand was shaking, Ettrick squeezed her fingers more tightly. Ever since her injured son’s return, Aileen had certainly had to forgive his sullen mood many times over. Long before his injury, Dermid had always had a tendency to get carried away, and although their parents had never made the slightest difference between the two sons, he seemed to believe otherwise. From a very young age, he’d been fiercely jealous of his twin, who’d tried to convince him otherwise, but to no avail. As they’d gotten older, women had become even more of a source of conflict between them. Although their physical resemblance was considerable, their personalities were much too opposite. Women were easily able to differentiate between them and preferred Ettrick, who was much more tender and caring. Obviously, this situation hadn’t helped things for the twins, and their father had had to intervene several times to prevent the two brothers from spilling each others’ blood.
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