







Critical acclaim for

Kathleen Givens

and her epic romantic novel

On a Highland Shore


“An outstanding story! ON A HIGHLAND SHORE is like watching a grand movie epic unfold…. The story is brilliantly written with characters so real and scenery so vivid, you feel like you’re standing in the middle of each battlefield…. A masterpiece.”

—Freshfiction.com

“Breathtaking and absorbing…. An adventure, a romance, a historical of epic proportions.”

—Marsha Canham, award-winning

author of The Pride of Lions

“The Scottish Highlands have rarely been more inviting.”

—Dallas Morning News

“Givens brings the rugged, beautiful historic Highlands to life in a grand and sweeping adventure.”

—Romantic Times

“Adeptly intertwin[es] history with romance…. The chemistry crackles….”

—Publishers Weekly

“Powerful…full-bodied historical fiction.”

—Forums America













	[image: logo]
	A Pocket Star Book published by

POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2006 by Kathleen Givens

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-6153-8
ISBN-10: 1-4165-6153-6

POCKET STAR BOOKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com






This book is dedicated to

Maggie Crawford, Aaron Priest, and Lucy Childs,

for their unflagging support,

and to

Gavin, John, Kate, Kerry, Michael,

Mikayla, Patty, and Baby C,

who are there in sunshine and in shadow,

and to

Russ, always and forever my love






For death and life, in ceaseless strife,

Beat wild on this world’s shore,

And all our calm is in that balm—

Not lost but gone before.

Caroline Elizabeth Sarah Norton





[image: map]





Prologue



LAMMAS NIGHT AT THE EDGE OF THE WORLD

AUGUST 1254

The sky was still blue this August evening, the gray sides of the towering mountain peaks of western Scotland were still lit by the sun, but the long day was at last ending. To the east the light was fading in the deep glens and forests, the wind sighing through the branches, lifting drops of water from the tumbling streams onto nearby ferns, where they would linger through the short summer night. The sun moved ever downward in the west, changing the sea from blue to molten silver, and the cobalt of the offshore islands to a muted gray. Waves hurried to claim the shingle, lacy white foam flying from their crests to join with the descending evening.

The young girl who hurried up the headland saw none of it; she saw only the old woman ahead of her moving steadily away, and she increased her speed anxiously. Seals lifted their heads from the water and shore-birds dipped down to get a closer look at the two figures below. But the young girl did not look.

She wanted to see the future.

She was a beautiful child, with long bones and glossy dark hair that waved around her oval face and framed her blue eyes and even features. But it was her determination that one saw, the glint of steel showing in those lovely eyes, usually hidden under a layer of courtesy and training, but now, unwatched except by the creatures of sea and air, her jaw was set and her gaze unfaltering.

She thought of herself as Scottish, but in truth her blood was mixed. She’d been formed by fiery Picts, ancient Caledonians, and ferocious Norsemen on her father’s side, triumphant Normans and passionate Celts on her mother’s. She knew of their intermingled histories, had heard the stories of the old days and the battles for dominance, of foes who had come from the south and from the sea, of courageous people who had held the Romans at bay and fought off the Vikings. But all that was in the past, and she gave it little thought. It was what was to come that interested her now, and only the old woman could help her to see it.

She’d seen much already this evening, had watched as the rituals of Lammas Night, the first of the harvest festivals, were carried out, the storing of the seed corn and the ceremonial lighting of the bonfire that illuminated the sky. She’d watched the clanspeople her father led devour the Lammas feast and had tasted the Mass Loaf, made from the first flour ground after the harvest. And after the meal, when many of the others were worse for drink, or lost in the wonderful music, she’d watched her father clasp the hand of his latest mistress and slide from the hall. And watched her mother’s eyes darken as she saw them go.

She’d seen her younger brother Rignor let an innocent servant take the blame for the cup he’d spilled and no one chide him for it, though both her parents had seen the incident. But why should she expect otherwise when she’d seen the same kind of thing repeated all of his life? She’d seen Dagmar, from the next village, only a few years older, but much wiser in the ways of the flesh, rearrange her skirts and flash a smile to the man she’d just entertained in the gardens.

She’d watched the priest bless the harvest and pray over the seeds that would be stored during the long winter. And, standing at the priest’s side, enthralled, she’d watched while the old woman read palms and predicted the future, her tone solemn and accent foreign. The priest had frowned, but he’d listened as intently as the others. The old woman had predicted a good harvest for this year, and a new child for the girl’s parents—hardly surprising considering her mother’s swollen middle. But she’d told the girl nothing.

The girl already knew much of what lay ahead for her. She was the oldest child of the laird of Somerstrath and she knew her duty. She’d been betrothed to Lachlan Ross since early childhood and knew that eventually she would leave Somerstrath and live her life as his wife. But she wanted to know more than that, so she followed the old woman up this headland that faced the west.

There the woman paused, at the edge of the world, looking across the water, holding the golden star she wore around her neck between her long bony fingers. She turned when the child joined her. “You’ve come for a reading?”

The girl thrust her hand forward. “Please, if ye would, madam.”

The woman’s expression softened. She’d half hoped she could leave without the girl’s noticing, but was not surprised that the girl had followed her. Now there was no hope for it but to warn her. Margaret MacDonald’s life would not be peaceful. She, like her country, would be gravely tested in the years ahead. Scotland, the woman was sure, would survive, despite the forces that would threaten it and the challenges young King Alexander III would face. Margaret MacDonald would come of age in the midst of it all. The old woman sighed. How to tell an innocent what lay ahead? The old woman took the girl’s hand, studying her palm for so long that the child shifted her weight impatiently.

“You are well named,” the old woman said, looking up at last.

Margaret smiled, not sure what that meant, and the woman laughed gently.

“Look,” she said, holding Margaret’s palm between them. “This is your heart line and this your life line.” She looked into the girl’s eyes. “You will face dragons.”

Margaret’s smile was strained now. Dragons, she thought. Father had been right; there was no magic here, just an old woman hired for entertainment.

“You don’t believe me,” the woman said, leaning back and giving the girl an appraising look. “Do you know who St. Margaret was?”

“Oh, aye,” Margaret said. “She was the queen of Scotland, King Malcolm’s wife. I’m named after her. She wasn’t a saint then, but…” She stopped as the woman shook her head.

“Not her, child. The first St. Margaret. Do you know her story?”

“No.”

“Ah. Well, you should. St. Margaret was a beautiful young girl, not unlike you. She lived in Antioch, a long way from Scotland.”

“Is that where ye’re from, Antioch?”

The woman’s gaze grew distant for the fleetest of moments. “No, child, but closer to Antioch than to here. Someday perhaps you’ll hear my story, but not today. I will tell you of my life when next we meet. For, Margaret, I do think we shall meet again.” She smiled, her gaze now sharp and tone brisk. “As St. Margaret grew older all admired her beauty, and she caught the eye of a Roman prefect, who wanted to marry her. When she refused, he threw her into a dungeon and left her to die. But she did not die.”

“What happened?”

“The devil came to her, offering her freedom for her soul.”

“But she dinna take it,” Margaret said.

“No, of course not. The devil was so incensed that he turned himself into a dragon and ate her alive.”

“Then how did she not die?”

The woman’s smile widened. “She did what every self-respecting saint does, Margaret of Somerstrath. She held up the cross of Christ, and the dragon spit her out and died himself.”

Margaret slumped, disappointed. She was quite sure no Roman prefect would seek her hand in marriage, that no dragon would threaten her.

“Look,” said the woman, tracing a finger down the girl’s lifeline. “See this break? You’ll be torn from your home, and you’ll face dragons. If you choose the right partner, you’ll slay them together. And together find the love of legends.”

“And if I dinna choose the right partner? What then?”

“You’ll perish.”

Margaret fought against the sudden chill that claimed her and forced herself to look into the woman’s eyes. “I dinna believe any of that.”

The woman laughed, the sound chilling Margaret even more.

“We do not choose what God sends us, child, any more than we choose our own names. Margaret you are, and Margaret you will be, and your life will be formed by that. You will face dragons. You need to prepare yourself for it.” She started away, her progress surprisingly rapid for one so aged.

Margaret watched for a moment, torn between disappointment and curiosity, then ran after her. “But how will I ken the right partner? How will I ken it’s him?”

The old woman stopped. “You will know him. He will be unlike any other man you’ve known. He will be golden. He will bring life after death.”

“But how will I ken?”

“Listen. There is a voice within each of us. Listen to it.”

“What will happen to me?”

“Before you leave this earth, Margaret MacDonald, you will see the birth of a people formed from many peoples, made of steel and fire and magic and mist, a people who will travel the world and change it forever.”

“But how…?”

“I can tell ye nothing more. Go home, child. The darkness is coming.”








One



JUNE 1263

AN ISLAND OFF SCOTLAND’S SHORE

The dawn breezes stroked the water as the Norseman helped lay his father’s body next to the mast of the longship. The first rays of the sun were reclaiming the island, but he did not turn to see the treeless landscape behind him, nor at the people who lined the shingle. He did not want to see their grief-ravaged faces. He felt no grief.

His father had been an old man; it was time for him to die. The Norseman had waited years for this day, when he would at last rule over this island, would lead its people into the future. Into glory.

Soon the pretense would be over. In the days since the old man’s death, the Norseman had ignored the mutters of the people, their comments that it was passing strange that Thorfinn, the dutiful eldest son, was not here to bury his father. The Norseman had said nothing in reply, not even when he’d seen his younger brother Ander’s glowering expression, and knew what Ander suspected. He’d kept his silence, and Ander had retreated, as Ander always did. And at last the people had agreed that, even in Thorfinn’s absence, his father must be buried.

The funeral would be just as the old warrior had requested. Nothing had been overlooked. The Norseman had seen to every detail, had watched the old man’s ship being readied, had packed the base of the hull himself the night before. He’d overseen the preparations for the feast to celebrate his father’s life that he would host this evening in his father’s longhouse. And then stay, sleeping in his father’s bed, a symbol of the transfer of command. It was time. The last few years had been lean, the harvests poor, the winters overlong. All that would change under his leadership. Tonight, when the people were sated with food and ale and wine, when all the words praising his father had been said, he would tell them of his plans for the future. And none would gainsay him.

They worked in silence, he and Ander and Ander’s young son Drason, filling the rest of the hull with tightly packed peat and sticks, covering his father’s body and the base of the mast with the mixture so that no wool from his cloak showed through, no glint from the sword and axe that lay at his side could answer the sun’s greetings. They placed the oars against the mast to help speed the flames, raised the red sail, and climbed from the ship.

The priest spoke then, his prayers and the responses of the people flowing out over the harbor accompanied by the waves lapping at the shore. But the Norseman did not hear them, listening instead to his own thoughts. He clenched his fist tightly and endured the priest’s ceremony, giving the correct responses when necessary, nodding when appropriate. He kept his eyes lowered, as though overcome by emotion, thinking of what the people saw as they watched him. His bright hair would catch the sun, his eyes, a brilliant blue, would be sorrowful. He was tall and strong, his shoulders wide, his courage and daring well-known. And no one knew his thoughts.

At the end of the service the priest blessed the dragonship as if it were a vessel of God’s, and the man whose body lay upon it as if he were a hero. The people wiped tears away, talking quietly to each other, saying that it was a fit burial for an old Viking. The Norseman thought otherwise. His father had been a failure in life and now in death. Instead of leading his people to prosperity and glory, he’d been content to keep things as they were. Instead of dying in battle, he’d died in his sleep. There would be no Valhalla for him, only this histrionic and unnecessary sacrifice of a good ship, burnt for an old man’s vanity.

But even that sacrifice had been well utilized, for in the hull of the ship was the body of his elder brother, Thorfinn.

He’d had to remove Thorfinn. His brother was the eldest and would have succeeded their father. And would have kept things as they were, which could not continue. He’d had no choice, he told himself as he helped Ander and the village men ease the ship into the water, stepping back as the sea claimed it.

“Your father is with God now,” the priest said.

Ander thanked the priest, then turned to talk to others. The Norseman did not answer, simply nodded.

With a concerned expression, the priest placed a hand on the Norseman’s shoulder. “I know this is a difficult day for you.”

The Norseman did not answer, but opened his hand slowly, showing the priest the dagger that had been clenched in his fist. The blade had split his palm.

“My son!” the priest whispered. “You have blood on your hand!”

The Norseman smiled. He pressed his hands together, smearing the blood across both of them, then opened them and showed the priest. Blood on his hands. He looked into the cleric’s eyes, saw them widen, and tried not to smile.

“Thank you, Father,” he said, then moved to join Ander.

The priest looked after him, fear in his eyes.

When the ship began to move on its own, they tossed flaming torches into it and watched it glide, borne on the ebbing tide, toward the mouth of the harbor. The fire caught quickly, orange flames leaping from the belly of the ship and flaring up the mast, turning the water around it amber. The canvas of the sail, even oiled as it was, lifted itself out of the reach of the flames and hurried the longship westward, toward the open sea.

Ander leaned close, his whisper harsh. “I know that you killed Thorfinn.”

The Norseman met his brother’s gaze for a moment, then lay a steady hand on Ander’s arm. “It is time for change. Be part of it, and you will prosper. Fight me and…” He looked from Ander to Ander’s wife Eldrid’s pale and worried face, then to the stripling Drason. Then back to his brother. “Who knows which of us will be the next to die?”

He turned back to the sea then. Ander did the same, but Drason continued to watch his uncle. The Norseman considered all that might mean.

There were gasps from the people when the ship paused at the edge of the harbor. The sail burst into flames and the blazing vessel turned, silhouetting the proud profile of the dragon prow, as if to bid them one last farewell. And then turned again, to face the dark water beyond. The Norseman blinked, squinting as the sun suddenly danced on the water, gleaming so brightly that he had to turn away. When he looked back, the harbor was blue once again, the sea beyond cobalt. And empty. He stared at the horizon, his heart thundering in his chest.

It was a sign, an omen. He’d been right to be so bold. His plan would work.

SOMERSTRATH, ROSS

WESTERN SHORE OF SCOTLAND

JUNE 1263

Margaret MacDonald raised her face to the sun and leaned back against a stand of rocks on the shingled beach, sighing with contentment. She was blissfully warm. The dark winter had been overlong, the spring wet, the summer late in arriving. The breeze caressed her face, the water softly lapped at the shore, and the rock was smooth behind her. Crisp white clouds scudded overhead in a brilliantly blue sky. On the shingle below, the water slid onto the rocks, then retreated with a soft hiss. And at her side her best friend Fiona leaned forward, arms wrapped around her knees, looking out to sea.

The peace would not last. Soon her sister Nell would arrive, bringing their four younger brothers—and chaos—with her. There was no escaping it; their mother, who had already borne ten children and was now heavy with the eleventh, expected Margaret, the eldest of the seven who had survived, to bear a sizable portion of the child-watching duties. Most of Margaret’s days were filled with caring for her younger siblings. Nell, at twelve, was a help, but the boys, aged four to ten, were always into something, and it took most of Margaret and Nell’s attention just to keep them safe. She’d hurried on ahead of them to have these few quiet moments with Fiona, leaving Nell to watch the boys linger over every interesting rock, which they would then climb or examine. Or throw.

This might, she realized, be the only calm moment she would have before her wedding, certainly one of the only times she and Fiona would have a chance to talk alone before she left. Next month she would marry Lachlan Ross, and her life would change forever. She’d leave Somerstrath, and her old self behind as well. No longer would she be one more of Somerstrath’s children; she’d be the wife of a cousin of the king, the wife of a wealthy and handsome man.

She’d been a babe in arms and Lachlan just a few years older when their fathers made the marriage contract allying the Rosses and MacDonalds yet again. The betrothal was as much a part of her as the color of her hair, and as unchangeable: the contract could not be undone except by the king. Which was as well, for she was eager to marry, anxious to leave childhood and this small stronghold on the western shore. And eager to discover what life as a married woman might mean. Lachlan had always been pleasant to her, but recently she’d seen the gleam in his eyes when he looked at her. She knew he found her pleasing, which pleased her as well. She slanted a look at Fiona.

“I canna believe I’ll be gone soon,” she said. “Three weeks is all that’s left.”

Fiona tossed her light brown hair over her shoulder. “Lucky ye, marrying and leaving all of us behind. Ye’ll have yer own household full of servants, never lift a finger again. And ye’ll go to court and make new friends and replace me in a fortnight. D’ye ken how fortunate ye are?”

Margaret looked at her in surprise. There was a note of envy in Fiona’s voice she’d never heard before. She felt a twinge of guilt. Life must seem very unfair to Fiona, whose father was a weaver, respected, but far from wealthy. Margaret’s father was the laird of the clan, a landowner, a rich and prominent man in western Scotland, her mother the sister of William, the Earl of Ross. Fiona had never been farther from her home than the next clan and, if her father had any say in it, would soon marry one of the Somerstrath villagers and spend the rest of her life within a stone’s throw of her birthplace. Margaret had already been to King Alexander III’s court twice, and would soon live there, at the center of everything. She’d been taught sums and could read and write in Latin, French, and Gaelic. Fiona could count on her fingers, but never learned to read or write. For most of their lives these differences had never mattered, but now her life and Fiona’s would diverge sharply, never again to merge.

“I do ken how fortunate I am,” she said quietly. “And I’ll miss ye. Ye could never be replaced.”

Fiona said with a wry smile. “Thank ye for that.”

“I wish ye could come with me.” Margaret leaned forward, wondering why she’d not thought of it before. “Perhaps ye could, Fi! I’ll have no one with me from here.”

“What would I be, yer lady’s maid, help ye dress?” Fiona’s tone was brittle.

“Ye could be my companion!” Margaret cried. “It would be so nice to have ye there. Surely Lachlan wouldna mind having ye along.”

Fiona gave a short laugh. “Would that no’ be something?”

“Perhaps we could even find ye a husband among Lachlan’s men so we’d be together always!”

“I’m in no hurry for a husband.”

Margaret nodded thoughtfully. Fiona’s choices were few—the handful of unmarried young men, or the widowers with children—none inspiring. Unless she was successful in bringing Fiona with her, Fiona would eventually marry one of the local lads and live a life just like her mother’s, a life of hard work and repetitious tasks. And the terror of childbirth, which had taken Fi’s mother, and which threatened every woman. Margaret was suddenly filled with determination to change Fiona’s fate.

“I’ll talk to Mother about ye coming with me,” she said fiercely.

Fiona shook her head morosely. “She willna agree. She’s asked me to help with the others after ye’re gone.”

“There are others who can do that. I’ll talk to her. Think of it, Fi! Ye and I among all those English ladies.”

Fiona’s eyes widened. “English ladies! Are ye going to England, too?”

Margaret paused before answering. She’d met the players at court, knew their histories and those of their families, often back several generations. But Fiona had been isolated here at Somerstrath and knew none of that.

“Our Queen Margaret,” she said, “is the daughter of King Henry of England. When she came to Scotland to marry our King Alexander, she brought many of her ladies, and many of their husbands. Almost half the court is English now, or has strong ties to England. They all speak French, of course.”

Fiona nodded, as though she’d already known that. “Of course.”

“So ye’ll have to learn French, too,” Margaret said. “And we’ll have to get ye all new gowns!”

“Like yers?”

There was that note of envy again. Margaret looked at her finely tooled leather shoes with their painted designs, discarded now in the sand, then at Fiona’s bare feet. Their clothing showed the differences in their stations as well, Margaret’s soft linen and wool in stark contrast to Fiona’s coarsely woven gown. The weaver’s daughter wore his mistakes; the laird’s daughter his finest work.

“As my companion ye’d have to dress well. And our hair! Wait until ye see how everaone wears their hair. Ye’ll be unwed, so ye could wear yer hair loose. I will talk with Mother about ye coming with me.”

“Not yet. Wait until yer parents are no’ so angry with Rignor.”

Margaret sighed. “Aye.”

Her brother Rignor, only two years younger than she, often needed to be watched more closely than the little ones. His wild antics and volatile temper had earned their parents’ disapproval often enough, more so recently. Her father often loudly despaired of him; her mother said he just needed a few more years.

“Is he still saying he’s going to marry Dagmar?” Fiona asked.

“Oh, aye, the fool. As though he’ll be allowed to.”

“Yer father canna be pleased with that, and who can blame him? She’s naught but the daughter of yer da’s tacksman from the next glen, willing to lift her skirts for any man.”

Margaret nodded, remembering all the times she’d watched Dagmar lure a man to a quiet corner, returning shortly with her clothing askew and her smile smug.

“Dagmar’s hardly a suitable wife for the heir of Somerstrath,” Fiona said crisply. “Can ye imagine her as the lady of Somerstrath?”

“How would we ken who fathered her children?”

“Someone should tell Dagmar she’d best set her sights elsewhere.”

“Someone has. My mother was quite emphatic.”

Margaret sighed, thinking of her mother’s irritability in the last few months. Surely it was only because of the babe she carried, but Mother, always quick-tempered, had been especially difficult lately, her moods unpredictable, her annoyance with Margaret obvious. And frequent. Margaret couldn’t wait for her wedding. She’d escape Mother’s moods, go to court, and be part of its glittering world. Be the mistress of her own home, which she was determined would be filled with laughter instead of constant strife as Somerstrath was. And she’d have a husband who was both charming and devoted to her.

They turned to other topics, their conversation slowing, then stopping altogether. Margaret closed her eyes, telling herself that she needed to enjoy the sunshine, and after a few moments, she slept.
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“Margaret! Wake up!”

She gasped in surprise and opened her eyes when four-year-old Fergus threw himself atop her with a gleeful cry. She smiled and clasped the little boy to her chest. Nell was right behind him, but the other boys ran down to the water instead, chasing the shore birds into the air with hoots of delight. Fiona laughed and shook her head.

“Ye were asleep, Margaret,” Fergus said. “In the day.”

Margaret laughed. “So I was.”

Nell’s mouth was pursed as she sank next to Margaret. “Mother is in one of her moods. Nothing makes her happy. She’s constantly cross.”

“She’s tired,” Margaret said. “Ye ken what she’s like in the last few weeks. Everything wearies her.”

“I,” Nell intoned, “will never have children.”

Fiona rolled her eyes. Margaret fought a smile and brushed Nell’s light brown hair back over her shoulder. She remembered being twelve, remembered the struggle she’d felt she’d waged to be treated as an adult. Her sister was voluble, quick to love, quick to anger, quick to forgive. Impatient. Headstrong. And the most loyal ally Margaret could imagine. They were very close. She told Nell things she wouldn’t even tell Fiona. She would miss that. As she’d miss the little boy curling now against her, the smell of sunshine and earth in his hair. She smiled at Nell. “No children? Not even if they were like Fergus?”

Nell shook her head and heaved a great sigh. “No, not even then.”

“I get tired, too,” Fergus said, dropping his head to Margaret’s shoulder.

“Of course ye do,” she told him. “We all do.”

“Mother should take a nap,” Fergus said. “Like ye did.”

“She should indeed.”

“Father’s cross as well,” Nell said, “and he’s not even having the child.”

Margaret looked into Nell’s green eyes, seeing her sister’s confusion. Their father was cross because he was worried. The wet weather had prevented the crops from being sown on time; the harvest would be lean. The cattle had found little to eat on the sodden hillsides when at last the men had led them to their summer grazing fields. And their mother was near her term, which always made her father worried and his moods unpredictable. But Nell was too young to realize all that; she would learn the fragile nature of life soon enough. And Margaret’s thoughts were far too serious for such a lovely day.

She rose to her feet, pulling her brother up with her. “We’re not cross, are we? The sun is out and we have no work to do right now. We’re happy, Fergus, are we not?”

Fergus laughed. “Aye, Margaret. We’re happy!”

Nell’s expression softened as she reached for the child’s hand. “Come, wee one, let’s go see the lads,” she said and led him down to the water, where the other boys were running out on the sand, then darting back as the waves tumbled in.

“Och, will ye look at them?” Margaret said, half-exasperated, half-entertained as her brothers, drenched to the knees, ran back from the water. She should tell them to be careful. But it was summer, the day was lovely, and this was one of her last days with them. “Remember being that age?” she asked Fiona. “When a summer was an eternity and we thought life would always be like that?”

Fiona looked wistful for a moment. “I do. We thought nothing would change, didn’t we? But we were wrong.” She stood, then, her tone brisk again. “I wish I could stay, but I’d best get back before Father misses me. Come down after yer meal, aye?”

“I will,” Margaret said, then watched her friend head back to the village. She would convince her parents to let Fiona come with her and never hear that note of envy in her friend’s voice again.

She joined Nell and the boys then, dancing with the water and laughing, lunging forward, then hanging back to let the waves catch a foot or a dangling skirt. Overhead the birds joined the game, calling to each other, as though they, too, were savoring this hour. After a while Margaret stood back with Fergus while the others continued playing. The day was cooling; clouds were moving toward the sun. Farther down the beach something bobbed in the water, now visible, now hidden, finally tossed onto the sand by the waves. The boys, weary of their game, ran to see what it was. Davey reached it first and let out a shout.

“Look!” he cried, bending over it again.

Nell, just a few feet behind him, screamed and backed away. “Margaret!”

Margaret hoisted Fergus onto her hip. “What is it?”

“A head!” Davey cried, waving Ewan and Cawley toward him.

Fergus turned to stare at Margaret.

“It’s probably just a clump of seaweed,” Margaret told him as she started forward, “or a seal’s head, or their idea of something funny to tell us.” But when she saw what had washed ashore, she stopped laughing.

Davey was right. It was indeed a man’s head, long blond hair still attached to the skull. He appeared to be in his middle years, his face broad with flat cheekbones and lips drawn back in a grimace. Skin still clung to his cheeks. Which meant he’d died recently and probably not far from here.

Margaret’s stomach heaved, but five young faces watched her, their eyes wide with fear. She pushed aside her sudden sense of foreboding and took a deep breath. “Poor soul,” she said, keeping her tone calm and trying to still her heart.

“How did it get here?” Davey asked.

Margaret looked across the water, half-expecting to see more heads bobbing in the waves, but the sea was empty. “Perhaps a ship got caught in a storm. Remember how hard the wind blew last night? Perhaps he fell off the ship.”

“And the wind cut off his head?” Nell asked.

Margaret frowned at her.

“Maybe a monster ate him!” Davey cried.

“Or there’s a war!” Ewan said.

“It’s probably nothing so dreadful,” Margaret said. “There are no monsters. And Father will ken if there’s a war.”

“We should take it to him!” Davey said. The younger boys echoed his words.

“I’m not carrying it!” Nell cried, stepping backward.

“None of us are,” Margaret said. “We’ll push it higher, away from the water, and tell Father about it.”

She glanced up at the sun, feeling a chill of apprehension. One man had died; it was nothing more. Ewan gave the head a kick, bouncing it away from the water.

“Leave it!” she snapped. “Let’s go home.”
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Margaret herded her charges before her across the low hills of rock that separated the beach they’d played on from their village, relieved when she saw the keep rising starkly above the clansmen’s homes clustered at its base. The four-story unadorned stone structure was neither beautiful nor graceful, but fearsome. Built to protect its own and discourage visitors rather than welcome them, it lay at the heart of Somerstrath, overlooking the houses and the harbor below. Margaret had always thought it ungraceful and bulky, but now it looked beautiful to her. And the sight of the stone walls that enclosed the village, the ones that she’d so often considered confining, she now found comforting.

She began to relax as people waved and called cheerful greetings to the children. Men were returning from the inland fields. Down in the harbor the fishing boats were being unloaded, the men’s laughter drifting up the hill, and near at hand a plume of smoke rose from a cottage and danced on the breeze. She was being absurd. The head that had washed up on the beach was not an omen, not a sign of unrest across the waters or conflict within their borders, not a portent of the future. It was simply the head of some poor unfortunate soul lost at sea, washed ashore at the whim of the tide. Missing his head? She pushed the unsettling thought aside.

She let the others run ahead, waiting alone for Fergus to finish examining the worms he’d found, a battered flower clutched in his hand.

“Come, laddie,” she said, bending over him.

He held up a worm for her inspection. “Look.”

Margaret smiled. Someday she might have a child of her own as wonderful and full of life as this little one and his brothers. “Let’s let the worms live, shall we?” She scooped them back into the hole. “Put him with his friends. Aren’t ye hungry?”

Fergus looked from the worm to Margaret, then nodded and dropped his captive into the hole. She brushed him off as best she could, then took his hand and hurried him through the inland gate, where she collected the others and they made their way to the keep. The boys ran across the courtyard and barreled through the ground-floor storeroom that doubled as the guardhouse, then, punching each other, scrambled up the spiral stairway to the passageway that led to the great hall. They waited there, for Margaret and Nell and Fergus. She straightened their clothing and tidied their hair, then gestured them into the hall.

This was her favorite room in all of Somerstrath. The hall was not large compared to the structures she’d seen at Stirling and Edinburgh and in the mighty castles now being built in the Norman fashion all over central Scotland, but it was big enough to hold rows of polished pine trestle tables with their well-worn benches. And the stone-hewn fireplace at the end of the room was magnificent enough to grace any castle she’d seen. Her mother had warmed the room with tapestries, and her father had lined the walls with stag’s heads and the occasional boar’s head, which had inspired the boys to invent stories.

Several of her father’s men were gathered in a corner, talking among themselves. Her father and Rignor sat separately at another of the tables. Margaret’s mood sank when she saw their expressions. Father’s color was high, which meant he and Rignor had been arguing again. Father slammed his fist on the table as the boys approached, not even seeing their startled expressions. He leaned forward, glaring at Rignor.

“I am weary of yer excuses and yer complaints,” Father shouted. “Ye should have done it before midday, not ask someone to do it for ye. There is no job too small for the leader of a clan! It’s time ye stopped making yer own life easier and everyone else’s more difficult. Ye’d better start learning how to lead, lad, else I’ll be looking at the younger ones to replace ye when I’m gone.”

“Ye’ll have no say in it when ye’re gone,” Rignor shouted.

Father’s face mottled. “Say that once more, lad, and I’ll see it done.”

Rignor stormed out without sparing his siblings a glance. Father shook his head and stared into the distance while Margaret met Nell’s gaze. Would there ever be peace between her father and brother?

They were alike in so many ways, both tall and dark and powerfully built. Both had quick tempers, but her father’s behavior was usually measured, while Rignor’s was impulsive. Her father put the clan’s needs before his own—most of the time. Rignor rarely did. Her father listened to what he was told, and weighed it. Rignor was exhaustively garrulous and deaf to any comments that did not please him. Rignor rarely pleased his father, but where Rignor was concerned, Father was often unpleasable.

Her father’s expression lightened as he turned to them and pulled Fergus into his lap. “Into the mud again, aye, laddie?”

“Father!” Ewan said. “We found a head!”

Father smiled. “Will ye have to be sharing? Should ye not have six heads amongst ye and not just one?”

Ewan shook his head. “No, no, Da. Really, we found a head on the beach!”

“Found a head? What d’ye mean?”

The boys all talked at once. Father frowned as he listened, then met Margaret’s eyes over their heads. “Get yerselves upstairs now, laddies,” he said when they finished. “Ye too, Nell.”

“Is it a war, Father?” Ewan asked.

Their father shook his head. “I’ve heard nothing of one. Off with ye now.”

Nell sighed as she gathered the boys, her long-suffering glance at Margaret letting her know that Nell resented being told to leave with the children. There was silence in the hall as the sounds of the boys’ excited chatter faded up the stairwell, then Father, his expression darkened, turned to his men.

“Find the head. Bring it to me.” He waited until they’d left, then turned to Margaret. “Tell me again what happened.” He listened silently, with his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes dark, but made no comments.

When at last the men returned with the head, her father unwrapped the bundle and stared at it for several long moments. He touched it only once, to rub a strand of blond hair between his fingers before he pushed it away.

“It’s a Norseman, isn’t it?” Margaret asked.

Father nodded. “Bury it,” he told his captain, then called for his war chieftain and stalked across the hall and out the door, his men in his wake.

Margaret waited, and as expected, Rignor returned, slumping to sit opposite her. He took a deep drink of Father’s whisky.

“What was it the two of ye were arguing about this time?” she asked.

“He says I’m not doing enough to learn how to be a chieftain.”

“Did ye tell him ye’d try harder, Rignor?”

He glowered at her.

“Ye’ve only to try,” she said, leaning forward. “Ye’ll be a good chieftain when the time comes. Just tell him ye’ll try.”

Rignor grunted and rose to his feet. “I’m weary of him always telling me I’m not good enough. And of ye agreeing with him. Some sister ye are, not even defending me. Like when they tell me not to marry Dagmar. Ye dinna help me at all! I’ll not be dissuaded no matter what they say. And dinna tell me I need to look elsewhere, or that we need any more alliances with the Rosses or another clan. I’ve heard it all a’ready. He’s talking about the Comyns now, as if the most powerful family in Scotland would need a marriage with us! I’ll not talk to ye of Dagmar and who I will marry.”

“I wasna going to say anything of it,” she said, and in truth she was not. Her parents had exhausted the subject, telling their oldest son many times of his responsibility to the clan to marry well, that they would never accept Dagmar as his wife.

Nor was Margaret about to say what else she knew, that several attempts at betrothal between Rignor and a desirable match had been quickly terminated by some rash action of Rignor’s. He’d insulted the father of one of the most important MacDonald families, a disaster that had yet to be remedied. And had been found in the bed of a maid of another possible match. Father had tried to make light of it, but the father of the lass under consideration had not. There were no further discussions. Rignor had, like she, been betrothed shortly after birth, and again a few years later, but both lasses had died in childhood. There was talk among the clanspeople that Rignor had been cursed, that he would never have a wife, and there were times that Margaret wondered if they might not be right.

“Rignor,” she began, but he interrupted her with a wave of his hand.

“They love Lachlan Ross, of course. Everyone loves Lachlan. And ye’re happy to marry him.”

“I am,” she said, but again he did not let her continue.

“But Lachlan is not the prize they make him out to be, ye ken,” Rignor said, leaning forward. “I’ve heard of the complaints of his people, that he neglects them, that he spends all his time at court and all his coin on clothing for himself. It will be difficult for him to find room in his life for a wife, Margaret.”

“That’s not true!” she cried. “He’s always been kind to me. And to you. He went hunting with ye last visit.”

“And what was it he caught, aye?”

She frowned at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“I dinna like him, Margaret. That’s what it means.”

He left the hall again without a backward glance. Margaret sighed.



Her father ordered the patrols around the borders of his land increased, sent word to the neighboring clans of the find, spent hours in deep conversations with his war chieftain that halted when anyone else came near. He told the rest of them nothing. No other heads were found. No news of unrest came from the runners who arrived from other clans, and people stopped looking over their shoulders and worrying. All of Somerstrath waited, but as the days passed without incident, everyone calmed. Except for Margaret, who continued to feel unsettled, as though her body had felt a shift in the air that her mind had not yet recognized.

She told herself it was simply bridal nervousness, that she was uneasy because these were her last days at Somerstrath. She’d done some traveling; she’d been to the MacDonald and Ross holdings, and to visit her Aunt Jean’s family, the Comyns. She’d feasted with nobles and clan chiefs and a king, but most of her life had been spent here, on her father’s small part of the Clan MacDonald lands. Her discomfort, she told herself, was nothing more complicated than that she was leaving everyone and everything she knew. As eager as she was to wed, part of her heart always would be here at Somerstrath.

She would not be here to see the winter storms come in from the west, to feel the wind lift the salt spray high above the water and sweep it into the keep, would not be here to see the rainbows that curved from the mountains or disappeared behind the blue islands offshore. Would not be here to listen to the stories told on winter nights, of mighty Somerled, from whom her family descended. Of the great warriors gone before who had risked all for honor or for love, of selkies and banshees and giants. She would not be here for the birth of her new brother or sister, would not know the child at all, would not see her brothers grow and change. She’d be married, living inland, surrounded by luxury and mountains and burns that mimicked the sea, but far from home and family. Of course she felt unsettled.

But she shouldn’t, she scolded herself. It wasn’t a stranger she was marrying, it was Lachlan. Their life together would be splendid. She could visit Somerstrath; Lachlan did often enough. Nell and her brothers could visit her. And Fiona would be with her, for she’d convinced her parents of it. And she still had time here, a fortnight, before everything would change.

In that, she was wrong.








Two



JUNE 1263

FERMANAGH,

ULSTER, IRELAND

My lord.”

Gannon MacMagnus looked up from the letter he was writing to Patrick Maguire, his stepfather, and leaned back in the chair provided by the croftholder in whose home they’d spent the night. He’d been about to write Patrick that all was well on his western lands, that the perimeter ride Gannon and his younger brother Tiernan had been on had proved uneventful. But one look at the man who now stood in the doorway made Gannon suspect that those words would never be written.

It was Alban Maguire, his brother at his side. Both men were tacksmen of Gannon’s stepfather’s and Gannon had known them for years. Alban’s face was lined with grief, his manner shaken. His brother was pale and grim. Whatever this was, it was serious. Across the room Tiernan looked up from the bridle he’d been examining and the brothers exchanged a glance.

“What is it, Alban?” Gannon asked.

Alban twisted his hands together before him. “My lord, d’ye remember me telling ye just yestereen what happened when my daughter went to Sligo, that the man offered for her, and she turned him down?” At Gannon’s nod he continued, his voice shaking. “They must have kent that ye’d been at our home and left, for in the night, almost at the morning, they came.” He paused to take a shuddery breath. “They killed my wife, sir. And took my daughters, both of them. I tried…I tried, my lord, but I could do nothing to stop them. I told ye, do ye remember, that he’d threatened his revenge on her? But I never thought…” He put his face in his hands and could not continue.

“Aye. I remember,” Gannon said. He’d not been surprised that the man from Sligo had offered for her; she was very lovely. But he’d also not been surprised she’d refused him scornfully; she’d always had a high opinion of herself. Most men suffering such a rejection would have been bitter. But not violent. Gannon rose to his feet, gathering the papers together, feeling his anger rise.

“He came to me at dawn,” Alban’s brother said, gesturing to Alban. “And I told him to come to ye. I canna believe men would behave so, to kill a woman and steal my nieces. God only kens what’s happened to them already.”

Gannon thrust his paper and quill into the wooden writing box, letting the top close with a thud. “Ye want us to go and bring them back, aye?”

Alban’s brother looked at Tiernan and the four other men in the room. “No. There’s not enough of ye. But we thought, kenning as ye are cousin to the great Rory O’Neill, laird of all Ulster, that ye could send word to him and ask him for help. He’d like as not send some men if ye were to ask him…”

“That would take three days,” Gannon said. “How many of them are there?”

“Fifteen, my lord, all large men, and fearsome.”

Gannon raised an eyebrow. “There are six of us, sir, and two of ye. And I assure ye we are far more fearsome than they are. D’ye ken where they went?”

“We tracked them to a glade not far from here, my lord, but, sir, ye canna think to take them on without help.”

Tiernan came to Gannon’s side. The brothers exchanged a look, then Gannon nodded. He turned to his men. “Get yerselves ready, lads. We’ve a task to do. Let’s go and get the bastards.”



Gannon leaned down closer to his horse’s neck, whispering to the stallion, whose ears flickered in response. The horse, as highly trained as its master, kept silent. Gannon turned his head then to look at Tiernan, astride next to him, both of them dappled with shadows from the trees that surrounded them. In the glade before them the lasses huddled together, the younger one sobbing. The older one stared into the distance as the Sligo men tended the horses or talked with each other and passed a wineskin. They’d obviously been drinking. And more, from the looks they threw the lasses.

He gestured for Alban to come forward and signaled for him to be quiet. When Alban had joined him, Gannon parted the leaves. “Are these the ones?”

Alban nodded, his fear visible. “But, my lord, ye’ll never…”

Gannon put a finger over his lips. “We’ll get them back,” he whispered.

He turned to the men behind him, gesturing for two of them to flank the glade. Then he nodded at Tiernan. His brother nodded in return and raised a hand to signal their men. Gannon gave his men a moment to get into position, then straightened and slowly drew his broadsword from its sheath, careful not to make a sound. He’d give the bastards one chance. He lifted his reins and rode into the glade.

The Sligo men leapt to their feet, a few reaching for weapons, then pausing, watching him. Gannon gave the men who stared at him now a moment to see his raised sword, letting his horse dance in a tight circle while he looked them over. Hardened men, most of them, hired, no doubt, for this attack. They looked at him with a mixture of contempt and amazement.

“Ye are accused of stealing these lasses and killing their mother,” Gannon said. “I am here to bring ye to justice before Patrick Maguire.”

“Alone?” one of the men asked with a sneer.

“Will ye come?” Gannon asked.

“Like hell,” the man said, and started toward Gannon.

Gannon was waiting. The man fell at once and Gannon turned to the next one. Behind him he heard Tiernan’s shout and the sounds of horses smashing through young trees as his brother led the charge into the camp, the others behind him roaring their battle cries. Most of the Sligo men never lived to grasp an axe or sword, but some fought madly.

Gannon mowed his way through a small cluster of them, then whirled his horse to plow across the camp again. One of the men thrust Alban’s elder daughter before him, using her as a shield. The noise around him disappeared as Gannon looked into the man’s eyes, then at the young woman with tears streaming down her face. There were marks on her neck already, bruises showing where she had been abused. She clutched her torn tunic across her breasts and closed her eyes, cringing in terror as Gannon raised his sword. He never touched her. The man behind her fell writhing to the ground and a moment later stopped moving. Gannon did not spare him even a glance, but turned to see how Tiernan and the others were faring.

It was over. Across the glade Alban was embracing his younger daughter. Their uncle met Gannon’s gaze and nodded fiercely.



They spent the night in the walled village where Alban’s brother lived, where they listened to Alban’s brother and Gannon’s men tell the story of rescuing the women, embellishing it each time. Gannon did not mind. He drank their whisky and accepted their thanks, but tried not to look at Alban and his daughters, whose suffering was tangible. The bed the villagers provided Gannon was warm, the woman who shared it more than willing, and he was grateful to have both.

He dreamt of water closing over his head, of limbs too heavy to raise toward the light that beckoned above, of sinking, slowly, toward the depths. Of knowing that he’d failed and that death was at hand. He could feel the water seep beneath his clothing, heartless liquid fingers that sucked the breath from his lungs and caught at his legs and pulled him relentlessly down, down, while the life left in him floated to the surface. He looked up at the light one last time.

And then there was nothing.

Gannon woke with a start, tremors still running through him, to find his hands clenched, his heart pounding, and his body soaked with sweat. It was a dream, he told himself. Not a memory. Not a foreshadowing. Merely the aftermath of the day’s events. He slipped from the bed, careful not to wake the woman, and walked quickly from the house into the night. He stared into the sky, calming himself by naming the constellations. Leo, the lion. Draco, the dragon.

The whispers, then the dreams. It was always the same. The whispers arrived first, sounding like wind rustling through the trees, speaking words that he could almost hear, faint fragments of sentences. He’d be riding through a wood, or standing on the shore, thinking of something far different, and the whispers would find him, telling their half tale, bringing memories he’d suppressed. And then the dreams, nightmares so real that he could swear he was there, seeing the deaths, or witnessing his own, the images still lingering in the air when he woke. Next came relief that death had not claimed him, swiftly followed by the realization that one day it would.

He was not afraid to die. He was afraid to fail, and in the dreams he always failed. He’d wake each time, his body in turmoil, and think himself calm again by reminding himself of who he was, of all he’d learned, of the blood he carried in his veins. All men faced death, and someday he would as well. He could not change that any more than he could change the tide.

The whispers and dreams were warnings, he knew, that the time of his testing was at hand, the time that he’d always known in his bones would come, the time that he was born for. He would face whatever was coming. And he would triumph. There was no other choice. Change was coming, and he was ready.

It came sooner than he’d expected, for he and Tiernan had only just returned to their stepfather’s stronghold when the summons came.



Nell MacDonald hummed as she swayed her skirts, watching their shadows on the plastered wall of the room she shared with her sister. She’d grown too quickly, her mother had complained when they’d hunted for something for Nell to wear at Margaret’s wedding and found nothing was long enough, as though Nell could control her own height. Or anything about her life.

She’d received her new gown yesterday, both skirt and overskirt of a lavender silk, and a new bodice of a slightly darker shade. Together they made an exquisite, extravagant, elegant gown. She’d been trying it on constantly ever since, proud of her growth, proud that her body was changing, that she was leaving girlish clothing behind. Margaret was marrying an important man, a man who would take Margaret to court—and perhaps her sister—and simple clothing would no longer do. And although no one had told her, she knew there’d been talk recently of her own betrothal. It was time to look like a woman. Like Margaret, who’d had all of Somerstrath busy making her new clothes, bodices of silk and side skirts held back with ribbon, a woolen cloak lined with soft fur. At last Margaret’s wardrobe was complete, and attention had been turned to the rest of the family, and Nell was most pleased.

Margaret’s wedding was almost upon them, and her mother was all abuzz with the preparations, with trying to make her home and her family look their best for the guests. Nell had told her mother that no one would mind if things were not perfect, but her mother had irritably waved her words away and told Nell she didn’t understand. Which was certainly true. It was supposed to be a happy occasion, but one would not know it from her mother’s demeanor. Nell hoped her mother would be calmer when it was Nell’s turn to be married. Whenever that would be. To whomever that would be.

“Watching yer skirts again, are ye?”

Nell spun around at Margaret’s voice, then swirled her skirts again. “Laugh at me if ye will, but I’m going to enjoy it before I grow out of this one, too.”

Margaret did laugh. “I came to tell ye that Mother’s sending me to the shielings instead of going herself.”

Nell nodded. Every summer her mother went to the shielings, the small huts in the foothills, to check on those clansmen who lived there year-round, and to make sure the unlived-in huts were ready for the villagers who would spend their summer there, taking their children and other animals with them, fattening their cattle on the lush pastures, not returning until the Lammas feast in August. But this year Mother was heavy with child; it was only sensible that Margaret went in her stead.

“Rignor’s going, of course,” Margaret said. “D’ye want to come as well?”

“Oh, aye! I’d love that.” Nell smiled, delighted. A day with Margaret, away from the village, even with moody Rignor, would be wonderful.

“Good. Now all we have to do is convince Mother. I’ll have ye try that. I dinna seem to have much success pleasing her these days.”

Nell nodded. Their mother was sharper with Margaret than with anyone else. It was, Nell had told herself many times, simply that Mother wanted everything so perfect for Margaret. Her sister went to stare out the tiny window, her expression so serious that Nell stopped for a moment and watched her.

“Margaret? Mother will be happier soon, when the wedding’s over and the baby’s here. She’ll be herself again.”

“But I willna be here to see it, will I, Nell?”

Nell felt a lump rise in her throat. “Are ye sad about that?”

Margaret turned, her eyebrows raised, dark crescents against her pale skin. “No, no, of course not. But I’ll miss ye, Nell. More than anyone here, I’ll miss ye. Ye’ll have to come and see us, aye?”

Nell smiled, thinking of the clothes and shoes and fascinating people she’d meet. Her smiled faded as the door banged open and their mother entered, her face creased with frowns.

“Are the two of ye deaf? Did ye no’ hear me calling ye? Get that gown off, Nell. Ye’ll have it ruined before the day’s out. Come, the both of ye. I canna do everything. Margaret, ye’ve been gone half the morning. Yer brothers are underfoot again. I dinna ken why yer father canna ever take them with him instead of leaving them here for me to deal with, and me trying to get this keep looking like a palace, not that it ever would no matter how much time I spent, and yer brothers undoing everything the moment I have it done. Och, will ye look at the mess of this room? Ye need to set it to rights.”

“It’s only a few things,” Margaret said.

“A few things! Is that what ye call all the lovely clothes we’ve prepared for yer wedding? A few things!”

“I meant only that it’ll be simple to clear them, not that they aren’t lovely.”

“Aye, well, see that ye care well for them. There’s no more coming for ye, lass, and I dinna want ye disgracing us when ye’re at court, though how we could be expected to compete with all those women with their fancy clothing when we’re out here at the edge of the world I’ll never ken.”

Nell interrupted before her mother’s tirade grew more heated. “When Margaret and Rignor go to the shielings, may I go with them? Please, may I go?”

Mother shook her head. “Ye’ll watch Fergus. Ye’d only be in their way.”

“I’d be a help.”

Mother snorted. “Ye’d be glad of a day in the hills rather than staying here and working as ye should, wouldn’t ye? Dinna pretend it’s otherwise. Ye’ll stay here and watch Fergus.”

“Inghinn can watch Fergus. She never minds.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “Ye’ll stay here. Margaret, comb yer hair, Lachlan’s just arriving.”

Margaret’s pleasure was obvious. “Again?”

“Ye should be pleased to have yer betrothed so attentive,” Mother snapped.

“I am, I am. Just surprised that he’s back so soon.”

“Mother, please let me go…” Nell began.

Mother shook her head. “If ye ask me once more, Nell MacDonald, I’ll set ye to minding the geese. Come downstairs. I’ve work for ye to do.” She spun on her heel and let the door slam behind her.

Nell sighed, then rolled her eyes at Margaret. “See, it’s not just ye. I wish this baby would come.”

“It dinna help that ye mentioned Inghinn.”

“Oh, aye, just pretend she’s not here at all, like Mother does?” At Margaret’s surprised expression, Nell continued. “I’m not a child, ye ken, although everyone treats me like one. I hear her crying, I hear their arguments—we all hear their arguments. I know what Inghinn is to Father.”

Margaret sank to the bed. “I guess ye do. I guess I was trying to believe ye dinna ken all that. I’m sorry that ye do.”

“I know everything that happens here. Everyone ignores me. They talk in front of me, like I dinna understand.” Nell sat on the bed next to her. “And dinna tell me I’ll understand when I’m older or I’ll scream!”

“I remember being yer age. That’s how I felt too. I just thought perhaps ye dinna need to ken quite yet…”

“Inghinn says her babe is Father’s.”

Margaret sighed heavily. “Aye.”

“Perhaps Father finds other women because Mother is always yelling at him.”

“Perhaps Mother is always yelling at him because Father finds other women.”

“Will it ever get better between them?”

“I dinna think so.” They sat in silence for a moment, then Margaret straightened her back. “Off with ye before she comes back for us.”

Nell left morosely, leaving Margaret thinking of her parents’ marriage, then her own, wondering if she and Lachlan would be happy. How had her parents come to such a place as they were now? Peering into her tiny but precious hand mirror, she sighed, resolving that she and Lachlan would be different. She combed her hair and pinched her cheeks before going downstairs, hoping she looked better in person than in her reflection.



Her betrothed sat with Rignor in the hall, a cup of Somerstrath’s fine ale in his hand. Lachlan was quite wonderfully handsome; everyone said so. She felt a wave of pride in his sophistication, in his tall, lean form, in his arched eyebrows and thin, patrician features. He was, as always, beautifully dressed, his dark hair pulled back by a ribbon woven with gold, his linen tunic edged with embroidery.

He rose to his feet when he saw her, his smile wide and his hands outstretched. “Margaret! Ye look bonnie, as always.”

She curtsied. “Thank ye, sir. What brings ye back to us so soon?”

“What else but that I have missed yer company? I bring news. King Alexander will send two of his own musicians to our wedding as his bridal gift. Is that not fine news?”

“Ye told us that last time,” Rignor said.

Lachlan’s smile faltered.

“It is very fine news, my lord,” she hurried to say, although Rignor was right; Lachlan had told them that on his last visit. He was using the news as a ruse to see her again. Which meant that he’d ridden for three days to come here. He must have missed her terribly. She smiled her satisfaction. “I’m sure they will be wonderful.”

“Would King Alexander have anything but the best?” Lachlan asked.

“The king sends his musicians,” Rignor said.

She heard it this time, the unmistakable note that meant he was spoiling for an argument. She drew Lachlan away, but Rignor raised his voice to follow them.

“Oh, aye, the king sends his musicians,” Rignor said, “but does not deign to join us himself. Ye’d think he would, would ye not? Is Margaret not the niece of William, the Earl of Ross, one of the most powerful men in Scotland? And is our uncle’s wife not one of the Comyns, another important family? And is Lachlan not one of the king’s own cousins? Does this marriage not benefit both Alexander and William by allying their lines once again? William is coming to see ye wed, but the king willna be here. It’s an insult!”

“The king canna be everywhere,” Margaret said, throwing a stern look at Rignor. “I’m just as glad he willna be here for the wedding. Mother’s worried enough without having to house and entertain a royal party.”

“She’d love it,” Rignor said.

“She’d hate it.”

“It would have been an honor, of course,” Lachlan began, “but the king…”

“Has more important things to attend to,” Rignor finished.

“Of course he does!” Margaret glaring at her brother. “And we’ll be seeing King Alexander often when we’re at court. There’s no need for him to come here!”

Rignor shrugged and Margaret moved Lachlan quickly away. She and her brother would talk about this later. Or perhaps not, she thought, taking Lachlan’s arm. She was leaving. Rignor and his moods would stay at Somerstrath. She was off to see the world.

Lachlan smiled. “Come, let us find yer father.”

Margaret nodded, pleased both that Lachlan was not angry and that a walk through the village would give her a chance to exchange a word with Fiona. “I thank ye for yer forbearance, sir.”

Lachlan led the way down the spiral stairway to the ground floor, through the room there that served as both guardhouse and storeroom, and into the stone-floored courtyard, where her father’s men stood with Lachlan’s in small groups, trading news. She heard snippets of it as she and Lachlan threaded their way to the gate. Something had happened in the north. There had been some unrest in Ireland. The head on the beach.

“Is there news?” she asked Lachlan.

He shook his head. “Naught that affects us.”

“Did Rignor tell ye about the Norseman’s head we found on the beach?”

“Aye. But, Margaret, Norsemen sail past ye every day on the way to Skye and Man. Someone fell overboard is all.”

“Aye,” she answered, content to let the subject drop. Lachlan was here, and that was what mattered.

They turned right, toward the harbor. Next time, as a wedded couple, they would turn left, would take the path that led through the upper village, through the glen and the mountains and eventually across Scotland. Soon, she thought, pressing his arm to her side.

“How lovely to have ye back again, Lachlan,” she said.

“I couldna stay away,” he said, his smile warm.

“Only a few more weeks, sir, and I willna let ye out of my sight.”

“Aye, ’tis almost here.”

“Will we have any time before we go to court to…” She felt her cheeks flush. “To become more fully acquainted?”

He laughed. “I assure ye, Margaret, that we will become completely acquainted.”

She tossed her head. “I wish to learn all there is about becoming a wife.”

“Do ye?” His tone was amused. “And I’ll be pleased to teach ye. But ye do ken that I will often have to be away on the king’s business? And ye canna always accompany me.” His gaze drifted to her mouth. “Much as I would want it.”

“Aye, ye’ve told me. I shall have to find other ways to amuse myself when ye’re gone.”

“Most wives do.” He smiled again and kissed her cheek. “I just want ye to remember that ye’re mine, no matter how many men try to turn yer head with their compliments.” He stroked her cheek. “Ye are verra beautiful, Margaret, and there will be men pursuing ye at court. Ye ken that.”

“I will see none of them.”

“See to it that ye don’t,” he said, and smiled widely.

She smiled in return. When she’d been at court she’d heard the love songs, the chansons that the French bards sang, full of lovers who sighed at the mere sight of their beloved, of men who did rare and exciting deeds to prove they were worthy of a woman’s love. She thought of Aunt Eleanor, whose parents had arranged her marriage. She’d been a reluctant bride, but a happy wife whose face had lit up whenever her husband walked into the room, as did his whenever he saw her. Margaret had watched them, knowing that whatever it was that Eleanor and her husband shared, it was strong and heady and she wanted the same for herself. She glanced at Lachlan. She was sure they would have it.



Most of the houses of Somerstrath lay between the keep and the sheltered harbor. Lachlan was greeted cordially and stopped several times to tell the news from the east, of the king’s latest visitors, of the unrest in England and how it distressed Scotland’s Queen Margaret, who worried for her father Henry, King of England, and her brother, Prince Edward, who now led the English army in her father’s stead.

At the weaver’s house Fiona was waiting on the doorstep with a ready smile. Lachlan greeted her and her father warmly, saying all the right things when Fiona’s father displayed his latest creation, a finely woven length of lichen green wool that would be his bridal gift to them. Lachlan and Margaret praised it, and Fiona’s father beamed, showing Lachlan the recent improvements he’d made on his loom.

Fiona, standing with Margaret, sighed as she watched Lachlan and her father deep in conversation.

“Are ye no’ truly the most fortunate of women, Margaret?” Fiona asked, her voice low. “Is yer betrothed no’ the most handsome man ye’ve ever seen?”

Margaret smiled fondly. “Ye’d tell me the same even if he had only four teeth and one eye, would ye not?”

Fiona laughed. “That’s true, I would.” Her smile widened as Lachlan joined them. “Welcome, my lord. I’m hoping yer visit means that there will be music and dancing in the hall this night.”

Lachlan’s eyes were merry. “Somerstrath always entertains me well. I’m sure we’ll all enjoy ourselves this day.”

“I look forward to it,” Fiona said.

“We all do,” Margaret said with a smile, letting Lachlan lead her away.



That evening the hall was filled with music and laughter. Her father was always a warm and generous host, and, as usual, all of the villagers and half the clan outside the walls were in attendance. The meal was noisy, the people crowded at the long benches and tables, eating venison and the fish caught that day as well as soup and summer’s fruit, accompanied by ale and the wines her father imported from the Continent. Trenchers were filled and filled again, shared with smiles. Iron chandeliers glowed with candles, the soft light illuminating the tapestries her mother had lined the walls with, tapestries that only a wealthy man like her father could afford. In the corner a harpist played softly, a prelude to the wilder music to come. Underfoot the rushes were clean and fragrant with herbs and the summer flowers strewn among them, and more flowers graced each table, leaning from their pots to touch the scrubbed pine surfaces.

Margaret was pleased to see that Lachlan’s men seemed to appreciate the splendid hospitality her father was known for, and told herself that she would host evenings like this in her own home, full of music and laughter, meals more lavish than this hastily arranged one. She’d fill Lachlan’s hall with comforts and the finest of things. And someday, children. She threw him a glance. She was, as she’d told him, ready to learn every wifely duty. Handsome man, she thought, watching him laugh at Rignor’s jest. Not everyone liked Lachlan—certainly Rignor often made disparaging remarks—but tonight she was pleased to see her brother and betrothed laughing together.

“Ye look so pleased, child,” Mother said.

“I’m thinking of the future,” Margaret. “And enjoying this night.”

Mother nodded absently, her attention already on to something else. Margaret did not mind. She watched the sennachie gathering the children for a tale of the old days. The priest had blessed the meal and said a prayer in which all joined, but more than one made the blessing gestures of the old gods, the spirits and deities of sea and shore, of trees and burns and the creatures who lived there. Christianity might have been the recognized religion here for centuries, but the old ways were still practiced in every glen. Above the hearth the crossed antlers of red deer shone white against the stone, a reminder of the land they shared with God’s creatures. And of the ancient days, when a king might rule for only a season, then be sacrificed for the good of his people. When shapeshifters roamed the earth and trolls and fairies lived among men instead of underground. When seeing too much or venturing into the wrong place could result in a spell or a curse that would haunt generations.

It was those stories that the sennachie told now, her younger brothers among the children gathered before him. Tonight it was the tale of valiant Somerled, from whom they were all descended. The mighty warrior, known for his valor, love of peace, and for founding an empire in Scotland and its islands. Margaret stepped nearer, listening, although she knew the words well enough to tell the tale herself. Somerled, Lord of the Isles, who married the daughter of a king, who fathered Angus, whose descendants ruled nearby Moidart, whence her father’s family had come. And fathered Dugall, from whom sprang the MacDougalls. And Ranald, who himself fathered Donald, whose deeds were so dark that he’d had to go on pilgrimage to Rome. The bard went on to explain her family’s patrimony for ten generations, a history that the boys were meant to learn and pass on to their own children. As she would someday pass it on to hers.

The music changed now, the harpist retiring, replaced with the Scottish drums and whistles, and the lute from the Continent. Which meant the dancing would soon begin. She would dance, she was sure, but for now she sat with her parents and Nell and Rignor, listening to Lachlan’s news of the world.

“There’s trouble in Ireland,” Lachlan said. “Problems on the Antrim coast. I dinna pay much attention to it, but I’ll discover what it is when I go back.”

“There’s been trouble there for a while,” her father said. “They canna decide who to follow, the old Celtic families, or the Norman lords with the lands and titles.”

“Caithness is in an uproar,” Lachlan said.

“Those Norsemen canna ever keep peace amongst themselves, can they?” Mother said, and all agreed.

“Which is why ye found one of their heads on the beach,” Father said to Margaret. “They’re always fighting amongst themselves.”

“The most important news,” Lachlan said, “is what’s happening in England.”

“The struggle between King Henry and Simon de Montfort?” Margaret asked.

“The war ye mean,” Lachlan said. “It’s come to that.”

“De Montfort and King Henry are brothers-in-law,” Margaret said, looking at Rignor. “Imagine waging war on yer own kin.”

Rignor made a face at her. “Aye,” he said. “There are times…”

He and Margaret laughed together.

Lachlan smiled and went on. “And, of course, everyone’s worried that France will jump into the fray and back de Montfort to try to wrest the throne from Henry.”

Mother shook her head. “The French,” she said. “Always causing trouble.”

“We thank ye for the news, Lachlan,” Father said, “but none of this touches us, does it? We’ve got peace here in the west and we’re determined to keep it.”

“God willing,” Lachlan said, then drained his cup and turned to Margaret. “Dance with me, lass? One more time before our wedding day.”

She linked her arm in his, laughing as he whirled her across the floor, and again when he pulled her against him.

“Mine,” he said, his eyes gleaming, pressing her to him. “Tell me that ye’re mine, Margaret.”

“I’m yers, Lachlan,” she said breathlessly.

He kissed her then, bending her against his arm, continuing the kiss even when the music stopped and the applause began. At last he lifted his head and grinned at those watching before bringing her upright.

“That should hold ye,” he said, releasing her. “I’m off to play dice with Rignor. Go dance with yer wee brothers.”

She sent him off in Rignor’s direction with a smile and did as he’d bid, dancing with Fergus and Davey until she could not dance another step. She came to stand with her mother and Nell then, smiling as she heard Rignor’s laughter rising above the other voices.

“Sounds like Rignor is winning,” she said, looking over at the men gathered around the table. Her father leaned back against the wall, laughing at something his son said. “But where is Lachlan?”

“He needed some air,” Mother said.

Nell looked at her mother in surprise. Mother put a hand on Nell’s shoulder.

“Air?” Margaret asked. “It’s raining outside.”

“He’ll be back. Och, look at yer brothers. Can they never behave?”

Margaret turned in surprise. Mother had barely looked at Ewan and Cawley in weeks, and they were doing nothing terribly wrong, simply pummeling each other in time with the music. She glanced at Nell, whose eyes had widened, then back at her mother.

“D’ye ken where he went?”

“He’ll return. He went out for a bit.”

“Out for a bit? What d’ye mean?”

“He left with Fiona,” Nell blurted out.

Her mother shook Nell’s shoulder. “Nell!”

“They left together,” Nell said. “They were holding hands and laughing.”
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