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        Bonnie Prince — nickname for Prince Charles Stuart

        bonny: attractive, pretty

        clan — a group/kinship of people who share a surname. From Gaelic clann, literally “children”

        dinna/didna — do not, did not

        dinna fash — do not worry

        dirk — long-bladed dagger

        haud yer wheesht — be quiet

        ken/ken’d — know, knew, known

        lad/lass — boy, girl

        laird — leader of a small estate/house; does not necessarily have power in the clan except over those who live on his property

        nae/naething — no, nothing

        parritch — porridge

        plaid — another name for arisaid or kilt (a long, rectangular piece of fabric). Could be solid, earthy colors, checked, striped, or tartan, and often made of wool. Comes from plaide, Gaelic for blanket

        selkie — seal woman

        tacksman — a person who holds a lease and sublets lands to others. Typically appointed by the clan chief

        verra — very

        weans — children

        wouldna/willna — would not, will not

        yer/yers — your, yours
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        Arisaid — air-ih-say’d

        Dulnain — dul-nay’n

        Ealann — ee-lin

        Gileach — gill-ee-ack

        Moraigh — mor-egg

        Plaid — play’d

        Teine — Chay-nuh; Gaelic for fire
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      As laird of a manor house on the edge of Duncan lands, Miles Duncan did not have to answer to any man, save for his clan chief and perhaps the King. Yet when night fell and Miles’s thoughts were too tired of being disciplined and restricted, he snuck out the back door of his house to avoid detection, much like a child evading his parents and not at all like the laird he was.

      The secrecy of his nightly voyages on the glassy loch was an essential part of his experience. If his men knew where he was or why he chose to row out to the center of the dark water alone in the thick of night, he would not be able to clear his head adequately. With his mother lying ill on her bed and no doctor thus far able to provide a successful remedy, Miles needed this escape from his responsibilities and concerns now more than ever. Too many times in recent weeks it had been gently suggested that he consider making his mother comfortable. Miles was intelligent enough to understand the meaning hidden in the cracks and crevices of those innocent words: his mother was dying.

      Miles climbed into the boat. He took his oars in hand and shoved away from the dock. The water was nearly black but for the ghostly moon’s reflection. Orange lights danced on the opposite edges of the loch, cast faintly over the water from Castle Moraigh. The imposing structure was alive tonight with torches and sounds of merriment that skittered over the loch to reach Miles’s ears. The McEwans seemed to be celebrating, the bagpipes and cheers wrapping into a melody that seeped from the castle walls and disturbed the peace Miles typically found on the water.

      A shiver ran over his skin despite the heat he generated from rowing. Moonlight illuminated his path, and he found his attention drawn back to Castle Moraigh repeatedly, as though it was a beacon calling to him. But it wasn’t his clan, his lands, his men. It was the enemy. Its allure felt equally disloyal and confusing.

      Miles continued to the center of the loch, then set the oars down inside the boat, closed his eyes, and breathed. The faint sounds of merriment and animals braying were pushed from his thoughts, replaced with the stillness he sought on the open water. He came out here to clear his head of the sickroom. The musty stench and lack of hope from his men were cloying.

      A soft splash in the water sounded behind Miles. It was so faint, he wasn’t entirely certain he’d heard any sound at all. The fish around here weren’t known for jumping, and the birds weren’t known for fishing at night. But stranger things had happened before. Clearly, he was too unsettled to sit still tonight.

      Miles was reaching for his oars when he noticed a ripple in the dark water. He narrowed his gaze to make out the animal swimming so close to his boat, and a head popped up from the water with shiny, dark hair and the face of a woman. Miles shouted in his surprise, startling the creature. She went under, gasping and choking for breath. Her coughs sounded human, her face appeared human, but she had been swimming with such speed in the loch at night—in shockingly cold water—that she could not possibly be human.

      No, this was most certainly a selkie.

      She pushed up out of the water a bit, revealing porcelain white skin, a gently sloped nose, and wide, startled eyes. Selkie or not, she was struggling to stay afloat after taking in the murky loch water.

      Miles leaned dangerously over the edge of his boat, reaching a hand toward her. She was too far for his grasp, but one stroke would bring her near enough.

      “Ye better stop there, or ye’ll be joining me in here,” she said. Her voice was freshly spun silk, and Miles imagined her siren’s call had already brought many sailors to their doom.

      He tightened his hold on the edge of the boat and reached for her again. “Come, let me help ye from the water. I have plenty of room.”

      She looked at him with distrust, and he didn’t blame her. He was a lone man, and she had no way to know he meant her no harm. But it was cold, and her teeth were chattering. “I dinna need yer help.”

      “Ye wish to remain in the water?” Miles asked.

      “Aye.”

      He shook his head. “Ye canna . ﻿. ﻿. ye must be frozen.”

      “Only a wee bit.”

      Perhaps she was more woman than selkie. A seal woman wouldn’t feel the cold, and this woman’s teeth were making music on their own.

      He begged her to see his goodness with his gaze, to trust his pure intentions.

      Her hair was pinned up in a mess behind her head. Some locks had broken free and now floated over the top of the calm water. It was too dark to define the color, but he was nearly certain it shone with a hint of copper in the moonlight. She was beautiful, and her wariness only made Miles wish to gain her trust even more.

      “If ye dinna mind,” she said, “I’ll be on my way.”

      “Wait!”

      She shot him a suspicious look. He had no romantic interest in this woman. He couldn’t. Aye, she was beautiful, but his heart was not available. He only wished to help.

      She moved her arms, keeping her head above water. “Aye?”

      “Why are ye here?”

      “’Tis my home for now.”

      The water was her home? Surely she was not truly a selkie . ﻿. ﻿.

      “Can I have yer name?” he asked softly.

      “Nae.”

      “Why no’?”

      “I dinna ken who ye are.”

      As he’d thought. She was being cautious. “I dinna have designs on ye, lass. I’m no’ an available man.”

      “Then why d’ye wish to ken my name?”

      He scoffed lightly. “Because ye dinna seem real.”

      She laughed, and the sound was melodious. “I’m no’ real. I’m a spirit.”

      A smile flickered over his lips. Perhaps he’d been wrong about the seal woman assumption. Perhaps she was a specter. But regardless of which mythical creature she was, she was shivering something fierce. “Aye, ye are that. Please allow me to help ye out of the water.”

      “Nae. I want to stay in the water.” Her appraising eyes raked over him, and he felt suddenly naked. “Why are ye out here alone at night?”

      “I needed to think,” he said, the truth slipping from him effortlessly, as though drawn from his lips by magic.

      “Do ye do this often?”

      Much more than he’d like to of late. “Aye. When I need to think.”

      She scoffed, and her teeth chattered together. “What needs thinking on so badly that ye’ll risk freezing on a loch?”

      “Yer one to speak.” He laughed but sobered quickly. Imagining his mother on her bed right now, pale and listless, removed all mirth from his body at once. “My mother is sick. Two doctors have come and provided tonics and services, but they canna help her. Naething has improved her health.”

      He saw a flash of something come over the selkie’s features. Compassion, perhaps?

      “What are yer mother’s symptoms?” she asked, bobbing while she treaded water.

      Her question came as a surprise. Perhaps she intended to request help from her mythical friends. Regardless, sharing this information with the stranger could certainly do no harm. “She has nae appetite. She canna remain awake, and her strength has fled.”

      “That could be many things.”

      “Aye, but she has lately begun to feel a fluttering in the region of her heart, and it worries me.”

      She splashed a bit, doing what appeared to be her best to remain above the water. “Have ye tried the ash of an ash tree with lime?”

      Miles thought back to the tonics and instructions that had been left with him. “Nae. The doctors suggested potash or soda.”

      She nodded and kicked harder, moving her arms faster. “I woulda considered those as well. They didna help?”

      “Nae.”

      “Then ye ought to try this. Dissolve the lime and ashes in water, and give yer mother a teaspoon of the mixture in a teacup of water and milk.”

      “How often?”

      “Twice a day. I have seen something similar to what ye described, but it took a few weeks of dosing the tonic before it took effect.”

      “How do ye ken this?”

      “I learned it from a healing woman. She is renowned where I come from, and I studied under her for a few years.”

      He paused for a beat, then sighed, the weight of his burdens dispelling through his breath. “I will remain diligent if it doesna work straight away.” He wanted again to pull her into his boat and wrap her in a woolen blanket. “How can I repay yer kindness?”

      “Row away so I can return to my swim.”

      His mother’s guidance on how to be a gentleman warred with the selkie’s directive, but he would grant her this. It was clearly what she wanted. “Verra well. Consider it done.”

      “And please dinna tell anyone ye saw me here.”

      He chuckled. “That I saw a selkie in the middle of the loch? They wouldna believe me if I did.”

      The woman smiled. She swam backwards, watching him take his oars in hand. Miles put his weight into rowing, moving back toward Duncan lands as quickly as he could so she would feel safe to return home.

      He glanced over his shoulder to see her swimming toward Moraigh’s banks. Something oddly close to disappointment settled over him. Miles Duncan would never again marry; he could never give his heart to another. It was a fact as solid and sturdy as his knowledge that the sun would rise over the hills in the morning and that there would be a fresh bowl of porridge awaiting him at the table for breakfast. But his closed heart did not make him blind to the selkie’s beauty or her willingness to help his mother.

      Something about their conversation still felt unfinished. If she was a McEwan—or even just a guest at Castle Moraigh—she would have no place at his table, no business communicating with him. Should the need arise, he would not be able to question her further regarding the tonic she had prescribed his mother.

      Judging by the direction she’d swum, she fell into at least one of those categories. Miles was unlikely to ever meet with the selkie of Loch Gileach again.
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        Castle Moraigh

        Southwest Inverness-shire

        Scotland, January 1744

      

      

      

      Ealann sat on a hard, wooden chair in the great hall and watched her brother, Cormac, dance with his new bride. The wedding had been put off for a few weeks due to the raging winter storm that had blown in, but the snow had since begun to melt, and with the warming earth came the joyous union of Ealann’s brother to the McEwan chief’s daughter, Marion—a marriage which solidified Cormac’s residence at Castle Moraigh forever.

      Ealann, on the other hand, only had to remain until spring. Then she would be free to return to the occupation that called to her like a siren’s song. Cormac believed himself capable of convincing her to stay, but he didn’t understand the depth of her need to return to Mrs. Lundie’s tutelage. Happiness was not a reachable goal for Ealann, but she could learn to heal, and she planned to spend the rest of her days saving lives. It had only taken one loss for her to devote herself to her cause. She would never again be the reason another person took their final breath.

      “Ye look right bonny today, Miss McEwan,” Ian said, sliding onto the seat beside her. His black hair was tied back in a queue, and his flirtatious smile revealed a set of mostly straight teeth.

      Ealann cast him a flicker of a smile before setting her attention back on Cormac and Marion. The bride and groom looked so happy together, it did her heart well. She was glad her brother had found someone who made him smile so unabashedly. He was fully besotted with his new wife.

      Ian cleared his throat. “I hoped ye would do me the honor of standing up wi’ me.”

      “Why stand when we can sit, Ian?”

      “Ye ken well what I mean, lass. I want to dance wi’ ye.”

      Dancing was one of life’s small joys Ealann still permitted herself. But Ian had given her marked attention since the day she arrived at Moraigh, and it wouldn’t do to give the man false expectations. It was better to reject him now.

      “Nae, but I thank ye.”

      Ian crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back in his chair. His gaze was on the dancers when he spoke again. “If Young Rupert had asked, I wager ye woulda accepted.”

      “Young Rupert is impossible to disappoint. I canna bring myself to do anything that might make him sad.”

      “The lad is lovesick for ye, and ye well ken it. If ye wish to keep us men from being disappointed, ye ought to put him off, too.”

      Ealann scoffed. “Lovesick? Ye’re exaggerating.”

      He shot her a look from the side. “Ye’re either willfully ignorant of Rupert’s affections or in denial. The man follows ye around drooling puddles.”

      Ealann shook her head. It was hard not to laugh at the image he presented, but she controlled her reaction. “Ye’re being ridiculous.”

      Ian leaned close, lowering his voice to impart a secret. “Anything to get a wee smile from ye, lass.”

      That did the trick. Ealann’s lips tipped up on the ends and she shook her head lightly, as if it would negate the smile.

      “Just one dance, Ealann?” Ian asked. “One wee little dance?”

      “And what exactly is a wee little dance, Ian? We participate for the first five steps, then walk away?”

      “I’d much prefer the dance in its entirety, but I’ll take what I can get from ye.”

      Folks were lining up for another reel. Kieran and Isobel—still considered newlyweds, though they’d been married for a few months—walked by. Isobel shot Ealann a smile over her shoulder. “Ye want to join us?”

      “Grand idea,” Ian said, standing.

      It had reached a point of ridiculousness. Ealann stood and shook out her skirts. She turned an unamused smile on Ian. “Dinna consider this a sign of my favor.”

      “I wouldna do ye the dishonor,” he muttered, offering his arm and leading her toward the makeshift dance floor at the end of the large hall. Three enormous fires blazed in the hearths, throwing their heat over the space. Ian leaned close, lowering his voice and whispering in her ear. “But I will be enjoying every second of this since I ken ye willna allow it again.”

      Ealann forced her gaze toward where Old Rupert stood with his bagpipes. A chill ran over her skin where Ian’s breath had caressed it, but her mind leapt to Loch Gileach, sitting undisturbed on the other side of the stone wall. She longed for the respite and escape the water provided her, for it was far superior to this overcrowded great hall. It had been a few months since she’d fled the castle for a late swim in the loch to numb her body and mind, and she hadn’t been able to find solace in the icy water since. But her distance from the loch had not stopped her from thinking of the man she’d met on the water, Miles Duncan, and wondering at the state of his mother’s health.

      She had only seen him once since their meeting on the water, when he’d attended a wedding celebration at Moraigh much like the one they were holding tonight. Ealann hadn’t needed to approach him that night at the wedding celebration in order to know he was the man she’d met—the kindness in his eyes was difficult to forget—but she avoided him anyway to evade inciting questions.

      After recognizing him, it hadn’t taken much work to discover his identity from Isobel and Marion. Though she knew there was unrest between the Duncans and the McEwans, she had still hoped to see him tonight so she could ask if the tonic she’d suggested had helped his mother. Thus far, she’d been disappointed. After spending her days watching his house across the loch for any sign of mourning, while desperately hoping it would remain free of funeral preparations, she held onto the hope that her tonic had worked and his mother had begun to heal.

      Ian took her hand, dragging her attention back to the present. The pipes began in earnest, and Ealann joined the dance. It was lively, and she quickly found her own mood matching her brother’s grin from where he smiled across the circle. He was so happy, it was impossible not to feel a bit of joy in response. Ian was a talented partner, despite the fact that his arm was not yet fully healed from a gunshot wound to his shoulder he’d acquired in a dispute with the Duncans. His eagerness to be with her was, if nothing else, quite flattering.

      Ealann would’ve been more wary of the man if he had not proved over the previous few months that he would never touch her without express permission. He cajoled and begged and flirted, but he did not cross the line, and after the men she’d left behind in Gilmuir, Ealann appreciated knowing whom she could trust.

      When the song came to a close, everyone in the circle clapped, and Rupert bowed as best he could while holding his pipes. The dancers’ chests heaved and foreheads were dappled with sweat.

      A door slammed, and Ealann’s head jerked toward the sound. An unfamiliar man entered the hall, a stricken look on his face and a folded paper clutched in his hand. He was older than Cormac, but not quite ages with the chief. Ealann tamped down disappointment that it wasn’t Miles who had joined them late. He had not been invited, evidently. She had been hoping to see him—to ask about his mother, of course, and nothing more.

      The stranger wasn’t dressed for a celebration, though, liberally covered in dirt and draped in a plaid. He crossed the hall, drawing the noise in the cavernous room to a hush. McEwan sat at the head table, his brother, Brian, to his left, and his wife on the right. “Graeme?” he asked, leaning forward on the table. Evidently, he knew this man.

      Graeme stopped before the heavy oak table and gave a small shake of his head.

      McEwan pushed up from his seat, turning his attention to the gathering. “Dinna stop now. We are celebrating!”

      The general hollering and clapping in the room was met with zeal, and Rupert understood the command to continue the music and assist in drawing attention away from the newcomer.

      Ian had lost his sense of playfulness. The muscle in his jaw jumped as he watched their gray-bearded chief cross the floor and whisper something to Cormac, then leave the room with Cormac and Graeme on his heels. Ian’s eyes trailed them as though his body wished to follow.

      “Why do ye no’ go after them?” Ealann asked.

      The question shook Ian from his quietness. He trained a soft smile on her. “I wasna summoned.”

      But Cormac was. It had become real. Now that he was married to the chief’s daughter and next in line for the role of Chief McEwan, Cormac’s status was elevated. He was important, drawn into tense conversations with strangers who arrived unannounced at his wedding party.

      Ian used to be the chief’s right hand man, and if Ealann was correct, she detected a degree of hurt in his kind eyes. Her healer’s heart wanted to step in and bridge some of the gap between his pain and reality. She took his hand and tugged him from his spiraling thoughts. “Come and sit wi’ me. I dinna wish to dance again, but ye can fetch me something to drink.”

      He pressed her fingers, sending a jolt of guilt through her. She’d only meant to distract him, not give him false ideas.

      Ian left to pour her a glass of wine, and Ealann crossed to where Isobel and Marion sat at the end of one of the tables, abandoned plates of half-eaten food littering the space before them.

      Ealann sat on Marion’s other side. “We are sisters now, so if ye need anything, ye ken who to ask,” Ealann said.

      Marion’s smile was strained. Her raven hair was pulled back away from her face and fell over her shoulder in perfectly coiffed curls. “Will ye tell my father no’ to take my husband away on our wedding night?”

      “I could, but he isna likely to listen to the likes of me.”

      Marion sent her a smile.

      “Who was that man?” Ealann asked.

      “Graeme? He has been in and out of Moraigh my whole life. He is a traveler and canna be found in one place for long. I dinna imagine he carries good news after the way he stormed in here.”

      Ian set a goblet of wine on the table before Ealann and swung his leg over the chair beside her. “Nae good at all. He often brings news to McEwan, but never with such an entrance.”

      Ealann looked to the doorway the chief and her brother had recently disappeared through.

      She wanted nothing more than to swim. To immerse her body in the frigid water until it was numb and her thoughts were more concerned with the cold than her fears. Her feet itched to run for the loch, but she fought the impulse. Until they understood the nature of Graeme’s news, it wouldn’t be wise to set foot out of the castle. There hadn’t been an attack on Moraigh since the men burned the animal pens a few months ago, but since no one had ever discovered who’d set fire to the enclosures, everyone had remained on edge.

      The music continued to float through the great hall in a semblance of merriment. People danced, drank, and offered Marion joy in her union. But the undercurrent of concern tainted each interaction, each smile, each note. It was clear people were pretending, likely as much for their own sakes as for one another.

      Ealann stood. She could no longer stomach the uneasiness. “I’ll be off to bed now, I think. I am happy for ye and Cormac.”

      Marion rose and pulled Ealann a little away from Isobel and Ian. “If ye wish to survive loving a man with power, I suggest postponing worrying until good reason is upon ye. Though I will admit, that has been difficult for me this evening.”

      “Was Graeme’s entrance not a good reason?” Ealann asked. “They’ve been away now speaking to him for half an hour.”

      “Good reason will come when ye ken the nature of the news Graeme brought with him. Until then, ye’ll only make yerself ill, and it could all be manageable.”

      Ealann nodded.

      Marion leaned closer. “Be glad Cormac values us enough to share. Before he came along, I used to have to resort to all manner of eavesdropping or I wouldna ken anything that was going on around me.”

      A faint smile ticked up the edges of Ealann’s lips. “Ye’ll tell me what the man wants from Cormac?”

      “Aye. If Cormac doesna, then I’ll tell ye.” Marion held her gaze. “We must look out for one another.”

      Kieran sat beside his wife, and he and Isobel both looked up at Ealann. She hadn’t realized until now how difficult it would be to watch her brother take on the responsibilities he’d sought when he fought for Marion’s hand in marriage. But the friends rallying around her now were proof that she didn’t have to face it alone, and neither did Cormac.

      She only prayed the trouble Graeme had brought to them wasn’t too dreadful.
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      Cormac stood against the wall in McEwan’s study and watched the grisly man called Graeme slap a sheet of crumpled paper on the desk.

      “Fort William?” McEwan asked, looking up from the paper with worried eyes.

      Graeme’s thick, brown eyebrows were pulled together like one long caterpillar, blending into his dirt-smudged forehead. The apology in his eyes was unmistakable. “They’ve sentenced him, and I dinna think there’s anything ye can do. He’s been there a fortnight.”

      McEwan made a fist and pressed it against the paper, his knuckles turning white as the blood leached from them.

      Sentenced whom? Who was at Fort William? Cormac leaned over the desk and tried to make out what he could around McEwan’s clenched fist. When he understood the name, his stomach sank to the floor. “They have Hugh?”

      “Aye.”

      “We have to help—”

      “We canna do anything,” McEwan said through clenched teeth. “He’ll hang. ’Tis out of our bloody hands now.”

      But the sequence of events didn’t line up. When Rory had returned from his botched assignment to carry a missive to Edinburgh, he’d reported he had been taken by the redcoats and Hugh had gotten away. Rory’s escape from the soldiers before reaching Fort William was the only reason he’d made it back to Moraigh alive—and the cause for him staying in hiding now.

      Cormac shook his head. “Rory saw Hugh escape. How did they find him?”

      Graeme slouched in one of the chairs opposite McEwan. “Hugh was taken on the road to Inverness. Likely trying to find a way back to Moraigh without being seen.”

      Silence sat in the room like a thick blanket of fog. McEwan lifted the paper detailing Hugh’s execution and read it again. He lowered it to the desk, letting out a frustrated breath. “We’ve had a wedding today.”

      Graeme straightened. “Didna mean to barge in and ruin the festivities.”

      “Nae bother,” Cormac promised him. “This is important information.”

      “Ye’re welcome to join in,” McEwan offered. “There is plenty of food and drink and dancing in the hall.”

      Graeme rose, nodding. “Thank ye.”

      McEwan stood, too. “If ye think of anything else—”

      “I’ll report it immediately.” Graeme left, closing the door behind himself, and Cormac took his vacated seat.

      “Hugh,” McEwan said, dropping back onto his chair and shaking his head.

      “We must go to him. We have to at least try. Surely it canna make things worse?”

      “No, I dinna see how it can, except in reminding the soldiers of our relations with him. He’s been taken for transporting a Jacobite missive. They must have learned it was for the Bonnie Prince somehow.” He closed his eyes, hiding the pain evident within them. “They might see our connection as a confirmation.”

      “Ye think going to see Hugh could place a target on us?”

      “The target is already there,” McEwan muttered. He rubbed his eyes. “Ye’re right. I canna leave him at the redcoats’ mercy without doing my best to get him out.”

      “But if they have yer missive—”

      “They dinna ken it is mine,” he said, much to Cormac’s relief. “I didna sign it. I can take Katherine’s diamond pendant for payment and attempt to purchase his freedom.”

      Cormac hesitated, unable to ignore the possibility that this could be a trap. “How much do ye trust Graeme? What if he’s only come to entice ye to go to the prison? I should be the one to go.”

      “I trust Graeme, and I should be the one to go. I can go, now that I have ye.” McEwan stood and crossed to the dark window, looking out over his land as though he could make out the loch and the glen despite the darkness. When he spoke again, he still faced the window. “Now that ye’re married, ye’re responsible for these people and these lands, too. Dinna forget that after I leave.” He turned around to face Cormac, his steely eyes hard, unyielding. “I leave my heart in yer hands, Cormac. I trust ye, and my people trust ye, to lead and protect them.”

      His heart—his wife and daughter and clan.

      It was no small amount of responsibility being laid on Cormac’s shoulders. He breathed slowly. He’d accepted this responsibility when he’d married Marion earlier that day. He’d only hoped the burden would not fall on his shoulders so soon.

      McEwan rounded the desk and came to stand at Cormac’s feet.

      He rose to meet his chief’s eyes. “I willna forget.”

      “Ye must promise me two things.”

      Cormac nodded.

      “Ye willna allow the strife with the Duncans to worsen. We need access to their lands when the time comes to move troops to the south—that is our priority. Do what ye must to gain favor with Miles and Ivor Duncan and heal the feud.”

      Miles and Ivor? Miles, he could handle. The man had already been to Moraigh a handful of times and proved himself polite and easy to converse with. But Ivor? The Duncan chief? McEwan was placing much more trust in Cormac than he deserved. But he had fought for this position, so he would do his best. “Aye. I’ll do what I can. The second?”

      McEwan held his gaze and dropped his voice. “When word reaches Moraigh that it is time to send men to fight, promise me ye’ll lead them. If I canna be there, ye must. The men will follow ye, and Prince Charles needs them. His armies have been vastly depleted, and I’ve agreed to gather as many troops as I can. Will ye vow it?”

      Promise he would fight for a Jacobite king he didn’t support? No. Fight to protect his people? The McEwan people? Cormac swallowed. “Aye.”

      McEwan visibly relaxed. “I’ll be gone in the morning, and I’ll take Simon and Brian with me. Perhaps I can leave them at Kilgannon after Edinburgh. We will take Rory as well—”

      “Is that no’ dangerous? He’s a wanted man, and ye’re visiting the prison.”

      “I willna take him into Fort William, lad. But he needs to be on a ship to France, and my contact in Edinburgh can arrange it for us. We’ll go on to Edinburgh directly.”

      “Will ye send word of Hugh as soon as ye ken?”

      McEwan nodded. His mouth twisted into a grimace. “Now, off wi’ ye. ’Tis yer wedding they’re celebrating down there.”

      Cormac slipped from the room and down the corridor to the stairwell. His heart thrummed with the news. A man he had come to respect and admire was now rotting in a damp cell merely for carrying a letter with the wrong allegiance. It was not a small thing to be considered a supporter of the Stuarts—a Jacobite—and the consequences of coming to the Bonnie Prince’s aid in his quest to retake the British throne were blaring now. Cormac could no longer ignore the very real risk he had put himself in by agreeing to become McEwan’s heir, aligning himself to the Jacobites, however inadvertently.

      How many lives were worth sacrificing to put a Catholic back on the throne?

      Cormac scrubbed a weary hand over his face and stepped into the circular stairwell. He drew to an abrupt halt when he found his wife standing a few steps below him. “I thought ye’d outgrown yer temptation to eavesdrop, lass?”

      “I didna do anything of the sort,” she demanded, mocking outrage. Her raven hair was styled away from her face, but a lock had broken free and danced along her temple. Cormac reached to smooth it away so he could see her beautiful, ice-blue eyes. “I was merely waiting for ye.”

      “For me? Or for the information now rattling around in my head?”

      Her smile turned saucy. “What d’ye think?”

      “Both.”

      “Right ye are.”

      Cormac reached for Marion, and she stepped into his arms easily. He bent his neck and rested his chin on her head, drawing in a deep breath that caught a little. “Yer father leaves in the morning, and he is taking Rory with him. Yer uncle and yer cousin Simon, too. I would . ﻿. ﻿. I recommend seeing yer father before he leaves, Mari. We dinna ken what will happen. Ye ought to have a proper farewell.”

      She was silent for a minute before leaning back and holding his gaze. “Now?”

      “Aye. Ye can tell him I warned ye of his departure.”

      “And the rest?”

      Cormac’s chest constricted. The empty study doorway that had usually been Hugh’s station was a blunt reminder of the man’s current situation. “I will tell ye tonight when we willna risk being overheard.”

      Marion nodded. She reached up to pull his face closer and kissed him. Cormac lost all sense of time when she was in his arms. It was the most distracting and wholly pleasant feeling. When she broke away, she passed him, and he reached for her hand. “I’ll wait for ye upstairs.”

      Marion squeezed his fingers. “Ye dinna want to return to the feast?”

      “Nae.”

      “Then I will be up shortly.”

      His heart pulsed with the knowledge that Marion was going to hurt once he told her the things he’d learned tonight about Hugh. “Take yer time.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Miles Duncan tossed a bone onto his plate and wiped his fingers on a napkin. The redcoat officers currently gathered around the table in his dining room had long outworn their welcome, and he was eager for them to move on and bother someone else’s household. They’d been staying at Dulnain for a few months now, and aside from intimidating the surrounding people and visiting the McEwan chief across the loch a handful of times, they’d accomplished nothing.

      Captain Hunt had received a message by courier early that morning, and Miles had hoped it was orders to move on. Thus far, he’d been left disappointed.

      Miles lifted his cup of ale and took a long swallow. Ivor, his brother-in-law, was due to arrive any day now for a visit, and Miles was growing antsy about receiving the chief of Clan Duncan while redcoats slept in Dulnain’s best rooms. Ivor would not appreciate being surrounded by English officers, not when they jeopardized his power as chief and opposed every one of his Jacobite beliefs.

      “I feel it is time we paid the McEwans another visit,” Hunt said. He emptied his glass and set it on the table with a sharp thud. “It’s been well over a week since we last called on them, and still we’ve heard nothing.”

      “He is certainly hiding that rat in the castle,” Lieutenant Morley said. “Perhaps if we surprise him—”

      “Rory McEwan is the least of our worries,” Hunt muttered. “The law will come out right with him eventually.”

      He did not finish his thought—that the real prize wasn’t McEwan’s lackey, Rory, who’d gotten away from them when he was caught on the road to Edinburgh a few months ago; it was McEwan himself. Rory was certainly being hidden at Moraigh to escape hanging, and there was no way even a surprise visit would get their hands on the man. There were too many people protecting him.

      Miles looked to his friend Tavish, who sat whittling a block of wood near the fire, his shavings gathering on the polished planked floor at his feet. Had Mother been awake to see this, she would have put a stop to it at once, but Miles didn’t feel the same inclination. If Tavish was relegated to the kitchen to whittle, that would leave Miles the sole Scot in a room full of English officers. Though sometimes even having Tavish nearby didn’t feel much different. The man didn’t speak a word before the redcoats.

      “Tomorrow morning, then?” Morley asked.

      Hunt nodded. “Tomorrow.” His mouth curved, pulling taut the scar on his cheek and making his expression uneven. “I have a feeling we will find exactly what we need.”

      “In that case, I will see ye in the morning,” Miles said, rising from his seat. He bowed to the present company, caught Tavish’s eye, and left the room. Tavish would remain until the redcoats had all gone to sleep. It was a system they’d devised to ensure the maids were safe from the Englishmen. Between Miles and Tavish, at least one of them stayed awake each night.

      His slow steps dragged up the stairs to the new room he’d inhabited since Hunt had taken the best chamber. The only person who had not been forced to move bedchambers had been Mother, and he believed that was only because she had been so ill when the redcoats arrived that no one had wanted to risk sleeping in her room.

      They certainly didn’t mind eating Dulnain out of their winter stores or causing mistrust between Miles and the Duncans who lived on his land. They’d forced a sense of camaraderie between themselves and his household in order to keep peace in Dulnain, which put Miles in a tough predicament. He didn’t know how to prove he didn’t want the officers here either—he was only doing what he could to keep everyone alive.

      Miles knocked at his mother’s door and slipped inside, surprised to find her awake. She leaned against her headboard with a book, a candle flickering on the table beside her. She had improved so greatly in the month since Miles had begun administering the tonic prescribed to him by Ealann McEwan. He wanted to find a way to thank the lass, but didn’t know what he could possibly do to show the depth of his gratitude.

      Since Ealann hadn’t approached Miles when he had attended Kieran’s wedding feast, he was fairly certain she didn’t want their acquaintance to be known publicly. He’d been grateful to Marion for informing him of Ealann’s name, though, so he could know the identity of his selkie. He’d kept his distance though. There hadn’t been a way to be introduced without directly asking for someone to perform the honors, which would lead the others to think Miles had an interest in her—which he most certainly did not. It was an irritating conundrum to be in.

      He didn’t allow the fact that he hadn’t been invited to attend Cormac’s wedding feast to worry him yet. Surely the McEwans only wanted to avoid inviting redcoats to attend the celebration. There hadn’t been any soldiers staying at his house when he’d been invited to the last wedding.

      “Any news on what the letter contained?” Mother asked. He knew she meant the missive Captain Hunt had received that morning.

      “Nae. But he wishes to visit Moraigh in the morning, so perhaps we’ll ken more then.”

      She nodded. Her worried gaze sought the window, then settled on Miles again. “Are ye to go with them?”

      “I feel I should.”

      “I would like to come.”

      “Mother—”

      She shot him a look that silenced his tongue. “If I am to thank the lass who saved my life, I will need to go to Moraigh to do so.”

      “Ye’re no’ strong enough yet.”

      “I’m plenty strong for that wee trip.”

      But the frailty of her steps proved him correct. It was difficult enough to help her downstairs for an hour of fresh air. It would be arduous to cross the loch and climb up the hill to the castle. “I need ye to remain here in case Ivor arrives while we are gone.”

      “That is a flimsy excuse, son. I willna allow it. Try another one.”

      Miles shook off his indulgent smile. “I told ye the woman doesna wish for any attention to be brought to her. She canna have it ken’d at the castle that she snuck outside at night. I imagine her brother wouldna be pleased.” To say nothing of the fact that she’d been swimming in the loch when they met, but Miles had left that part out of his story.

      “I will be discreet.”

      “Ye’ll no’ be there at all if I can help it.” An idea fell into his mind, and he thanked the heavens for planting it there. “If ye remain home, I will settle a date for the dinner we mean to have here, and I will be certain yer healer is invited.”

      Mother was silent, searching his face. It was a good idea. She had to own that much. “It has been difficult to convince McEwan to come here, has it no’?”

      “He’s agreed to come easily enough. Securing the date for the dinner has been the difficult part. But if ye agree to remain home tomorrow, then I promise I willna leave Moraigh without a plan in place.”

      “Verra well.”

      Miles smiled victoriously. “I’ll see it done.”
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      Ealann angled the letter toward the light streaming through the window and tried to make out the directions written in Mrs. Lundie’s nearly illegible hand. After Ealann had written to her dear friend’s mother and explained that she needed to remain at Moraigh with her brother for a few more months, Mrs. Lundie had taken to continuing her education through letters. It was not ideal, for questions about the herbs, recipes, or remedies would take much longer to be answered, but Ealann was glad to have something to distract her while she bided her time.

      But she had rather hoped Mrs. Lundie would send healing remedies that were more applicable. Thus far, she had only given directions on how to achieve a fair face or curly hair.

      Ealann chuckled to herself and pulled her book closer to her on the small writing table so she could transfer the directions over. Someday, perhaps, someone would inquire after either of those things, and Ealann would be prepared with a remedy neatly penned in her book.

      A knock drew her attention, and Ealann looked up to find Ian leaning in the doorway.

      “Am I bothering ye?” he asked.

      She tilted her head a little to the side. “I canna tell if ye mean now or ever?”

      He pointed at her. “Dinna answer that. I shall rephrase.” He crossed his arms over his chest and moved slowly into the sitting room. “May I join ye?”

      “A much different question,” she observed.

      Ian lifted an eyebrow, awaiting a reply.

      “I’m no’ great company, but ye’re welcome to sit in here.”

      “I will be the judge of whether or no’ ye’re good company, aye?” He sat on the edge of the long, wooden bench nearest to the writing table she was using. “Are ye working on something interesting?”

      How many times must she reject the poor man before he understood that her heart would never be engaged to him? That it didn’t even matter if she was interested in him, she didn’t deserve love, and she couldn’t allow herself to be distracted by it?

      Ian must have sensed her hesitation. He sat up. “I dinna want to make ye uncomfortable, Ealann. I was only hoping to be yer friend.”

      She set her book down and searched his face for proof his words were genuine. His eyes were clear, and she found no malice there. If he could be honest, so could she. “I dinna plan to stay here, Ian. I promised Cormac I would remain for a few months longer, but then I need to return to my life—and the people—in Gilmuir.”

      Ian looked at her for a long moment. “A lesser man would take a personal offense at being written off so easily. I hope I have proven I wouldna make a fuss about losing, though. I wasna upset when McEwan chose yer brother over me to be Marion’s husband.”

      Ealann smiled softly. “It isna that. I dinna want to give anyone false ideas of my affection. It willna ever be engaged. No’ to ye . ﻿. ﻿. and no’ to anyone.”

      “That is perfectly acceptable, because I meant what I said.” He held her gaze earnestly. “I only want to be yer friend.”

      A friend—if he truly was such—would be quite welcome. Ealann could certainly use more of those, and it would not be in any way breaking her oath to herself, surely, if she didn’t plan on pursuing a romantic relationship with him. Fire crackled in the hearth behind them, its cozy sound loud in the otherwise quiet room. “Then perhaps ye can help me while I scribe these recipes in my journal.”

      “I would be more than happy to be of service.”

      She handed him the paper. “Read them off for me?”

      Ian read over the words silently and confusion grew steadily on his eyebrow. “What is this?”

      A smile tugged at Ealann’s lips. She gestured to the note with her quill pen. “The woman who was tutoring me in herbs and healing remedies back in Gilmuir has graciously agreed to continue my education through correspondence while I’m here. This is the first of her instructional letters. I dinna ken what to think about her first two remedies addressing a woman’s beauty. It does make one wonder what Mrs. Lundie thinks of the occupants of Moraigh.”

      Ian grinned. “She must think us a vain lot.”

      “I canna help but agree with that assumption. Though Mrs. Lundie is the sweetest of creatures, I vow.” A laugh tore from her throat, escaping into the room and making her feel almost . ﻿. ﻿. lighter. She didn’t allow herself much time to pursue happiness, but the laughter loosened the knot in her chest just slightly. It was even sweeter after the heaviness she’d felt throughout the castle that morning.

      McEwan had ridden off before sunrise with Rory, Simon, and Brian, but the gloominess that settled over Moraigh went beyond a castle missing its leader. It felt as though the inhabitants were holding their breath. Ealann feared for what loomed in their future.

      Isobel walked into the sitting room and came to an abrupt halt, looking from Ealann to Ian. “Forgive me. I didna mean to intrude.”

      “Ye’re never unwelcome,” Ealann said.

      Isobel hesitated before taking a step closer. Her pale blonde hair was pinned back, the blue of her gown subdued. “We have visitors. I thought ye might like to ken it. Cormac and Kieran are in the study now with Miles Duncan and Captain Hunt.”

      Miles Duncan? Here? The last time she saw him was at Isobel’s wedding feast, but the last time she had spoken to him was on the loch, and recalling that night sent a wave of eagerness through her.

      Ian got to his feet. “Did they cross the loch with anyone else?”

      “Two other soldiers came, but they’re waiting near the doors downstairs.”

      “I should be there,” Ian said.

      “Cormac would likely be glad to have ye there,” Isobel said.

      He nodded once and left, his steps swift until they faded away.

      Isobel took his seat, chewing on her lip. “The timing of this visit is worrisome.”

      Ealann itched to follow Ian toward McEwan’s study. She wanted to signal to Miles that she desired to speak to him privately, to discover how his mother was faring, but Isobel was clearly worried. “D’ye think they ken’d McEwan’s absence?”

      Isobel lifted a shoulder. “They asked to see McEwan when they arrived, so I dinna ken. Perhaps it was a strategy to feign ignorance, but I dinna see how they would ken already that he’s gone when he only left this morning, and before sunrise, at that.” She dropped her head onto her hands. “Why will they no’ just leave us in peace?”

      “Because they havna received what they came for yet.” Ealann was familiar with men like Captain Hunt. They set their eye on something they wanted and no amount of reason would tear them away from their goal. Men back in Gilmuir were very much the same way, but they didn’t want her. No, they merely wanted a beautiful woman, and she fit the mold.

      “I hope they never receive what they desire, then. But I also hope they leave,” Isobel said, her brown eyes troubled.

      Ealann agreed. “Where is Marion?”

      “With the men.”

      That was unexpected. “In the study?”

      Isobel lifted her shoulder in a small shrug. “Her husband is acting in McEwan’s place. He allowed her to be there.”

      True. Cormac was not the sort of man to refuse the woman he loved anything. But as her older brother, he also loved Ealann. She closed the inkwell and set down the quill. “D’ye think he’d allow his sister to be in the study as well?”

      Isobel shot her a small smile. “Ye’d ken better than I.”

      “I certainly intend to find out.” Ealann tucked her letter into the journal and rose, shaking out her skirts. “Where is Madam McEwan?”

      “In her chamber, I imagine.”

      Ealann paused at the door. “Are ye coming?”

      Isobel nodded and rose to follow her. The corridor was empty outside McEwan’s study, but voices could be heard seeping through the door. Torches lined the wall and threw an orange glow over the women. Ealann poised her fist to knock when the door swung open and she came face to face with Miles Duncan. A lock of his sandy brown hair fell from its queue, and his eyes were wide. He swiftly took hold of her wrist, blocking her before she could strike him in her attempt to knock.

      She had never stood so near Miles, and the intensity of his blue eyes was startling. They were beautiful, and currently they were trained on her with a flash of recognition—he must have remembered her from their meeting on the loch.

      “Och, forgive me,” Ealann said, slipping her arm from his grasp. His fingers were rougher than she’d expected from a laird, taking her by surprise.

      His mouth slid into a smile, evident beneath the scruff lining his jaw. “’Tis nae bother. Ye didna hurt me.” Miles seemed to remember himself and stepped to the side, revealing an English officer just behind him. The McEwans grouped around the desk, Marion standing beside Cormac. “Captain Hunt and I were just leaving.”

      The captain’s gaze dragged down her gown, and Ealann stepped back, as if that would break the contact and move her out of reach of his penetrating gaze.

      “It is a shame we were unable to spend more time here, Mr. McEwan,” Captain Hunt said. “The company appears very desirable, indeed.”

      Cormac’s face hardened. “Dinna fash, Captain. Ye’ve no’ missed much. My sister is no’ planning to remain here long, I’m afraid.”

      “Pity.”

      Ealann disagreed. But she bit her tongue.

      “Ye’re leaving Moraigh?” Miles asked. “So soon after yer brother married?”

      Was he concerned? His eyes certainly looked it—which, given the nature of how they met, lodged a stone of worry in her stomach. Was his mother still unwell? Did the tonic fail to revive her? Ealann wanted to ask these things, but settled on, “I must return to my studies.”

      Captain Hunt lifted his eyebrows in interest, and Ealann at once understood her mistake. The less information the Englishmen knew about her or any of the Moraigh inhabitants, the better. “I did not believe it was a common practice here to send your daughters to school,” he said.

      “’Tis nae school,” she said. “I am studying under a healer.”

      “I see.” He gave her a lopsided smile that stretched the scar along his cheek. “Then perhaps I will tell my men where to find help if they are in need of it.”

      “Yer men?” Cormac asked.

      “Indeed.” The captain shot him a perfunctory grimace that stretched his scar further. “I am afraid I have orders to report to Fort William. But some of my men should be along shortly to assist with keeping the unrest . ﻿. ﻿. subdued. We wouldn’t want to leave you without any help. King George cares for all of his people, after all.”

      The following beat of silence was thick, tainting the air with distrust and unease. Miles looked surprised but quickly trained his face into a passive expression. Had he not known of the soldiers’ intention to leave? Who did they plan to replace them at Dulnain? More redcoats? The Black Watch?

      “In that case, I assume we willna have the fortune of yer company at Dulnain when we come to dine?” Marion asked from near the desk.

      Captain Hunt shook his head. “I’m afraid you will not. But do not fear, Mrs. McEwan, for I shall return.”

      The ominous promise wasn’t happily received on anyone’s account, but their strained smiles attempted to make it appear so.

      Miles dipped a farewell bow, and Ealann moved aside, Isobel behind her, to give the men room to pass. Cormac followed them out of the study. He reached for Ealann’s hand and pressed her fingers once lightly as he passed. She hadn’t been aware of how fast her heart hammered or how light her head felt until her brother had reassured her. His support was a swift reminder that she was not alone. Leaving Moraigh would mean leaving Cormac; it would force her to lose the one man who she trusted implicitly to care for and protect her. Was it a foolish plan?

      Given the state of the remedies Mrs. Lundie had sent through her letter, it was necessary for Ealann to go directly to the woman if she wanted to continue to fill her book with useful knowledge.

      She watched the back of Miles’s head bob away down the corridor and disappear through the stairwell. The weight of having given him the recipe for a tonic was heavy on her heart. Ealann needed to know if it had worked. If Miles’s mother felt better. If she needed to try something different. Prayer was no longer sufficient to ease Ealann’s troubled mind.

      Had Ealann saved the woman or not?

      Being in the same room as Miles and unable to speak freely was incredibly frustrating. But what else was she to do? If she had inquired after Mrs. Duncan’s health, that would have introduced a host of questions from her friends, brother, and even Captain Hunt that Ealann was not prepared to answer. Miles clearly felt the same way or he would have spoken to her directly.

      His candid gaze was proof that he recognized her as the selkie from the loch, wasn’t it?

      Perhaps that was her only recourse to speak to him privately again. Ealann needed to go for another swim.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Everyone else left the study immediately except for Ealann and Marion, and they waited in tense silence until Cormac returned from escorting their guests to the edge of Loch Gileach. Ealann sat in one of the wooden chairs, leaning against the carved backing that dug into her shoulder blade.

      Cormac closed the door, and Ealann noticed that he didn’t place guards outside in the corridor like McEwan often had. Was he confident or foolish? Perhaps her brother had the disadvantage of coming into a position of power after growing up in a small farming community. He was sharp and quick-witted, but he didn’t know the way things were typically done here. His wife did. She had been raised from birth to one day take on the role as wife of the chief.

      Ealann supposed it could be argued that Cormac was not yet the chief. He was merely standing in as protector of Moraigh and its inhabitants until the chief returned.

      Marion sat on the chair beside Ealann, smoothing her hands down her navy skirt. “I’ll be glad to see the last of Captain Hunt and his men. D’ye ken who will replace them at Dulnain?”

      “Nae,” Cormac said, dropping into the heavy wooden chair behind the desk. “But I wager we will ken more after we dine at Dulnain next week.”

      “Surely it canna be worse than redcoats.”

      “We can only hope.”

      “When is the dinner to be?” Ealann asked.

      “Monday.” Cormac ran a hand down his tired face. “Their Duncan chief, Ivor, should arrive before then. McEwan has placed his trust in us to resolve the unrest, and I intend to do just that.”

      Ealann scoffed. “The man hasna been able to accomplish such a feat in decades, yet he places that responsibility on ye?”

      Marion lips flattened. “She isna wrong, Cormac. What will ye do differently than my father did? He canna expect ye to mend things so quickly when he has failed for years.”

      “I’m a different man.” Cormac’s eyebrows drew together, and he said no more.

      “I would like to come to the dinner,” Ealann said. Then she could see Mrs. Duncan herself—meet the woman so it was not an odd thing for her to inquire after her health any longer.

      “Nae.”

      She and Marion both looked at Cormac sharply. “Why no’?” Ealann asked. “Are we no’ welcome?”

      “Ye were invited. He invited my family.”

      “Then—”

      “But I willna place ye in danger.” He looked at his wife. “Either of ye. I will take Ian, Kieran, and Young Rupert—”

      “And leave us without yer best warriors?” Ealann countered.

      He chewed on his lip.

      Marion squared her shoulders. “When Miles attended the feast for Kieran and Isobel’s wedding, he told me we needed to show our faith and trust, as he has done more than once. If ye leave all the women at home, ye willna be proving anything but wariness and distrust. It willna make peace.”

      His eyes were hard, unyielding. “Until we ken who set fire to the animals, I dinna want ye leaving this castle.”

      Marion held her husband’s gaze. “I will never be safer than within arm’s reach of ye, and we both ken it verra well.”

      The air in the room was charged with pulsating emotion. Ealann considered stepping into the corridor to allow her brother and his new wife privacy to discuss this, but she also had a stake in the decision Cormac came to.

      Ealann stood. “Ye’ll show faith and the desire for peace by bringing yer wife and yer sister to the dinner. Ye can bring another man if it makes ye feel safer and leave the rest of yer warriors here to protect the castle. It is the wisest course of action, nae?”

      Cormac breathed through his nose, his nostrils flaring in frustration.

      Ealann’s fingers curled into anxious fists, her nails biting into the soft skin on her palms.

      “Verra well,” he said. “I can see the wisdom in it, but I dinna like it much at all. It doesna feel right.”

      “Of course no’. Does it ever feel right when ye dinna get yer way?” Ealann tossed her brother a wink and left the room, breathing out a sigh of relief. She would have answers soon about Mrs. Duncan’s health. She only hoped it would be soon enough.
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      Winter was marching steadily along, evidenced by the naked branches lining the path that ran along the edge of Loch Gileach closer to the woods. Miles had rowed clear across the narrow loch to the McEwan side of the water and hovered quietly beneath the overarching branches, watching for sign of a woman—or anyone, really—leaving the castle.

      He’d taken a leap of faith in journeying here so late at night. A look from Ealann in the corridor earlier that morning had led Miles to believe she wanted to speak to him, but it had been so long since he’d spent much time with a woman who wasn’t his mother that he very well could have been imagining the silent communication. Already he had been waiting in this boat for well over an hour. It was time to admit he’d wrongly taken her measure and row home.

      But that look . ﻿. ﻿. Ealann had been suppressing the desire to speak. He knew it. Whether she’d remained quiet to save their reputations, or to hide the fact that she’d been swimming at the time they met—something Miles knew people frowned upon—it was still obvious that she didn’t want anyone knowing they’d met before.

      He still wondered sometimes if their meeting on the loch had been a dream or reality. Maybe waiting at the edge of the water was his mistake. Maybe he should be waiting in the center where they’d met.

      Movement ahead on the path caught his eye, and Miles crouched low in his boat. He’d been so distracted thinking of Ealann the selkie that he’d forgotten to keep watch for Ealann the woman, and now someone was coming his way. The moonlight shone through a cloudy sky, highlighting the outline of a skirt, and relief fell through him. At least it was a woman.

      Miles rested the oar handles on the edges of his boat and whistled. His mother had long ago taught him a very specific whistle they used to communicate to one another—to obtain the other’s attention when they were too far to confirm identities in the dark. Mother had never believed in shouting, and this alternative had worked.

      Miles hadn’t before used the whistle with anyone other than his mother, not even with Elizabeth. His late wife hadn’t been able to whistle, so it had seemed pointless. The sound slipped from him easily now, and a fissure of guilt accompanied it, though he didn’t know why. His relationship with Ealann was anything but romantic—this liaison was about healing Mother. The guilt was unwelcome.

      “Is it ye?” the woman asked, stepping close enough to be discernible.

      It was Ealann. Her copper hair was covered by the arisaid wrapped over her head like a hood, but he recognized the dip of her nose and her voice.

      “Aye. Are ye planning to swim, or can I tempt ye into the boat?” He’d brought an extra blanket for her, but it had been wrapped around his shoulders while he waited. At least now it would be warm for her.

      Ealann hesitated.

      “I can come on land,” he offered, unsure what it was about his offer that was worrisome to her.

      “Nae, the boat shall be fine. That is—” She looked over her shoulder to Moraigh. “D’ye think we’ll be seen?”

      Ah. She carried the same concern as last time. She feared being caught alone with him. “I can row us further east, and we shouldna be seen.” He paused. “But I canna promise.”

      Ealann nodded and crept down the embankment. Miles used the oars to push close to the grassy ledge, digging them into the shallow, rocky bed. He stood carefully and hopped onto the ground, holding the edge of the rowboat to steady it, then raised a hand toward Ealann. She curled her fingers around his, holding tightly while she stepped gingerly into the boat and lowered herself. Her motions were so graceful, as though she moved through air the same way she did water.

      Miles subtly shook his hand out, unused to the feeling of a woman’s skin against his. The touch had left a zinging mark, bothering him. The last time he’d touched a woman who was not his mother was when he’d danced with Marion a few months ago at Isobel and Kieran’s wedding celebration. The hall had been loud with music and laughter, and there had been no disturbance to his peace from the softness of her hands. He owed his strange reaction now to the stillness of the night and the forbidden nature of their meeting, undoubtedly.

      Miles climbed into the boat and rowed to the east, away from Moraigh and Dulnain, away from the McEwans and the Duncans, from the discord and the unrest. The half-moon illuminated the low-hanging clouds and shone over Ealann’s pale skin. He focused on the motions of rowing so he would not stare at her, difficult though that was with the way she faced him from her seat. He could objectively admit that she was a very beautiful woman. But he was safe from falling victim to her silky voice or allure. No other woman could slip into his heart and claim a piece, not when Elizabeth was written over every inch of it.

      “Did it work?” she asked, her velvet voice quiet. “Your mother, is she well?”

      “I believe so,” Miles said quietly.

      She let out a sigh of relief that panged his heart. He reached for the blanket that had fallen from his shoulders and handed it to her. The cutting air was frigid, cutting to his bones.

      “Ye gave the tonic to yer mother exactly as I directed?”

      “Aye. She has slowly improved ever since she began taking the tonic. I’ve wanted . ﻿. ﻿.” He cleared his throat, fighting a sudden surge of overwhelm. “I have wanted to thank ye ever since.”

      “Nae,” she said, waving him off. “It was naething.”

      He shook his head. “It wasna naething to me.”

      Ealann held his gaze a moment longer before she dragged it away. Miles dropped his attention to the oars and pushed at the inky water, funneling his energy into moving down the loch. The trees lining the edge of the water hid them from Moraigh’s sentinels and turrets, but Miles wanted to exercise additional caution.

      “Yer brother mentioned that ye willna stay long,” he said, his focus on the oar handles. “When do ye leave?”

      “When the snow melts and the roads are easily passable again. I’ve promised to stay for the winter.”

      Longer than Miles had anticipated. A rush of relief waved through him. “I am glad ye will be around yet. Mother’s health isna what it once was.”

      “When I come to dinner—”

      “Ye’re coming as well?” He could not hide his surprise. He had extended the invitation to Cormac’s family, but Cormac hadn’t seemed inclined to bring the women.

      Ealann nodded.

      “I assumed Cormac wished to leave ye at Moraigh.”

      She smiled softly, her teeth glowing in the darkness. “He did want that. I didna give him much of a choice. Marion and I will both be coming. It is our show of trust.”

      “Marion’s idea?” he asked.

      Ealann nodded. “She told my brother ye’re the one who planted the idea in her head.”

      “’Tis true. I suppose I didna consider at the time that we would have more guests at Dulnain.” He’d promised his mother he would try to invite Ealann to the dinner, and he’d felt he’d done his part. But now he worried about the safety of such a decision. When Hunt’s repulsive gaze had swept over Ealann, Miles had wanted to throw him from the highest castle turret. Even thinking of it now sent a fresh slice of anger through him.

      “The redcoats will be gone,” Ealann said.

      “Aye, but we dinna ken whom Hunt will send in his stead.” Or if they were similar to their captain in character. “He has taken his men and gone, and Ivor will arrive tomorrow, I believe. But that is no’ all.”

      “Neither Marion nor I are delicate flowers. We dinna need to be stowed away and hidden for our safety. If we are to establish peace, risks must be taken, aye?”

      “Risks, aye. But we dinna ken yet what the risks will be. Who they will be.”

      “Ye and Cormac are similarly stubborn, but neither of ye will keep me from attending the dinner at Dulnain. If I can do anything to aid my brother in abolishing this feud, I will do it.”

      Miles leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees, the oar handles loose in his grasp. She was so determined, but why? Why could she not take his report on his mother’s health and be content with that? Why must she insert herself into the feud’s resolution? “What is it ye really want, Ealann?”

      Her eyes widened, and he felt her grow still. The boat rocked gently on the water, but neither Miles nor Ealann moved. She watched him with what appeared to be trepidation, and he nearly regretted his question. But what sort of woman would care so deeply about a clan dispute that did not directly affect her? Or perhaps that was where Miles was wrong.

      “The same as ye. Peace,” she said quietly, the word a whisper from her lips.

      It had been spoken with such simplicity and lack of artifice that Miles had no choice but to believe her wholly. “Yer village has seen unrest as well? Are ye on the territory border?”

      “Nae. I come from the south, and we’ve seen little of the clan dispute.”

      Then what did she need peace from? He searched for a way to phrase the question so he could learn more about her. The disquiet in her eyes was troubling, and Miles realized at once that he could possibly help her the way she had helped his mother. “How can I repay ye for what ye’ve done for us?”

      “Ye already paid me. Do ye not recall turning yer boat around so I could swim home? I had nearly become ice by then, and I woulda sunk to the bottom of this loch.”

      “It is a small wonder ye’ve not grown ill from yer dangerous habit.”

      “It doesna bother me much anymore. I’ve been swimming for so many years, I’m used to it.”

      Miles felt unsure. “But ye wouldna swim in the loch now, aye? Ye stay out of the water in the winter?”

      Ealann shrugged. “Cormac has grown wary of allowing me out on my own. Until they discover who set the fire to the animal pens, I dinna ken if he’ll ever grow comfortable with it again. I may not swim until I’ve returned to Gilmuir.”

      “They still dinna ken who set the fire?”

      “I’m wondering if they’ll ever ken it.” Ealann looked over her shoulder toward Moraigh, its turrets visible through the naked trees on the banks of the loch, the spidery branches like claws over the stone.

      Miles observed the castle often from his chamber at Dulnain. He knew that a man was always posted on the allure, pacing from one end to the other with his eye out for possible danger. “I find it odd nae one saw who set the fire when there are always people watching from the allure.”

      Ealann’s brow furrowed. “Surely McEwan would’ve questioned the man who was posted that day. His wife saw the riders escape into the woods, but even she could not identify them from so great a distance.”

      “Though she would have ken’d if they were wearing red coats,” Miles said.

      “That is the only thing she could confirm. It was why they believed yer men to be responsible.” Ealann lifted her shoulders slightly, bending her neck to the side. “Can ye blame them? What would ye believe in their situation?”

      Miles shook his head. Of course he couldn’t blame them for falling to the obvious conclusion. The unrest had gone on for so long between their clans, men from each side stealing one another’s cattle, setting fire to their homes and barns. If it wasn’t the soldiers who had tried to burn down Moraigh, then it had to be Miles’s men. But his men had been occupied at the time with welcoming the soldiers to Dulnain.

      Well, all of them but one. But Tavish would never go against Miles’s wishes. He had no bone to pick with the McEwans. He wanted peace between their people just as much as Miles did.

      Miles shook the thought. It had to be someone else. There was no other explanation.

      Ealann held his gaze. Her eyes glinted in the moonlight, trained on him so steadily he felt his skin prickle. “History has proven I shouldn’t trust ye.”

      Miles was surprised by the turn of the conversation. He had trusted her from the moment he met her—evidenced by the way he had run home and given his mother that tonic without a second thought. Perhaps because of where they’d met, he had found in her a like soul. She sought solace and comfort on the loch much like Miles did, and it begged the question: what was she running from? Miles was undoubtedly running. He had been running since the moment he had watched his wife die, and he didn’t think he would ever stop.

      None of this was relevant to the matter at hand, though. Perhaps it was true that a man became desperate when the person he loved most was in danger—and that was why he’d trusted her so readily. Miles had been desperate for a remedy for his mother, but now that she was healing, he still found himself quick to enter risky situations like this. Ealann should not be alone with him. If they were caught, Cormac could easily call Miles out for this boat ride and the tarnish it would bring to her reputation.

      He studied her expression under the ghostly pallor the moonlight provided. She had just as much to lose as he did. She was right, and history had proved that she, a McEwan, shouldn’t trust a Duncan.

      He smiled at her. “And yet, ye are in the boat.”
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      Ealann pulled the wool-wrapped bundle from the bottom of her trunk, aware it was the first place anyone would look if they chose to search for valuable items in her room. She had nowhere else to hide it, however, and had been fortunate that the redcoats hadn’t happened upon it when they last searched Moraigh a few months ago.

      She peeled back the wool to reveal the white rose pendant dangling from a silver chain. She glanced over her shoulder to ensure no one had entered her bedchamber, and was relieved to find herself still alone. The white rose was a symbol largely worn by Jacobites—her mother included—and because of that, Ealann had long hid it away. Not even her brother knew it was present here within Moraigh’s walls. He likely believed it to have been lost or buried with their mother.

      Ealann crossed to the small looking glass over the dressing table and clasped the necklace around her neck. Pressing two fingers to where it rested against her breastbone, she closed her eyes. She could so easily imagine her mother when she laid eyes on the necklace, and that was reason enough to hold on to such a dangerous piece of jewelry.

      It was the morning of the dinner party set to take place at Dulnain, and she looked to the Duncan house through the window. The weight of knowledge, healing, and past failures crowded her. It had been a relief to hear Mrs. Duncan was doing well, but it would be even better to see it with her own eyes.

      Each life she saved was a small reparation, atoning for the guilt of not being able to save her mother. She reached behind her neck and unclasped the pendant, pooling the chain in her palm. It was time to hide the necklace away again before joining her family for breakfast. Perhaps one day Scotland wouldn’t be so divided—the fight for a Catholic king won or abandoned—and she could wear her mother’s necklace once more.

      But until then, she would continue to wrap it in wool, hide it away, and pray no one found it.
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        * * *

      

      A letter arrived by courier addressed to Cormac, written in Father’s hand. It did nothing but add to the odd hum of anxiousness permeating the castle, as though the sense of impending doom was imminent. Marion sat at a table in the great hall beside Cormac, slowly chipping away at a bowl of porridge. Her spoon stilled as she eyed the missive, wary of the news her father sent.

      There were only a handful of other people scattered about the room, nibbling on oatcakes, porridge, or apples. Silence wrapped around them, making the clang of silverware loud in the cavernous room. Marion didn’t know if the rest of the inhabitants were anxiously awaiting word of Hugh as well, or if the somber tone was a product of her own anxiousness.

      Cormac unfolded the paper. Marion reached for his sleeve, folding her fingers into the linen while he read the urgent message. He glanced up and held her eyes, his own pulling down in sorrow. Marion knew at once that the letter had not been favorable. Hugh. A soft gasp escaped her lips and she drew her fingers up to cover them, as if they could hold in the cry aching to be freed. Hugh was gone. This could mean nothing else. Father must not have been able to bribe the soldiers and free him.

      Cormac folded the letter and tucked it into the waist of his kilt, hiding it beneath the length of fabric wrapped over his shoulder and secured under his belt.

      If Father hadn’t been able to save Hugh, Rory wasn’t safe either. It was now imperative that Father made it to Edinburgh and put Rory on a boat. He would be missed, but life in France was far superior to dying—or so Marion hoped.

      Cormac snaked his hand over Marion’s leg and took her fingers in his. He leaned close. “I ken this must be hard for ye. What do ye need?”

      She shook her head, unable to speak. Her voice would be shaky now, to say nothing of the handful of people eating in the great hall. They had eyes on them, and she had been taught to conceal her emotions when she was not alone.

      Mother entered the great hall, her sweeping steps making her skirt sway as she crossed the hall. She chose to forego the head table and lowered herself onto the bench beside Marion. She didn’t often breakfast outside of her room unless there was an event, and never sat anywhere but at the head table that announced her rank, but Marion noticed her mother joining them more often since Father had gone away a week before.

      Mother appeared untroubled. Marion wanted to save her from this information, but she could not keep it a secret. She faced her mother, waiting for her to notice the thickness in the air.

      “What is it?” Mother finally asked, looking from the tables scattered with few occupants and back to Marion. “What has happened?”

      Cormac fished the letter from where he’d hidden it in his kilt and passed it to Mother.

      Marion watched her read the words written in Father’s familiar hand. From this vantage point she could have read the missive too, but instead she focused on her mother’s face, on the color leeching from her cheeks. The paper fluttered to the floor. Katherine McEwan had been a mother of sorts to many of the people of Moraigh. It was not uncommon for her to affectionately refer to the warriors as her lads. Losing Hugh was not unlike losing a son for Marion’s parents, and a brother to many of the people here. He was a McEwan. He was blood. He was one of them.

      And now he was dead.

      Cormac must have felt a similar sense of loss and betrayal. His hand crawled into a fist on the table, and he pushed away his bowl of porridge. “It is a good thing the redcoats have left Dulnain, or the dinner tonight would be far more dangerous.”

      A warning bell rang clearly in Marion’s mind. “What do ye mean? More dangerous for us or for them? Ye canna change the situation now. What good would it do to hurt the redcoats for taking Hugh? It willna bring him back.”

      “I ken this well. But that doesna mean I dinna want retribution for his loss. Hugh didna do anything to deserve his fate.”

      Cormac stood, his jerky motions and red neck displaying anger Marion had yet to see on him before. She worried for his safety. He was a peaceful-minded man, and he desired only to end the feud. But this anger could only hurt him if it was left unrestricted.

      “When we have peace—”

      “Peace isna working, Mari,” Cormac said, running a hand over his forehead. “Peace hasna worked for yer father, so how will it work for us?”

      She had no answer for him. How could they accomplish that which her father had failed to for decades? Her idealistic hopes were bruised, limping along their optimistic little path.

      Mother bent to retrieve the letter and gave it back to Cormac. He took it from her, folding it again as he left the room, leaving Marion behind without another word. It was worrisome how his frustrations had bled so quickly from concern for her feelings to anger. Hugh’s death must have unlocked a vault of fear somewhere within him, making clear the realities of what they all faced. The doorway he’d gone through stayed empty, regardless of how much she wished he would reappear.

      Marion had lost her appetite. She pushed her bowl of porridge away and turned to better face her mother. “Will this change Father’s opinions now?” she asked, her voice quiet. “Will he no’ see the danger he is putting everyone in?”

      Mother’s eyes were glassy, the pale blue darker than usual. “It will do the opposite. If he gave up now, what purpose did Hugh’s sacrifice serve? He willna want Hugh to die in vain. Would ye?”

      Marion straightened, looking at the tables lined up in the great hall and thinking of the many people who dined here when everyone came together for meals. They were scattered about the castle and its grounds now, tending to animals, cooking, cleaning, the weans playing. All of their people were innocent, yet every single one of them in danger for the opinions of their leader.

      Her gaze snagged on Young Rupert tearing at an oatcake, and she swallowed hard. Their chief would march each of these able-bodied men into battle. How many would make it home alive?

      Marion shook away the disgust wracking her chest. It screamed for sobs, but she would not do her anger the courtesy of crying now. She needed to focus, to analyze the problem. Moraigh had too many enemies from too many sides. Peace needed to be made first between the Duncans and the McEwans. England would send her soldiers to wedge a thorn between them further until they had wiped one another from the map. But Father was not going to change his allegiance. If the clans could band together under the same ideology, perhaps they had a fighting chance. Marion stood and stepped away from the table.

      Mother’s hand shot out, taking her by the arm and spinning her back until she was looking into her eyes. “Dinna react rashly. I taught ye better than that, Marion. Manage yer emotions, find a way to fight yer anger, and consider what is best for the people. All of the people.”

      Marion had done exactly that. Evidently Mother had taught her very well indeed. “What’s best for the people is for nae more of them to die.”

      Mother shook her head. “Hugh ken’d the risks. He has long been aware of the danger involved, and he didna accept the assignment without also accepting the potential fate he incurred.”

      “How can ye be so unfeeling?”

      “Unfeeling?” Mother scoffed lightly. “Is it no’ a comfort to ken that Hugh wasna taken from us fighting for something he didna believe in? He was a supporter. He ken’d the risks.”

      “What I ken now are two things: Hugh is gone, and I will do whatever I can to ensure nae other McEwan shares his fate.”

      Mother released her arm, and Marion fled the room. She found her way to Father’s study. Cormac stood at the desk, his head bent over an array of maps.

      “What is yer plan?” she asked, closing the door behind her.

      He looked up and dragged a hand over his face, breathing out through his nose. His green eyes were vibrant, his copper hair in disarray. “Yer father has his priorities, and I have mine. I will keep the promises I’ve made to him, but I am my own man, and I will see this conflict between the Duncans and us ended.”

      A chill swept over her. “What do ye intend to do?”

      Cormac held her gaze, the ticking clock resounding in the otherwise silent room. “Whatever I must.”
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      There was a restlessness among the McEwan group as they crossed the loch toward Dulnain. The gentle waves lapped at their sides, a cold wind slithering over the water and ruffling their skirts. Ealann and Marion sat together in the center of the boat, Cormac at one end and Ian on the other, rowing in time. It felt more vulnerable than Ealann expected to approach an enemy clan with only two men, Marion, and a knife to protect her, but she had faith in Miles’s desire for peace.

      Young Rupert was on duty walking the parapet, and Ealann looked over her shoulder, eased by his familiar shape ambling along the castle allure and looking out over the land. He, Kieran, and Isobel would be safe alongside every other member of the household.

      She faced Dulnain again, the familiar gray stone the same color as Moraigh, though pink sandstone accents lined the doorway and window frames, the glass coming to a peak on the top-floor windows. The news of Hugh had left them quieter than usual, and Ealann was glad Captain Hunt had left. She didn’t know what the McEwan men would have done in the redcoats’ presence, fresh on the heels of learning Hugh’s fate. Regardless of her faith in Miles, they were entering enemy territory. It was clear in the silence, the high alert, the tightness in their necks.

      The house was visible through the trees, though it came better into view as they approached the edge of the loch. Ian jumped onto the bank to secure the boat to the dock, and they rocked beside the other small rowboats tethered nearby. He reached for her hand to help her out, his large fingers gripping her and lingering once her feet landed on the dock. Ealann glanced up to find him watching her.

      She dropped her gaze immediately to her skirt, pulling her hand free to run it down the fabric and smooth out the wrinkles. Marion had lent the gown to her, and the fine emerald fabric was far nicer than anything she was used to wearing. Her wild, copper hair had been tamed and curled into the semblance of a style, but she knew she wasn’t fooling anyone. She was a farmer’s daughter in a borrowed gown, and she was only here for one purpose: to see Mrs. Duncan.

      Marion looked the picture of poise, stepping flawlessly from the boat without a hair out of place, her raven locks curling over her shoulder in stark contrast to her pearly skin. She had trained her ice blue eyes on Dulnain, but her dark eyebrows were drawn together in concern. When she looked at Ealann, a flicker of a smile passed over her lips, but she wasn’t hiding it well. She was worried.

      Cormac offered Marion his elbow, and they walked ahead on the path toward the house. Ian did the same, and Ealann rested her hand on his bent arm, allowing him to lead her up to Dulnain.

      “I canna help but wonder if we shoulda brought more men,” Ian muttered. “I dinna have a good feeling about this.”

      Ealann shook her head. More warriors would have only proved how little faith they had in the Duncans. “We need to trust them, Ian, or we will never have peace.”

      “Ye havna lived here long enough to understand the feud. It willna be fixed by a conversation, lass. I’ve said as much to McEwan before, but he wouldna listen.”

      “Then how will it be fixed?”

      The door swung open, and Miles stood waiting to greet them. He wore a finely cut coat above his great kilt, and his sandy brown hair was tied away from his face. Ealann swallowed her surprise at not being met by a servant, especially with the laird of the house dressed as fine as he was. Marion and Cormac approached the door, and Ealann tugged at Ian’s arm, drawing closer to his body.

      She lowered her voice and leaned in. “What will mend it, then?”

      Her brother needed this information. He was tasked with doing away with the feud, and he could not mend something so shredded and broken unless he understood how.

      Ian shook his head, his eyes clouding. “I shouldna say. It is only one man’s opinion, after all.”

      Ealann’s grip tightened on his arm. “What will mend it, Ian?”

      He could not meet her gaze. He dropped his chin and whispered, “The only thing that solves disputes in Scotland, lass. Bloodshed.”

      Ealann’s stomach swooped, turning to ice. Her feet stalled on the path until Ian pulled softly on her arm and she walked again at his side. Bloodshed? Between whom? She hadn’t known a clan dispute that was solved peaceably, but did that mean it was impossible?

      Ian lowered his voice. “Yer brother, Marion, Miles—they’re all trying to fix this feud without anyone dying, but that isna possible. There needs to be a clear winner between the clans or the discord will remain forever. Honor requires it.”

      They caught up with Cormac and Marion at the door. Ealann attempted to fix a smile on her face, but her mind was reeling and it was a vain effort. Bloodshed meant Cormac would be in danger. Surely there was another way.

      Miles stepped back to allow them room to enter the house, then introduced them to Tavish, a man she’d seen at other functions but hadn’t yet met. Another man stepped into the entryway, his long, brown hair slicked back into a queue and a beard to match it. He had dark, calculating eyes that Ealann wholly disliked. She had grown used to seeing similar calculation on men outside of her family.

      Most men, at least. Miles seemed to be different.

      “Allow me to introduce ye to my brother-in-law, Ivor, Chief Duncan,” Miles said. He proceeded to introduce each of them, and Marion and Ealann dipped into curtsies. Ivor’s bow was formal, handsomely executed, as though he had seen many days inside drawing rooms nicer than this one.

      Ivor spread his hands. “I have looked forward to this day for a long while.”

      Cormac stepped forward. “It is with great regret that McEwan canna be here himself. He has other business to see to, I’m afraid, but he looked forward to this dinner.”

      Ivor turned his attention to Marion. “I am told congratulations are in order on yer marriage. I would have loved to see yer father, but it is an honor to receive such fine company as yerselves.” He indicated to both women present.

      A flicker of unease passed through Marion’s eyes before she spread a wide smile over her lips. “I assure ye, the honor is all ours.”

      Miles cleared his throat. “If ye would like to move through to the next room, dinner is served.”

      Ealann was placed at the table between Ian and one of Ivor’s men, Jamie. It was clear from the dishes served that the servants of Dulnain had put great effort into providing a beautiful dinner. The cook was clearly well-trained and the food delicious. But Ealann had trouble focusing on her plate as her gaze snapped from her brother to Ivor over the course of the meal.

      The conversation seemed harmless. It did not touch on the clan dispute or veer into anything of a political nature, but Ealann could not help feeling there were things being said beneath the current of politeness that she did not quite understand.

      A lull in the conversation followed the final course, and Cormac wiped his lips and looked to where his wife sat at the foot of the table. If that was a signal, Ealann assumed it was meant to warn Marion that he would open up the conversation each person at the table was likely dreading and awaiting in equal parts.

      Cormac cleared his throat, and all eyes turned to him. “While we are gathered, I thought it might be prudent to discuss options for resolving the feud between our people. It has gone on for far too long, and McEwan would like to see it ended.” He held an easy smile, but Ealann had known him her entire life, and she could both see and sense his nerves.

      Ivor set his fork down. “Aye, far too long. It is difficult to put out a fire when logs are continually thrown upon it.” There was an edge of blame to his tone, and the occupants at the dinner table grew silent.

      “We dinna think either side is wholly to blame. If we can resolve this without further loss of livestock, homes, or lives, that would be in the best interest of both clans, would it no’?”

      “Perhaps.” Ivor lifted his cup and took a long swallow. “I have heard lovely reports of the celebrations held at Castle Moraigh. I would be glad of an invitation next time ye hold a gathering.”

      Ealann held her breath, waiting to see if her brother would press the issue of resolution further or allow it to taper for now. Ivor clearly did not wish to speak about this presently, but the longer they waited to discuss politics, the later the dinner party would run into the night. Returning to Moraigh so late was something no one wanted to do. It invited ambush or other lurking dangers.

      Marion snagged Ealann’s gaze, and it was clear from her concern that she was in agreement. They needed to do whatever they could to end the evening as early as possible.

      Ealann was still hoping to visit Miles’s mother. She was disappointed Mrs. Duncan hadn’t joined them for dinner. Perhaps if the women left the room, Ivor would be more open to the idea of a political conversation with Cormac and Ian.

      When the meal drew to a close, Ivor stood from the head of the table, his chair dragging on the rug as it moved back, the floor shuddering at their feet. “Shall we convene in the drawing room? I was hoping to entice one of the ladies to sing for us. It has been too long since I’ve heard a decent tune.”

      “My wife is verra accomplished on the clàrsach,” Cormac said.

      Ivor looked to Miles. “Do ye have the clàrsach here?”

      Miles’s jaw flexed as he stared hard at his brother-in-law. He did not speak, and tension ran between the men.

      Marion was quick to break it. “I would be happy to play the harpsichord, if ye have one. Ealann, do ye play?”

      “No’ at all, I’m afraid.”

      “But surely ye dance?” Marion said, tilting her head a little to the side. Was the woman making an attempt to appease the Duncans after Cormac’s blunder at the dinner table? Dancing with Ealann was certainly not going to accomplish it.

      “With only one woman present while the other played the music, surely the dancing would be better held for another time.” Ealann faced Miles. “I have heard yer mother is unwell, Mr. Duncan. Would it be acceptable for me to pay her a visit?”

      The storm that had entered his eyes when his brother-in-law mentioned the clàrsach had yet to fully recede, but he shook away his apparent anger and smiled at her.

      “My sister is a healer, as ye may recall from yer recent visit to Moraigh,” Cormac said. “She means nae insult.”

      “Of course no’,” Ivor said, though Cormac had not been speaking to him. He flicked a nod at Ealann. “It would be a kindness for ye to pay Mrs. Duncan a visit.” He crossed the room to Marion and offered his elbow. “Can I lead ye into the drawing room, Mrs. McEwan?”

      “I would be most delighted, thank ye.” Marion took his arm and followed him, sending a quick look back to Ealann. She didn’t appear to approve of this plan. Ealann knew the feud needed their utmost attention, but while it was important to her, it was not her priority. Healing was.

      “Annie will take ye up,” Miles said, indicating the maid standing against the wall.

      Cormac was close on Marion’s heels, and Miles, Jamie, and Tavish shortly behind them.

      Ian hesitated at the door, looking back at her with concern. Was he worried for her safety?

      “I will only be a few minutes,” she said.

      Ian’s mouth pressed into a firm line, but he gave a nod and went into the drawing room. Ealann looked past him to find Miles watching the interaction, a small furrow creasing his brow.

      She followed the maid up the stairs, dragging her hand along the polished railing, until they stopped at a bedchamber just down the corridor.

      “I’ll make certain she is awake,” Annie said before knocking lightly and slipping into the room.

      Ealann waited in the corridor until Annie returned. The paintings lining the open space were scenes of moors with moody skies or the ocean crashing against a cliffside, a ship perilously fighting a storm in the background. They were beautiful, and she hadn’t seen anything like them before.

      Annie beckoned her at the door and let Ealann into the room.

      Mrs. Duncan sat up in her bed, propped up by pillows. Her white hair was unstyled and her skin was pale, but her eyes were sharp with intelligence.

      “I am so pleased to make yer acquaintance, Mrs. Duncan. I am Ealann McEwan.”

      “The pleasure is certainly mine, dear.” Mrs. Duncan turned her attention to Annie. “Will ye fetch some tea? My throat is dry.”

      The maid left the room, and Ealann crossed to shut the door behind her. “I am told the tonic helped?”

      Mrs. Duncan smiled. “Ye’d hardly recognize me if we had met a few months ago. I must thank ye.”

      “It was naething.” Ealann crossed toward the bed and folded her hands in front of her. “May I ask how ye’re feeling now? What symptoms yet remain?”

      “I’m tired, mostly, though I nae longer feel as though I’m knocking on death’s door. It is taking a little longer for my strength to return, but I couldna ask for anything more.”

      There was a warmth to Mrs. Duncan’s voice that reached Ealann’s heart, and she felt a kinship with the woman she couldn’t describe. Gratitude was clear in Mrs. Duncan’s eyes, but more than that, Ealann was overjoyed by having helped her. Her vow was yet unbroken. She had saved a life.

      After what had happened with Ealann’s mother, she’d sworn an oath that she would never be the reason another person died again. She couldn’t live with herself if that were the case. The joy of finding success for Mrs. Duncan with a healing remedy permeated every inch of her body, and a smile spread over her lips. It was such an unusual feeling for her, this pleasure, and she hadn’t felt it in so long that her lips cracked from the strain of stretching so widely. The pain was worth her joy, though.

      She could not turn back time and change the past. She could not revive her mother. But she had saved someone else’s.

      “Ye’re a verra beautiful lass when ye smile,” Mrs. Duncan said. “Are ye always this happy?”

      Ealann’s thoughts stuttered to a halt. When was the last time she had smiled this authentically, not in an effort to appease Cormac or Marion or Ian? Mrs. Duncan watched her now with interest, head tilted to the side, and Ealann struggled to recall the last time her heart pulsed with anything other than sorrow. “I am happy when I have helped someone, yes. Though I must admit ye’re the first person I have helped without assistance from a true healer. I’ve been learning from a woman in my village until now.”

      “Yer education is complete, then?”

      “Nae, it has been delayed for a time. I canna return to Mrs. Lundie until spring. I’m here to be with my brother.” Ealann lowered herself on the wooden ladder-back chair near the head of the bed. The amount of strain Mrs. Duncan had felt recently likely hadn’t aided in a quick recovery. It could account for some of her tiredness. “I ken the redcoats left Dulnain. Are ye glad to have yer home free of additional guests?”

      Mrs. Duncan looked to the window behind Ealann. “We are not quite free of guests yet. Soon, though. Soon I hope we shall be.” She gave a calm smile. “My son’s brother-in-law willna stay at Dulnain for long. I canna see him enjoying his time here verra much. He will be eager to return home to his wife and son.”

      She hoped Ivor would be on his way home soon? Everyone knew Ivor had selected Miles to be the laird of Dulnain, so Ealann had only assumed they had a good relationship, that Miles would enjoy spending time with his chief. “Miles must be glad for the visit. Surely he enjoys visiting with family.”

      “Family must always be tolerated, aye,” she said.

      There was a beat of silence where Ealann almost swallowed her curiosity and tucked it away without further investigation, but she couldn’t quite push the thought entirely from her mind. “In what way is Ivor his brother-in-law? Is the chief married to yer daughter?”

      “Nae,” Mrs. Duncan said. “I have nae daughters. He and Miles are related through Ivor’s sister. She was Miles’s wife.”

      Miles’s wife? Was? Ealann swallowed. She hadn’t expected that bit of information. It was no wonder the man had told Isobel he wasn’t available to wed if he was grieving the loss of a wife. “Is she no’ here?”

      “Nae. Elizabeth died—”

      A throat cleared in the doorway, and Ealann spun to find Miles leaning against the door jamb, his mouth pressed into a firm line and his arms crossed over his chest. “I wondered if I needed to retrieve Ealann from ye, Mother, so ye could rest. I didna realize ye would be gossiping—”

      Mrs. Duncan seemed unperturbed. “Och. ’Tis nae gossip to share yer history.”

      “Unless I dinna want my history shared.” Miles’s gaze flicked to Ealann and away. “I believe yer brother is ready to return to Moraigh, Miss McEwan.”

      A heaviness settled over Ealann’s chest. He couldn’t look at her when he spoke, so surely he was angry. She hadn’t meant to pry into the details of his life, to learn of his marriage.

      Mrs. Duncan’s face pulled into a slight frown, and her hand reached for Ealann’s, closing around it. “I do hope to see ye again.”

      Ealann looked at their hands, Mrs. Duncan’s soft, papery skin wrinkling beneath her fingers. She’d missed this. It had been so long since her mother had been there to offer comfort that she’d forgotten the gentle soothing that came from a mother’s hand. “I would love that.”

      She bade the older woman a good night and followed Miles into the corridor. He closed the door to his mother’s room and turned to face Ealann.

      “I didna mean to pry,” she said quickly. “I wasna asking for information about ye—”

      “I didna think ye were.” Miles ran a hand through his hair, knocking a few locks loose from his queue. “Mothers like to meddle, do they no’?”

      Ealann lifted one shoulder in a small shrug. “Mine never did much. She was verra opinionated, but mostly worried about herself. If she meddled, I didna see.”

      Miles peered at her. “Where is she now?”

      “She died.”

      Understanding and grief shone in his blue eyes. He dipped his head slightly, looking down at her with a bent brow, and his hand came up to rest lightly at her elbow. It was nothing more than comfort from a friend, but it sent a warm feeling through her arm nevertheless. She grew still, afraid that if she moved, she would ruin the serene haze between them.

      “I am sorry,” he said. “How long ago did ye lose her?”

      A heavy crash downstairs drew their attention, accompanied by the sharp sound of metal clanging against metal. Miles tilted his head toward the stairwell, his sandy brown eyebrows pulling together.

      “Swords,” Ealann whispered, fear striking her heart. She bolted for the stairs, and Miles took her arm, pulling her back.

      “Ye canna go down there,” he said, holding her close and looking down into her eyes.

      “My brother is down there.”

      “Are ye better with a sword than he is?”

      She yanked her arm, but he didn’t release his hold. “Are ye absurd? I willna hide up here.”

      Miles stared at her with a wide-eyed intensity. “Stay here until we ken it is safe. Ye can sit with my mother.”

      Ealann was unsure whether or not to trust him. If there was fighting downstairs—fighting Cormac would be involved in—had Miles been sent up to keep her occupied? The thought soured her stomach, and she didn’t want to believe him capable of it. Besides, what purpose would that serve? He had been correct. She wasn’t a skilled swordsman.

      Miles, though, seemed to sense her distrust. He straightened and pointed to his mother’s bedroom door. “She will worry after hearing the crash. If we heard that sound, so did she. Please sit with her, and I will return for ye when it is safe.”

      She hesitated.

      Miles’s hand tightened on her arm, the low tone of his voice sending prickles over her skin. “Have I given ye reason to distrust me yet?”

      No, he hadn’t. They had been alone together three times now. Thrice he’d had the opportunity to take advantage of her, to hurt her, to use her as leverage against her brother. No, the truth was that she trusted Miles—he’d given her reason to. But Ealann had not come to Dulnain alone. She was not the only woman in their party.

      She looked toward the stairs again. “Marion—”

      Miles released her, already running toward the stairs, as though he recalled Marion’s safety as well. He pointed to Mrs. Duncan’s door before disappearing, and an unspoken agreement passed between them. Ealann would stay with his mother, and she would keep the woman safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Miles rushed down the stairs, his heart racing to the beat of metal clashing against metal. The dining room didn’t look any different than it had when they had vacated it, plates and dishes haphazardly left about, half-full and yet to be cleared. What had the servants been doing all this time?

      He tore into the drawing room to find Ivor and Cormac in the throes of a fight. Marion stood against the wall, a dirk in her hand, the blade gleaming from the flickering lights in the chandelier overhead. Ian stood beside her, white-faced, his chest heaving, a dirk gripped in his fist.

      “We came here to discuss peace,” Cormac bit out against the clang of metal. He lifted his sword to block an advance from Ivor, then stepped back, keeping Marion and Ian behind him.

      Ivor’s face did not reveal anything but concentration. “Ye didna truly believe we would merely agree to be friendly and all would be well? When has anything wrapped up so smoothly for us?”

      “We are fighting for the same king.”

      “Nae, we are no’.” Ivor punctuated his words with another slash of his blade.

      Shock rippled through Miles. Since when had Ivor’s loyalties changed? Miles’s hand hovered above the handle of his dirk. He didn’t have a sword nearby, but Tavish and Jamie both held blades in their hands, almost as if they’d been prepared to use them.

      Moraigh could be seen through the window, and something unsettling laid on Miles’s chest when he noticed the vague bits of movement between the trees. There were men approaching the castle, some of them pulling a battering ram.

      Only one scenario permitted use of a battering ram.

      Miles looked at his brother-in-law, doing his best to cover his disgust. “What have ye done, Ivor?”

      “What Angus couldna do.” Ivor pointed his sword at Miles briefly, his chest heaving. “What ye refused to do.”

      “What have ye done?” he repeated.

      Silence fell over the room as the men held their swords still and looked at each other, their breathing ragged. Cormac appeared to be calculating, and he must have set upon an idea, because he looked sharply to Miles and then back to Ivor. “Ye’ve sent men to Moraigh, havna ye?”

      Ivor’s silence was answer enough.

      Marion gasped. “We must return. We must help them.”

      Cormac appeared to agree with his wife. He moved toward the door slowly, keeping Marion behind him. Ivor tried to stop him, lifting his sword, and Jamie raised his sword against Ian. Anger flashed in Cormac’s eyes, and he pursued Ivor with his broadsword and a fury that made everyone else in the room freeze like icicles teetering on a ledge. Ivor retreated, and Miles remained still. He wanted no part in this.

      Jamie lowered his sword, but he didn’t move, and Ian was blocked into the corner. Ian delivered a blow and shouted. “Go, Cormac!”

      “But Ealann—”

      “I will find her. Ye need to get Marion out of here.”

      Cormac looked at his wife, the struggle evident in his expression. Ivor took a moment to breathe, and Miles pushed Cormac and Marion from the room, then closed the door behind them all and dropped the bolt shut. His brother-in-law would be furious, but Miles didn’t care much at present. He was fuming from being so utterly kept in the dark about whatever Ivor intended to do.

      He turned his back on the door. “Ye need to leave, Cormac. I dinna ken what Ivor has planned, but dinna waste this chance to flee.”

      Cormac looked as though he didn’t know whether he was meant to keep fighting or if Miles was truly helping him. But he could not retrieve Ealann without reentering the drawing room, and there was no knowing if he would make it through alive. Miles pointed to the door. “Go to yer people. Ealann is with my mother. I will protect her. I will make certain she and Ian are unharmed.”

      “We only brought one boat,” Marion said.

      Someone banged on the door behind Miles. “They can take mine. Ye need to leave now.”

      Trust, though wary, flickered in Cormac’s eyes, and he nodded once, taking his wife by the hand. They fled through the door and Marion looked back once at Miles over her shoulder. If he could read the fire burning in her gaze, he would have believed she was telling him not to let her down.

      He waited until he could no longer hear their footsteps receding before he returned to the drawing room and unlatched the door. Jamie had Ian up against the wall, a blade to his throat. Ian’s dirk gleamed from the floor. Ivor stood in front of him, his hands clasping his sword behind his back. Tavish was planted at the window.

      “Release him,” Miles said. “He’s done naething.”

      “Naething?” Ivor didn’t remove his gaze from Ian as he spoke. “Did ye no’ ken that he’s a Jacobite?”

      Miles didn’t understand. “Ye’re a Jacobite, Ivor.”

      Ivor finally looked over his shoulder, holding Miles’s gaze. The look in his dark eyes turned Miles’s blood to ice. Had his loyalties changed? Was putting a Catholic Stuart on the throne no longer his priority?

      “They came to Dulnain at my bidding,” Miles said carefully, stepping forward. “Ye’ll no’ make me a partner in this.”

      “Ye’ve done just as I asked, brother.”

      Miles bit back the bile climbing his throat. Brother? This man was no relation of his. His lip curled in repulsion. “Elizabeth would be disgusted by this.”

      Ivor’s jaw ticked. “My sister isna here to be disgusted.” He took Ian by the shoulder. Miles stepped forward to intervene when Ivor shoved Ian into Jamie’s arms. “Take him downstairs and secure him. The lass, too.”

      Miles’s hands clenched into fists. “Ye’ll let her leave.”

      “I willna harm her unless I need to. But I willna release her.”

      “I promised her brother—”

      “Then ye’re the fool,” Ivor spat. He leaned closer and lowered his voice, his breath rank with the fish from dinner. “I’ve made nae such promises.”

      Jamie led Ian out the door and Tavish followed him. Miles’s shoulder hit the wall, and he pressed into it, allowing the structure to hold him up.

      Miles felt wholly responsible. He was the man who told Cormac to leave. He had invited the McEwans here in the first place. What had he done?

      Ivor uncorked a decanter and poured himself a hefty glass of whisky. He didn’t bother to replace the cork, but crossed to the fire and sat in an overstuffed chair. Exhaustion fumed from him in waves.

      Miles had little sympathy for him. His only focus was the woman being taken prisoner in his house. He had to find a way to remove Ealann from Dulnain without earning Ivor’s sword in his belly. They might have both loved Elizabeth, but it was clear now that Ivor’s familial loyalty to Miles was thin.

      “Keeping the man, I understand,” Miles said. “Ian McEwan is a decent warrior, and he’s important to McEwan. But what good does it do us to keep the lass? She ought to be released before ye invite war, brother.” He threw the title back at Ivor, but his brother-in-law didn’t flinch.

      “War is already upon us.” Ivor sipped from his glass, firelight flickering in his dark eyes. “There willna be much for her to return to.”

      No. Miles poured himself a wee dram and drank it in one swallow. “What’ve ye done?”

      “What I must in order to protect my people.”

      Miles forced himself to loosen his hold on the glass before it could shatter. “Why am I only learning of this now?”

      “I didna think ye would willingly aid me if ye ken’d my plans earlier. Ye talk of peace”—he said the word with disgust, as though it dripped in bitter acid from his tongue—“when ye need to correct wrongdoing. How many wrongs have they done to us? How many times have they burned our houses or stolen our cattle or beat our people? Yet ye expect me to smile and shake Cormac’s hand and end the feud with so little retribution?”

      Miles set his glass on the table. “Retribution? Everything they have done to us, we have returned. Then it has been given back and forth over and over again. We are no’ the innocent party. There is nae innocent party.”

      “And now there will be nae more feud.”

      “Ye believe a battle will end this?”

      “Nae.” Ivor emptied the rest of his glass. “I believe there will be nae more McEwan warriors left to fight.”
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      Miles left the room with frustration scattering over his skin like tiny bugs. He found Tavish in the corridor, a dirk swinging loosely from his fist. Miles rubbed a hand over his face and leaned against the wall beside his friend. “What are we going to do?”

      Tavish shook his head. He spun the knife in his hand lazily. “D’ye have any choice?”

      Nae. Miles fought his growing frustration. He had sworn fealty to his brother-in-law and couldn’t turn back on his word now—he was a Scotsman, and he wouldn’t break his oath. But it wasn’t right. What they were doing to Moraigh and the McEwans wasn’t right. He straightened, turning toward the window that faced Moraigh. They couldn’t see the castle from here, but he knew it was on the other side of the trees.

      “Who is fighting?” he asked.

      “What do ye mean?”

      Miles looked at Tavish. “We are all here. But Ivor mentioned that there wouldna be much left of Moraigh for us to send Ealann back to. So who is over there?”

      Tavish grimaced. “Ivor didna come alone. He just didna tell us that he brought more men with him. I assume he wanted to hide his plan from ye so ye wouldna give him away to the McEwans during the dinner.”

      “But why? He hasna cared about this feud much. He sent me to deal with it. There must be another reason he’s attacked Moraigh.”

      Tavish shrugged. “What do we do about the lass? About Ian?”

      “Protect them.”

      A flicker flashed in Tavish’s eyes. “Ye’d go against yer chief?”

      Miles grew still. His friend hadn’t questioned him before. Never had they disagreed about anything that truly mattered. “I dinna believe it’s going against Ivor to ensure that people are no’ harmed in my house. If he wants to fight this battle, he can do so outside.”

      Tavish said nothing more, his silence condemning. Did the man agree with Ivor? Did he want the McEwans to suffer? Ivor and Tavish were kin, of course, but still, Miles couldn’t reconcile those opinions with his closest friend. He shook his head and walked away.
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      Ealann was shoved through the door into a dark, damp cellar. She stumbled over a pair of unmoving legs and fell hard on the stone ground. Pain shot up her wrist after her arm made impact with the floor, and she bit back a cry. She would not allow these Duncan brutes the satisfaction of knowing she’d been hurt. Faint candlelight fell over Ian’s blank expression, his eyes closed and face unmoving. He had been knocked unconscious.

      The cellar door slammed shut, taking all light with it, and iron scraped against iron when the lock was engaged. Jamie had taken the lantern with him, leaving her in complete darkness. Ealann ran her hand softly over Ian’s arm and hissed in pain when another sharpness shot up her wrist. She might have injured herself worse than she’d thought. Cradling her wrist to her chest, she shifted the overlarge skirts of her emerald gown away. She ran her hand over Ian’s body, checking him for injury.

      Her fingers grazed over his chest when his hoarse voice broke the silence. “Ye’re a bonny lass, Ealann, but I dinna think it would be prudent to use our time in this cellar in such a familiar way—”

      A smile flooded her lips. If the man could joke, then he couldn’t be injured too terribly. It was a massive relief. “Haud yer wheesht, Ian. I was checking for broken bones or open wounds.”

      “The only wound I incurred was a hit to the skull.” He started to push himself up, and Ealann rushed to help him lean back against the wall with her good arm.

      She sat beside him and put her hand on the side of his face. “May I?”

      “I dinna ken what ye’re asking. But I’m inclined to give ye whatever ye want,” he murmured.

      “I only want to check yer head for swelling.” She moved her hand over his head gently. It was too dark to see, so she had to pay attention to the contours of his head and how they felt. When her finger met a sticky substance, she delicately felt the area and noted the degree it had inflamed already. “Now I can watch it. We’ll ken if it grows too swollen.”

      Ian sighed. “It doesna matter much. Yer brother will have my head anyway.”

      She leaned back, dropping her hand and cradling her wrist in her lap. “It isna yer fault we’re down here.”

      “Nae? Cormac was to remove Marion from the house, and I was responsible for ye. He will have my head.”

      “There will be nae heads being had. Surely he is more focused now on finding a way to retrieve us. Between Cormac and Kieran, I dinna think we will be here for too long.”

      Ian gave a wry laugh. “Yer faith in them is a bonny thing.”

      “Ye dinna have faith?”

      “I dinna have faith in the Duncans. They willna let us go so easily. If dinner was meant to be the distraction I believe it was, then Cormac and Kieran are fighting their own battle on the other side of the loch right now.”

      Ealann fought the impulse to cry. She felt the truth of his words. How could she have been so blind? So daft? She’d trusted Miles, and he had led her directly to the wolves. Embarrassment and frustration battled for precedence, but she would not let either of them win. She had been silly and far too trusting, and now there likely wasn’t anyone coming to save them.

      She and Ian needed to find a way out of Dulnain on their own.

      “I still have my knife.” She felt the outline of the handle in her bodice with relief.

      “Keep it hidden,” Ian said. “Ye dinna want to use it too soon and have them take it from ye.”

      Ealann rose, picking her way gently across the room in the dark. The uneven cobbled floor nearly sent her to her hands and knees, but she found the barrels lining one wall and used them to cross the room to the door. One shove rattled the lock on the other side, but it didn’t give way.

      “I commend yer faith in yerself, but I dinna think we can break through a lock.”

      “I was only testing it. It would be ridiculous if we didna at least try to open the door. Before the light went out, did ye see any other way of escape? A grate? Anything?”

      Ian was silent for a moment before answering. “I wasna entirely conscious when I was carried into this room. I’m afraid I wasna awake enough to notice anything at all.”

      Ealann dropped her head into her hand, rubbing her temple and thinking.

      “It is late.” Ian’s voice had softened, and she hardly heard him across the room. “Our bellies are full, they willna let us out tonight, and we canna see anything. When they visit us next, we will observe the room better so we can form a plan.”

      Ealann made her way slowly back across the room, drawn to his voice and the comfort it lent her. She lowered herself beside him on the stone floor again. “Ye seem so certain they will return.”

      “They’ll return.” The simplicity of his confidence was both concerning and reassuring.

      “Why do ye think that?”

      “They’ll want to question me, and I canna imagine Miles allowing them to keep ye down here much longer.”

      She turned toward him in the dark room. “He is nae gentleman. He lured us here.”

      “I dinna think he was part of it, Ealann.”

      “How can ye ken?”

      “The same way ye need to trust him. Because he is good. I’ve seen it time and again since I first met him months ago.”

      Silence descended on them, and fear snaked into Ealann’s gut. She’d spent her last few years learning the trade of healing to make up for the loss she’d incurred in this life. She hadn’t been able to save her father because she hadn’t known anything then. She hadn’t been able to save her mother because she hadn’t known enough. Her training was not nearly complete now, but she would like to think that in a situation like this, she knew enough to help. Ian’s head wound had not felt good. She would not let this man die.

      Ealann had sworn an oath that she would never lose another person she cared about. Ian would not become another casualty in her life. Regardless of what happened, he was her priority now. Cormac would take care of Marion. Together, with the McEwans, they would save Castle Moraigh. She had faith in her brother and their clan.

      Ian drew in a ragged breath and released it slowly. It was clear he was in pain, even though he tried to hide it, and Ealann had nothing to give him. No willow bark tea, no endives, no oak buds. But she could give what she had—herself. She snaked her uninjured hand across the open space between them and wrapped it around his fingers.

      His surprised breath was concerning. “Friendship, Ian,” she said. “’Tis naething more.”

      “Och, I will take what I can get, lass.”

      She leaned back against the rough stone wall. “Whatever happens, we are in this together.”

      Ian squeezed her fingers, and it provided more comfort than she expected. For so long she had refused affection from other people, closed her heart off to loving. To love was to lose, and she had lost too much already.
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      Cormac stood at the window of the study and simmered, his fingers anxious to hold a knife to Ivor’s throat. He could see Dulnain across the loch, and he wanted to send flaming arrows clear from Moraigh’s turrets into the Duncan house’s roof. But he couldn’t burn down the house where his sister was trapped. He couldn’t do anything at all about his sister, not when he was trapped inside his own castle with most of the men and women he’d sworn to protect.

      At least Marion had known a way to slip inside unseen through the old tunnel that led to the under-croft. Otherwise, they would be stranded outside too.

      Kieran cleared his throat. “They’ve retreated for a time. It looks as though their ram splintered. Now is a good time to move.”

      Cormac shook his head, his glare permeating the glass. “Ye dinna think they’ll be expecting us to open the doors and attack now that they’ve turned their backs on us?”

      Kieran rubbed a hand over his jaw. “Aye, they could be. But how else will we retrieve Ealann?”

      Cormac swallowed, pained. “We willna.”

      “Ye canna mean to leave yer sister—”

      Cormac turned around and leaned against the windowsill. “Do ye trust Ian?”

      Kieran tucked his chin, surprised. “Of course I trust him. We havna always agreed about the proper way to do things, but he is loyal. He follows orders, regardless of whether he agrees with them.”

      “I trust him, too. I wouldna have abandoned Ealann there with him if I hadna. If Marion and I hadna left Dulnain when we did, we woulda been stuck with them. I will be furious later. For now, we must plan.”

      Kieran pointed to the window, as though he’d made his point already. “The retreat is a good sign.”

      “The retreat is only a sign that they failed to break into the castle tonight. They dinna have the ram or the men to break down the doors, and they dinna have the means to climb inside. From a strategic standpoint, it would appear their plan is to wait. They’ve cut us off from the well, so we canna stay in here forever.”

      Kieran looked up. “I dinna think that is the case. There might . ﻿. ﻿. Let me speak with Mrs. Crabb. If they are merely waiting for us to give up, then they might be waiting a verra long time.”

      Hope glimmered in Cormac’s chest. “There is a water supply inside the castle?”

      “There was an old well. I dinna ken what happened to it, or why that well near the ash tree was dug. But we shouldna give up until we look at the old well.”

      A light knock sounded at the door, and Madam McEwan stood in the doorway. Cormac rose and crossed to her. “Please, enter.”

      “We must send word to my husband,” she said, her words crisp. Her raven hair was sleek and curled, her gown impeccable. She was the picture of poise, despite the fear lurking in her eyes.

      Cormac looked at the window. “I thought the same. If we are merely playing a game with the Duncans, waiting to see who can outlast the other, then naething will change until more men arrive to tip the balancing scales. Perhaps McEwan can bring them.”

      “Even if he canna bring men, he will ken what to do. Who can be sent to fetch him?”

      Cormac shared a look with Kieran, who cleared his throat. “We dinna have anyone to spare.”

      Madam McEwan shook her head. “There is always someone. One of the weans?”

      “Weans?” Kieran asked, clearly disapproving. “Lads?”

      “They are wee,” she said. “One of them ought to be able to slip out, unseen—”

      “And clear to Edinburgh on their own? It is impossible.”

      Her eyes flashed. “Nae. They only need to find their way into the glen. Rupert returned to Glen Ellen with the coos, and most of the weans in the castle ken the way to the crofter’s hut. Rupert will ken how to contact McEwan and how to protect the wean.”

      Cormac dropped into the large chair behind the desk and rubbed his temples. He couldn’t deny that it was a good plan. He only wished he had someone else to consult with. Someone with more experience than he, who might understand the politics of the castle and which families would see his request as an honor and not a sacrifice. He looked up and held his mother-in-law’s gaze. “Thank ye, Madam McEwan. Did ye have a lad in mind?”

      “I can name a few who would be willing, likely even glad for a grand adventure.”

      He gave her a nod. “A lad who understands the gravity of the task would be better than one who thinks it will be a lark.”

      She nodded.

      “We’ll no’ send him until the night is half over,” Cormac said. “Less Duncan men to evade that way. And we’ll send two lads together.”

      She was quiet for a minute, her blue eyes so like Marion’s, so piercing, that he felt them pecking at his skin. “It is a good plan, Cormac. Ye canna send men. They’re needed to protect the castle and they’re easier to notice. Lads will slip through.” She leaned across the desk and placed a hand on his arm, startling him. She hadn’t been an overly affectionate mother-in-law thus far. “Ye’re doing a fine job, Cormac. I can see why my husband chose ye for Marion—for all of us.”

      She waited a moment, the air in the room thick, before leaving and closing the door behind herself. Cormac hadn’t realized how worried he’d been, fearing he wasn’t handling the situation appropriately or how McEwan would’ve liked it to be done. Her reassurance filled his chest with awareness, and he felt better able to focus. Drawing in a deep breath, he released it through his nose and looked up at Kieran. “D’ye think it is a reckless plan?”

      Kieran shrugged. “I’m no’ sure we have much choice. It is a good plan. If ye ask for volunteers and send two lads together, there is less room for error.”

      “There’s still room for error, though.”

      “This is war, Cormac. We’ll do what we must in order to protect our people.”

      “I dinna want to risk young lives for the sake—”

      “For the sake of the entire castle?” Kieran said gently.

      Cormac thought of the great hall full of people dancing during his wedding celebration, during Kieran’s wedding celebration before that, during each of the Highland games he’d played to fight for Marion’s hand. The servants, the stable hands, the warriors, the families, the weans. So many people lived in this castle and were depending on Cormac to ensure they remained alive and safe within Moraigh. The feud had grown out of hand, and this battle had descended upon them with the swiftness of a raging storm. The dark clouds hung over them now, pelting them with hail, and they needed to make it out of the snowstorm alive.

      “We’ll request two volunteers. Rupert will help us—he will know what to do.”

      Kieran seemed satisfied with their plan. “I will see Mrs. Crabb about the water.”

      Cormac watched his friend leave the study, then crossed to the window and looked out over the loch, the black surface like glass, illuminating the waxing moon at its center. A small rowboat splashed in the gentle waves at the dock in front of Dulnain. The boat he had believed would carry Ian and Ealann home across the water.

      He closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to the lids. Ealann was not alone. She was good with a knife. She had Ian. She had Miles, who had promised to protect her. Cormac had to believe that was enough for now, or the overwhelming grief of his stupidity would cloud his mind. He needed to believe his sister would make it out alive—and that she would forgive him for leaving her behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The cellar door creaked open, waking Ealann from her fitful sleep. Her temple rested against Ian’s shoulder, her hand entwined with his. She straightened her back, removing herself from Ian’s hold, her bones sore and skin tingling. Her legs were numb from sitting up all night. She shook out her stiff fingers and raised her face to look at the man standing in the doorway, lit by a swinging lantern in his hand.

      Miles.

      Her heart leapt, the trust she had originally carried for him engaging before her brain could subdue it. She reminded herself that he wasn’t the man she believed him to be, that he had lured her there under false pretenses.

      Light crept into the corridor behind Miles, revealing the morning hour had arrived, but the cellar was just as dark and dank as it had been all night, its only light the orange glow from Miles’s lantern.

      “I’ve had a chamber prepared for ye, Ealann,” he said, catching her by surprise.

      “And for Ian?

      His expression tightened. “I couldna convince my brother-in-law to provide a bedchamber for Ian.”

      She rested her shoulders against the stone wall, holding her injured wrist gently in her lap. She refused to stand in Miles’s presence. She would not give him that respect, not when he did not deserve it, though her body screamed in protest and her legs ached from a night spent on the hard floor.

      She lifted her chin. “If we canna both leave, then I will stay here.”

      Miles looked from her to Ian. “I canna do anything about his situation, Ealann.”

      “I canna leave him.”

      “Dinna be daft, lass,” Ian said, stretching his words as well as his arms. “The man is offering ye a bed. Ye canna wish to sleep so uncomfortably again.”

      “I am hoping we willna be sleeping here at all after today.”

      Miles and Ian shared a look that sunk a rock into the pit of her stomach.

      “What do ye ken, Miles?” she asked. “What are ye no’ telling us?”

      “The reports delivered to Ivor this morning were good for yer men. The Duncans havna breached the castle yet. Their ram splintered, rendering it useless.”

      She drew in a breath to ask the question that had plagued her since Tavish had taken her from Mrs. Duncan’s room. “Where is my brother?”

      “Cormac was never captured, so we can only believe he made it back into the castle somehow.”

      “He was with the chief’s daughter. She certainly kens more about Moraigh than anyone else,” Ian said.

      Miles nodded. “Undoubtedly. As far as we ken, he is safe in those walls.”

      “For how much longer?” Ealann asked, holding Miles’s blue eyes. Even in the dim underbelly of his house, they shone brightly.

      “I dinna ken. Ivor brought men with him, and they are stationed around the castle. They couldna get inside, so they are regrouping and devising a new plan.”

      Ealann shook her head. He spoke so quietly, so resolutely and without artifice, that she believed him. But what purpose did it serve for Miles to share this information with his prisoners? “Why are ye telling us this?”

      He tucked his chin a little, as though her question had surprised him. “I have naething to hide from ye.”

      Ealann scoffed.

      The damp, cold room was thick with silence, the only sound the muffled footsteps on the floor above. “I can see it will be difficult to prove,” Miles said, “but I didna ken Ivor’s plan. He kept it from me because he didna think I would approve.”

      She wanted to trust him, but it was too difficult to know what to believe.

      Ian shifted to face her, leaning his head against the rocky wall as though he was too weak to hold it up on his own. “He speaks the truth, Ealann. I was in the room when he discovered Ivor and Cormac’s confrontation. He didna ken of it before, and he challenged Ivor.”

      Her chest lifted, a small ray of hope piercing her hard shell, and she didn’t know what to do with that emotion. She trusted Ian not to lie to her. He never had before. His gaze was clear now, and he gained nothing by falsifying this information.

      Ealann shifted on the stone floor. “If ye’re in support of us, Miles, then why will ye no’ allow Ian and I in a bedchamber instead of this cellar?”

      “Together?” he asked, his sandy eyebrows lifting.

      “We are together in here,” she quipped.

      “She willna leave me because of my injury,” Ian explained.

      Miles’s expression took on a look of understanding. She felt exposed to be recognized by her healer’s heart so immediately. She looked up quickly. “How is yer mother? Has the confrontation given her any anxiousness?”

      Miles shook his head. “She is angry, but the state of her health hasna changed.”

      Ealann nodded, relieved, but still she did not make a move to stand.

      “Someone will bring breakfast down to ye shortly.” Miles rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “Is there anything I can do to convince ye to go upstairs?” His gaze flicked to Ian. “Ye willna want to be here.”

      Dread filled Ealann, and she looked at Ian. Why would he believe she would change her mind? What had they planned for Ian? She turned her fiery gaze back on Miles. “I willna leave.”

      “Verra well.” Miles gave them each one last, long look and turned to leave, the lock clanging against the door as he shut it. He left the lantern, and its flame bounced around the walls.

      “Ye’re daft.”

      “What a gentleman ye are, Ian. It is truly a mystery how I have been able to avoid succumbing to yer wiles when ye deliver flattery like that.”

      “Ye willna avoid it much longer, I wager.”

      She gave a mirthless laugh. “Ye’re confident now?”

      “I dinna think confidence is really necessary here.” His words were quiet, a mere whisper caressing her neck. She turned to find him gazing at her, concern lining his dark eyes.

      She softened her voice. “Ye’re hurt. I canna leave ye here alone, even if Miles’s sense of chivalry has been prodded.”

      “’Tis only a wee bump on the head. It will heal in good time, and I’ve had worse.”

      Wee bumps were the most unpredictable of injuries. It was something Mrs. Lundie had taught Ealann early, and it worried her now. In the case of head injuries, a healer could hardly do anything. The rest was up to God.

      Which meant that the only thing Ealann could do now was pray.
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      Miles waited at the top of the stairs while the maid took breakfast into the cellar for the McEwan prisoners. His chest had tightened when he’d come upon them and found them sleeping so close together, her head on Ian’s shoulder, their hands linked.

      Miles had recognized the swift slice of jealousy through his gut, and it repulsed him. How could he possibly feel jealous of another man, of Ealann’s affections being engaged elsewhere, when he had Elizabeth in his heart? It was ridiculous. He valued and cared about Ealann because of what she had done for his mother. Because of the kindness in her eyes and her willingness to believe the good in him. His feelings went no further than that, and the jealousy was an absurd response. His body knew nothing of love.

      The maid closed the cellar door behind herself and locked it before trudging back up the stairs and passing him in the doorway. It would be so easy to remove the lock, let the door swing open, and walk away. He was unsure what consequences would await him when his brother-in-law found out that he’d freed the prisoners, but Miles was the reason they were here, and he could not in good conscience leave them at the mercy of Ivor. Not when Jamie—a man possessed of more brawn than wit—had been commanded to question Ian later this afternoon.

      If there was a way into Moraigh they didn’t know about, and Ian was aware of it, he wasn’t going to tell any Duncans. Miles had lived with his brother-in-law for years before coming to Dulnain, and though they did not see eye to eye, he had not believed Ivor capable of this madness. It was disturbing, and it hurt.

      Miles could only be glad Elizabeth was not here to see the depths her brother had fallen to.

      There was nothing else for it. Miles needed to release them before they could be hurt. He started down the stairs. The key hung on a nail outside the door. It would be so easy—

      Boots tread on the stairs behind him, and he clenched his eyes shut, the tension in his shoulders drawing tight. He turned a plain expression on Jamie, his chief’s right hand man. Jamie was a brute. Tall, broad, and strong, even if he was dull.

      “Have ye come to watch?” Jamie asked, cocking a smile.

      Miles fought the shudder that wracked his chest. “They are eating now.”

      Jamie shrugged. “The lass wouldna leave? And after ye begged on her behalf.”

      Miles looked at the door. “She wouldna leave Ian. She’s a healer, and she’s afraid he’ll need her.”

      “He will.” The wicked grin sliding over Jamie’s face made Miles’s stomach roil.

      He grabbed Jamie’s arm before it made contact with the keys. Jamie frowned down at his forearm.

      “Move Ian first. Ye can bring him back here when ye’re finished, but I dinna want a mess in my cellar.”

      What he didn’t want was for Ealann to witness the gravity of Jamie’s questioning process, but Miles wouldn’t say as much.

      Jamie looked unsure.

      “It is my cellar in my house.” He pointed further away, down the domed stone corridor. “The room at the end there has a window, so ye’ll better be able to see. Move him.”

      Miles turned on his heel and stomped away, his anger fueling his steps, and hoped he’d had the last word. When he reached the top of the stairs, he paused around the corner and listened. When he heard the shuffling of feet and the door shutting while Jamie led Ian into the other empty room, relief poured through his chest.

      He’d directed them into an empty room, save for the block table in the center and the herbs drying on the ceiling. It had once been used as a still room, but now Cook did most of those things in the kitchen. It would’ve been a better place to put the prisoners, except for the window, which they could have used to escape.

      Miles was tempted to pull Ealann from the cellar now, but he knew she would despise him if he separated her from Ian when the man would need her most. He closed his eyes and rubbed his fingers over them, uncertain of what he should do.

      Tavish approached him. “We’re crossing the loch. Are ye coming?”

      Miles looked up. “Ivor as well?”

      “Aye.”

      Miles didn’t want any part of this fight, but he couldn’t learn more of the situation if he wasn’t there. He needed to see what was happening at Moraigh so he could decide what to do for Ian and Ealann. “Who is staying with the prisoners?”

      “Jamie.”

      There was a distant sound of a knock and a grunt, and Miles suppressed a flinch. He wanted to step in, to make Jamie cease, but that would be direct defiance and break his oath to his chief, sacrificing his home, his clan—Elizabeth’s clan. He had no choice but to do what Ivor asked until he could find a way to help Ian and Ealann while staying true to his word. He needed time and more information.

      “Aye. I’ll come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It didn’t take long to cross the loch in the small boat with two men rowing. Ivor’s smug expression was tilted back, as though he took credit for the sunlight struggling through heavy rain clouds and the lapping water on the sides of their boat. He ought to take credit for the air we breathe as well, Miles thought bitterly.

      Miles avoided catching his brother-in-law’s eye. When they reached the dock on the Moraigh side of the water, they tied their boat and climbed the small rise until they found the Duncan camp at the edge of the trees. Ivor went straight to a tall man with greasy blond hair tied back in a queue, and Miles recognized him at once: Richard, one of the Duncan tacksmen.

      At least four dozen men were gathered around the fires and stationed at different points around the castle. Too many for the trapped McEwans to fight, yet not enough to break into the castle on their own. It appeared both sides were underprepared, and each of them had to wait—wait for more men or for the McEwans to surrender.

      Miles followed his brother-in-law into a tent where three men stood around a small table.

      “Nae luck?” Ivor asked.

      Richard shook his head and looked at a darker-haired man. “We need more men if we want to break down the door.”

      “Captain Hunt promised more men,” Ivor said. “They should be here soon.”

      The mist surrounding their tent thickened, and the men looked to the sky, the dark rolling clouds approaching like a herd of deer. The conditions weren’t ideal for a siege. The rain could clear up in a matter of hours or a matter of days—no one could know which. Miles hoped it was the latter. Anything which slowed the troops coming to aid his Duncan brothers was a good thing.

      He listened to the strategy bouncing between Ivor and his lackeys.

      “What will ye do when McEwan returns?” Miles asked.

      Ivor looked at him. “We’ll do what we must.”

      Miles couldn’t take it anymore—the deceit, the subterfuge, the violence. He marched out of the tent and skirted the groupings of men in their makeshift shelters. He stomped out the feelings gathering in his shoulders and the tension in his neck until he found himself at the loch’s edge.

      The sound of footsteps followed him, and he didn’t have to turn to know Tavish was right behind him. The man had been loyal to Miles for so long, it was second-nature now. He caught up when they reached the banks of the water.

      “Does he no’ see that this willna end well?” Miles asked. “Does he truly expect the McEwans to leave their castle to us? There are men scattered all over this land who will fight when they learn they are needed at Moraigh.”

      Tavish looked unconcerned. “Ivor has considered these things. Surely he hasna leapt into a battle without considering all of the possible outcomes.”

      “Or he did exactly that,” Miles mused, “leapt at the chance to fight the McEwans without their leader present.”

      Miles looked across the loch where Dulnain sat and pinched the bridge of his nose. He was suspended between worlds, between loyalty to his chief and his knowledge of what was right. Moraigh towered over their heads, full of McEwans planning their defensive strategies. The Duncans had no claim to the castle, no cause to siege that which was not rightfully theirs. It belonged to good people whose only misdeeds toward Miles or his clan were sins committed by their fathers. Upholding family honor felt a thin reason when his family weren’t acting with honor.

      Ivor had been in the redcoats’ pocket. He had admitted as much when he explained that Hunt was sending more men to aid them, and it was clear they’d been working together to lay siege to Moraigh. Including the Englishmen in a fight between Scots felt additionally disloyal. It didn’t sit well in Miles’s gut.

      He was looking back at the castle over his shoulder and the Duncan men grouped near the edge of the trees when a thought occurred to him. “Did Ivor send Hunt to stay with us at Dulnain?”

      Tavish looked surprised by this question. “Why would ye think that?”

      “Because Ivor’s men only attacked last night, but he already kens that Hunt has men on the way to help. They must have already been in league with one another for that to make any sense.”

      Tavish rubbed the back of his neck. “It would appear that way.”

      Miles clenched his jaw, the uncertainty and vulnerability of realizing he had been tricked and taken advantage of on such a large scale hurting his pride. “It is impossible to ken who to trust. Ivor spent a good deal of time leading me to believe he was a Jacobite. For what cause? What purpose did that serve? He arrived here to take down the Jacobites across the loch. Was I merely a ploy? Was I being tested?”

      Tavish shook his head.

      “I dinna expect ye to ken,” Miles said bitterly. “I canna stay here any longer. I need to return home.”

      He moved toward the dock, but Tavish didn’t follow him, his feet squarely on the bank.

      “Are ye no’ coming?”

      “Do ye no’ think I ought to stay?” Tavish questioned. “If we both leave, we’ll learn nae more of their plans.”

      “True. If ye can stomach it, ye should remain here. I need to return to my mother.” And to Ealann and Ian.

      Tavish peered at him with a knowing look, as though he’d read Miles’s thoughts. Both Ealann and Ian were Miles’s responsibility, and he needed to return before Jamie could do irreparable harm. He was a fool for leaving as long as he had.

      Miles took one of the smaller, unfamiliar boats from the dock. It was likely a McEwan boat, but no one would be using it today while they were holed up in the castle. Miles only hoped he would have the opportunity to return it to its rightful owner soon.
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        * * *

      

      Ealann sat alone in the dark, the damp tickling her nose and seeping over her skin. She felt slimy, but not from the moisture in the cellar. She had spent what felt like hours listening to Ian’s muted cries as Jamie questioned him in another room down the corridor. She’d banged on her door till her fist was raw, cradling her injured wrist to her stomach, but it had amounted to nothing, and she ceased in the hopes that her silence wouldn’t add to Ian’s pain.

      Ian was a strong man, but even he could only withstand so much questioning before he would break and reveal information that could lead to Moraigh’s downfall. An undercurrent of fear that she would be questioned next was only slightly nullified by the hopes that Miles wouldn’t allow these men to question a woman in such a brutish manner. Surely a man who had tried to convince her to move to a bedchamber so she would be more comfortable would also keep her safe from Jamie.

      A door banged against the wall down the corridor, and Ealann jumped to her feet. Light peeked from beneath the wooden door to her cellar, growing as footsteps neared. She listened to the sound of iron scraping metal as Jamie unlocked the door and flung it open.

      He shoved Ian into the room, and Ealann struggled to fight the gasp that wanted to rip from her throat. Ian lay in a crumpled heap in the center of the floor, blood running down his face and over his shirt. One eye was swollen, already showing signs of an incoming bruise. He was unrecognizable, except for the black beard that now glistened in the lantern light.

      Ealann fought the impulse to drop to her knees at his side. She lifted her chin toward Jamie, and the image of sitting at the table with him at dinner last night flashed in her mind. He’d known then of their plans, and she had been a sitting, waiting duck. What a farce.

      The gleam in his eye made her stomach churn.

      “I need warm water and rags,” she said with much more authority than she felt.

      Jamie laughed.

      “Warm water and rags,” she repeated, her voice steady despite her shaky limbs. She also needed something to wrap her wrist in, and probably Ian’s head too, but she would focus on the more immediate concerns at present.

      Jamie sobered, stepping closer. “Ye’ll get what I give ye.”

      Ealann pressed her lips together. She didn’t appreciate the threat in that statement.

      Jamie stopped midway through the room, just inches from her, and reached for her chin, pinching it between his dirty fingers. He tilted her head back to look at him, and she wanted to spit in his face. She wanted to claw at him with her nails and shove him from the room, demanding the supplies she needed in order to tend to Ian’s wounds—wounds Jamie had inflicted. But he was clearly hoping for a reaction, so she would do her best not to give him one. Since her mother had died, Ealann had honed the skill of suppressing emotions. She shoved down the repulsion that bubbled in her stomach and clawed up her throat, keeping her face passive.

      Jamie’s whisky-soaked breath fell over her in a cloud. “Ye’re a bonny lass. I can see why Miles wanted ye moved upstairs.”

      “I am a healer,” she reminded him. “Ye’ll allow me to do so.”

      He ignored her claim. “How long have ye been at the castle?”

      “That is none of yer concern.”

      “It is precisely my concern. Tell me how long ye’ve been at the castle.”

      “I will, if ye bring me warm water and rags.”

      “I dinna negotiate,” he said darkly, sending an icy chill through the cellar. “Ye’re the prisoner. If ye want yer next meal, ye’ll tell me how long ye’ve been at the castle. It willna be difficult to retrieve the information from someone else.”

      “Then retrieve the information from someone else,” she ground out between clenched teeth. Her good hand was balled in a fist, the nails biting her palm.

      Jamie’s eyes turned hard, and she knew a moment of panic. His fingers moved to the back of her head, taking her hair in his hand and pulling back, tightening his hold until she looked him squarely in the eye. “Do ye ken another way into the castle?”

      “Nae.”

      “How long have ye been at Moraigh?” His hand tightened in her hair, sending a sharp pain through her scalp.

      “No’ long enough to ken anything.”

      “How long has Ian been at the castle?”

      She clenched her teeth harder, trying to find a way to make the man leave so she could get on with tending to Ian’s wounds. “I dinna ken. I havna been here long.”

      “Release her immediately and leave us at once.”

      Miles.

      His voice scraped like metal, and his eyes flashed with the anger of a blazing flame.

      A look of indecision passed over Jamie’s face, but he released Ealann and stepped back, dropping his hand to his side.

      Ealann tensed, fighting to hide the relief sluicing through her body like a cold rush of rain. Jamie left the cellar, and Miles took the lantern from him as he passed. Tension ran between them, but Ealann didn’t pay it particular attention.

      Once Jamie was gone, his heavy boots stomping up the stairs, she looked at Miles. His hair was in disarray, as though wind or overactive hands had run through it repeatedly, knocking some of it from its queue. When his eyes fell upon Ian, he clenched his jaw and she saw a muscle jumping on his cheek.

      “I need the light,” she said.

      Miles stepped forward and put the lantern in her hand without hesitation.

      Ealann dropped to her knees and set the lantern on the floor above Ian’s head. She put her hands on his shoulders in an attempt to turn him over and pain radiated up her arm. She hissed through her teeth.

      Miles knelt beside her. “What did he do to ye?”

      “Naething.”

      “Ye canna hide that pain. I heard ye.”

      She looked up and found that Miles had leaned closer, his face not far from hers. A scent tickled her nose, flooding her senses with warmth, and she wanted to lean into it. She swallowed, her voice dropping to a whisper. “That wasna Jamie.”

      Miles reached, as though he meant to touch her, but stopped himself and dropped his hand on his bent knee. “What happened, Ealann?”

      Ealann looked from Ian to Miles. Cormac was an attentive brother who cared for her happiness, but rarely had she been treated with such gentleness and respect by anyone else. She wanted the comfort and familiarity of Miles’s touch to erase Jamie’s roughness. Closing her eyes, she pushed the thoughts away. She couldn’t allow herself to be distracted by him, regardless of how she felt. She’d made an oath to heal, and that was where her priorities needed to lie.

      “My injury is of nae consequence at present. Ian needs my help.”

      “He will receive better care if ye’re well cared for. What happened to ye?”

      She expelled a long breath. “When I was brought down here from Mrs. Duncan’s room, I tripped and used my arm to catch my fall. Something happened to my wrist. I canna use this hand”—she lifted her injured wrist—“but it could be worse. It isna the hand I use for most things.”

      “What supplies do ye need to tend to it?”

      “I need to wrap it. But I canna get a strong enough grip on my skirts to rip them.” She reached for the hem of her emerald gown and lifted it slightly to gain access to her petticoat. “If ye could—”

      “Nae.” Miles looked down at her, laughing through a scoff. “Tell me everything ye need, and leave yer skirts alone.”

      “Everything? A bedchamber for Ian would be good.”

      Miles glanced down at the unconscious man. “There are certain things I can do while my brother-in-law isna home. Moving Ian to a bed isna one of them.”

      Ealann breathed out frustration through her nose and tried to read Miles’s sky-blue eyes. “I need rags. Warm water. Willow bark tea. Strips of linen—”

      “For yer arm?”

      “Aye, and Ian’s head.”

      Miles nodded. “Anything else?”

      “Light.”

      He looked from her to the lantern, then about the room.

      “I dinna think we can escape unless the door is unlocked.”

      “I had the same thought,” he muttered. He crossed to the door. “I’ll return as swiftly as I am able.”

      “Miles?”

      He stopped and looked back at her.

      “Is yer mother well?”

      His mouth ticked into a small smile, and he pushed hair from his forehead. “Dinna fash. My mother is angry, but she is well.” He gave her one last, searching look. Then he was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Miles had never before made willow bark tea in his life. He found Annie in the kitchen tending to a pot and dropped the bundle he’d been carrying on the worktable. He’d taken his mother’s sewing shears to a bed sheet and cut it into strips, then gathered rags, but he needed help to obtain the remaining items on the list, and he wasn’t sure if Annie would be willing.

      She looked up at him with wide, startled eyes, her spoon stilling in the pot.

      “I need hot water and willow bark tea. Do we have any?”

      “Aye,” she said, and he was immediately relieved he would not be called upon to make the tea himself or scavenge for a willow tree.

      Annie appeared familiar with the process. She set to work immediately, putting a kettle on the heated iron stove. He wasn’t sure at this point if she was helping him because he was the laird, or if he could trust her not to inform Ivor of his request. Oaths were binding, and the one he’d sworn to his chief was not to be broken. So long as Ivor didn’t directly or expressly tell Miles not to help their prisoners, he did not feel as though he was breaking his oath. But he was treading a fine bridge over deep water, dangerously stepping on each side of the boundary line and trying not to slip.

      Miles accepted a bowl of steaming water, then pointed to the tray Annie was putting together for the tea. “Will ye add food to that?”

      She looked at him a beat longer than usual before nodding. Annie busied herself preparing the tray, stacking oatcakes and chunks of cheese beside the cup.

      “Bring it down when the tea is ready.”

      Annie nodded.

      Miles gathered the supplies and extra candles, slipping a small wooden spoon into his bundle before returning to the stairwell and the cellar. He unlocked the door and let himself inside. Ealann had somehow managed to roll Ian onto his back. She’d untucked the long shoulder piece of his great kilt and bunched the plaid beneath his head as a makeshift pillow, all one-handed.

      Miles crossed to their side, setting down the supplies and bowl of water on the cold stone floor.

      Ealann reached for the rag. “Thank ye, Miles.”

      “Wait.”

      She looked up.

      Miles swallowed, momentarily frozen by the intensity of her pale green stare. “Ye ought to wrap yer wrist first.” She moved to argue, but he didn’t let her speak. “Ye’ll better be able to help Ian if ye wrap it first.”

      She couldn’t seem to argue that point. “Verra well.” She picked up one of the long strips of linen and started wrapping it haphazardly around her wrist. It loosened and fell, so she tried again, pinching the end between her forearm and her waist.

      Watching her struggle with the linen was an exercise in patience for Miles. He gritted his teeth, fighting his desires with what he owed to his chief. He wanted to tear everything from this room, to put the McEwans in bedchambers, to allow Ealann to heal Ian properly, to call off the Duncan men from Moraigh’s banks, to cease the feud and the fighting. He wanted too many things he could not have.

      But this? He could bloody well do something about the ridiculous nature of Ealann attempting to wrap her own arm.

      Shrugging off his coat, he tossed it over a barrel and moved to her other side. “Allow me.”

      Ealann looked as though she was prepared to argue, so Miles took hold of the linen and gently pried it from her fingers. “Why can ye no’ allow me to help ye?”

      She had nothing to say. She straightened her wrist in front of him, and he placed the edge of the linen strip gently on her skin. He wrapped it lightly, afraid he would hurt her if he applied too much pressure.

      Ealann’s voice was soft when she spoke, a hint of amusement coloring her words. “Ye’re wrapping it nae tighter than I did.”

      He looked up and grimaced slightly. “I dinna pretend to be good at this.”

      “More pressure. It needs to be firm to offer support.”

      “Oh, that reminds me.” He reached into his bundle of rags and pulled out the wooden spoon. “When my neighbor broke his leg as a lad, the doctor used a wooden stick to make the bone more stable. So I brought ye a wee stick for yer wee arm.”

      She looked surprised. “Thank ye. Lay it across the inside there and wrap the linen around it. Dinna fear wrapping it too tightly.”

      Miles placed the spoon against her pale skin as directed and pressed the edge of the linen at the base of the spoon. He wrapped it a few times, pulling tighter and watching her face for a grimace that would imply he’d pulled too tightly. He worked his way from the elbow to the palm. Her skin was cold, and he wished he would’ve thought to bring blankets.

      When he reached her palm, he spread her fingers flat, the pads of his thumb running over her fingertips to move them out of the way. Her skin was soft but her fingers rough, proof she had not had an easy life.

      Ealann’s fingers felt so different from how his wife’s had. Elizabeth hadn’t known life outside of the Duncan castle, and the softness of her skin had never been tested against trials or chores. His wife had led a life so vastly different from Ealann, and their hands felt so different from one another, but somehow his chest bled the same warmth at their touch.

      He shoved the thought away. It could only harm him to compare anyone favorably to how he felt about his wife. He hadn’t touched any other woman since Elizabeth died, so surely that was the reason he felt anything at present. His grief for the situation the McEwans were in and his guilt for putting Ealann in this position was making a mash of his emotions.

      Miles tied off the linen at her hand, and Ealann reclaimed her arm. She rubbed her fingers lightly down her skirt as though she could remove the feeling of his touch.

      “Thank ye, Miles.”

      “Dinna thank me, lass.”

      She said nothing more but immediately brought the bowl closer to Ian’s head and set to work cleaning his wounds. She dipped a rag and wiped it tenderly over his face, working with methodic precision.

      Miles was disgusted by the bloody mess. All for a few answers? An attempt to learn how to breach Moraigh? He swallowed back his irritation. “Has Ian woken at all?”

      “Nae.” Her mouth pressed into a firm line.

      “This isna what I planned for that dinner when I set out to invite ye.”

      “I ken, Miles. Ye only wanted peace.”

      He was surprised by her admission and her simple faith in him. “Ye trust me?”

      “I didna . ﻿. ﻿. no’ at first. I thought ye’d fooled me.” She gave him a sheepish grimace. “Ian told me ye were no’ aware of yer brother-in-law’s plan.”

      It stung that she would believe him capable of such deceit, even if only briefly, but he couldn’t blame her wariness.

      “Do ye ken any news of Moraigh?”

      Miles took a sodden, bloody rag from her and handed her a clean one. “I was there today, and I didna see any McEwans. But until the Duncans have more men, they canna do anything more.”

      “More men?” She looked up.

      “Redcoats.”

      A small gasp fled her lips. “They need to be warned.”

      “The McEwans?”

      “Aye,” she said. “They need to prepare.”

      “How do ye propose we do that?”

      “I dinna ken.”

      Miles looked down at the unconscious man. Ian was the one Ivor wanted. But Ealann could be a valuable bargaining tool, so he believed he knew why they’d kept her, too. If Miles could find a way to convince Ivor to trade Ealann back to the McEwans, perhaps he could return her to her home and her brother. But what would he trade her for? He watched her gently wiping blood from Ian’s cheek, then dipping the rag in the water and returning to wipe it from his forehead. What would entice her to leave this man? Would the opportunity to warn her brother be enough?

      “Perhaps I can convince Ivor to allow ye to return to Moraigh, but he will never allow Ian to leave.”

      She lowered the rag. “Why no’? Havna they done enough?”

      “They willna sacrifice the only man who has information they want, no’ until he has given it to them. Judging by Jamie’s irritation, he didna get what he wanted when he questioned Ian.”

      “Because he didna go about it the right way.” She pointed to the invalid. “The man had a blow to the head last night. Does Jamie no’ realize that additional blows to the head will only make it impossible for Ian to remain awake in order to be questioned?”

      “I dinna think ye can count on Jamie being a particularly bright lad.”

      She shook her head, and a shudder shook her shoulders. “Nae, I dinna think ye can.”

      He felt his chest expand with concern and held his breath quietly. “Would ye leave Ian if it meant returning to yer brother? If it meant warning him?”

      She looked up and dropped the rag in the water, holding her hand over her splinted arm in her lap. Her troubled eyes no longer looked pale green in the dim cellar; they reflected the flame of the lantern. “I dinna ken.”
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      Isobel tucked extra oatcakes into the center of the linen square. She padded them with apples and chunks of cheese before folding the ends over and tying the linen into a parcel. The last time she had snuck food from the kitchen for a journey, she had been preparing to travel to Bongary Spring to heal her heart from her perceived afflictions. She hadn’t realized then the journey would connect her to Kieran irrevocably. They were married now, and she had never felt more content or loved—a fact which made what she was planning to do even harder.

      Isobel looked over her shoulder, where her husband was speaking to Mrs. Crabb quietly in the corner about the old well they’d been working on. It was half-buried and the pulley system broken, but Kieran was good at fixing broken things, and Isobel had faith he would work this out too.

      He left Mrs. Crabb at the cellar door and met Isobel in the middle of the kitchen.

      She handed him the parcels. “I packed one for each lad.”

      “Thank ye. I ken ye dinna approve of this plan.”

      “Nae, I dinna. I’ve snuck out of this castle undetected before—”

      “Hardly undetected.” He scoffed. “I caught ye when ye left the stables.”

      She scowled at him. “It was a mere coincidence ye were even there. And now I have practice.”

      Kieran’s face hardened, his lips pressing together. “It isna a good idea.”

      “Ye dinna think it wise to send a small woman, but sending wee lads is?”

      “Aye.” He straightened, crossing his arms over his chest. It was a sign that he was standing his ground, and it hardly mattered what arguments Isobel came up with. He would not agree with her. She didn’t blame him, of course. He only wanted to protect her. During their journey together to Bongary Spring, she had witnessed his willingness to aid and protect her, to compromise when they did not agree. Kieran was not a stubborn, autocratic man—but he would not budge on this opinion.

      “If the Duncans catch the lads, they are more likely to be merciful with them.”

      “Surely they would be merciful to a woman as well,” Isobel argued.

      Kieran regarded her thoughtfully. He didn’t want her to be responsible for this task because he loved her and wanted to protect her. But she wanted to protect the lads, and she was capable of it.

      “Ye’ve told me yerself how frightening it was to be on yer own before we found ye,” Kieran said.

      He was correct, but that hardly mattered now. When he’d come upon her months ago during her journey to Bongary Spring, he had been sent by the chief to retrieve her and bring her back to Moraigh. But now? They were in the midst of a battle. Their home was under siege, and at any moment the Duncans would find a way inside and they could all be taken prisoner. This had become a matter of protecting the man she loved from that fate—protecting all the people she loved. There was no more room for fear.

      This was too important a task to leave in the hands of two wee lads who could become lost or fail to find Rupert at the crofter’s hut. Isobel could steal a horse and reach Rupert in a matter of hours, and he would protect her from harm.

      It was merely the most logical course of action, even if Kieran couldn’t see it.

      Isobel looked up into her husband’s gray eyes, darkened in the dim kitchen. The room was empty around them, the door barricaded to keep out the Duncan men.

      “We need help,” she said.

      “And we will have it.”

      Isobel didn’t argue further. But neither did she tell her husband about the third parcel of food she had packed and tucked into her skirt, tying it in place with the strings of her farthingale. Nor did she remind him that she was aware of the small tunnel that led from the cellar to the ditch outside that had once acted as a moat. She knew Cormac and Marion had used it to sneak back into the castle, which meant that Isobel could use it to sneak out.

      Marion had ruined her gown in the process, but that hardly mattered to Isobel. She was small enough to escape undetected. Even though Kieran would never agree to the scheme, it seemed the best course of action. If he knew her plan, he would insist on accompanying her, but he was needed here.

      Isobel reached up and slid her hands around Kieran’s waist, resting her temple against his chest and listening to the familiar heartbeat thump in a steady rhythm. It was as sturdy and strong as the man it pumped for. He would protect the people within Moraigh’s walls, and she would go for help to protect him. Kieran leaned down and kissed the top of her head. She tilted her face toward him, peace cocooning her when his lips touched hers. It hardly mattered how often this man kissed her. Every time he did, she felt the heat of a fire swirl through her body in a familiar wave of affection.

      She leaned back and looked into his gray eyes, memorizing them, then reached up on tiptoe to tenderly kiss him once more.

      She wasn’t sure when she would see her husband again. Once the castle was asleep, Isobel intended to go on another journey.
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      Ealann did her best to spoon swallows of willow bark tea into Ian’s mouth, but more of the liquid was slipping over his chin and neck than making it down his throat. He hadn’t woken since returning to the cellar after being questioned by Jamie, and forcing him to swallow the tea while he slept was proving nearly impossible and incredibly messy.

      Annie had kindly provided a cup of tea for Ealann as well, and she’d drunk it greedily. Her voice was growing dry, and the damp cellar air was bothering her throat.

      The cause could also be owed to her sleepless night. Miles’s question plagued her as she kept vigil at Ian’s side all night and throughout the next day, praying for him to wake. She knew her brother needed to be warned so the McEwans could properly defend themselves against the English soldiers, but she couldn’t leave Ian while his life was in danger.

      Ealann closed her eyes and pushed a strand of hair from her forehead with the back of her hand. Moraigh wouldn’t cease watching over the lands from their watch towers now. When Captain Hunt returned with troops, surely Young Rupert or Kieran would see them.

      She had to have faith they would continue to watch from the parapet. It was the only reason she felt comfortable not running to Cormac’s aid.

      The cold cellar floor seeped through her skirts, numbing her legs. She had tried to wrap Ian’s plaid around him as best she could, but even his skin was growing cool to the touch, and it had been difficult to manage with one good arm.

      Without Mrs. Lundie’s assistance, Ealann was afraid she wouldn’t know enough to help Ian. Her book of healing remedies sat useless inside Moraigh now, but even that only had a handful of recipes that were applicable in this situation, and she could recall most of them. The willow bark tea didn’t seem to be working. Growing dread pricked at her chest and amplified her fear. She couldn’t bear to lose someone else. She’d sworn an oath against this very thing.

      Ian’s pale face, broken up by bruising and cuts, looked deceptively serene.

      She bent her legs, wrapping her arms around them and resting her forehead against her knees. Her breath grew ragged, and she fought the urge to cry. Ealann was too strong to cry.

      After her mother had fallen from her spooked horse, the beast had trampled her. Ealann had witnessed it and run to her mother’s aid, but she hadn’t known enough. She hadn’t known how to sew wounds together or stop bleeding. Mrs. Lundie had tried to assure Ealann that there was nothing she could have done to save her mother, but that couldn’t be true. With enough knowledge, she knew she could have saved her mother’s life.

      Ealann swore an oath when she chose to be a healer that she would never lose another soul, and she intended to remain true to her promise.

      Metal clanged in the corridor as someone removed the key from the wall and unlocked the door. A familiar whistle pierced the air before the door opened, and Ealann looked up to find Miles standing in the doorway, a quilt thrown over his arm.

      It was the same tune he had whistled on the loch before helping her into the boat. Had he meant to warn her, to tell her she was safe? That it was only Miles entering the room?

      “I brought ye blankets,” he said, setting the lantern on a barrel and closing the door behind himself.

      Plural? That meant one for each of them. Ealann’s breath caught. She wanted to rise and take the blankets from his arms, but she was so tired, her muscles stiff and her bones sore from sitting on the stone for so long.

      Miles shook out one blanket and laid it over Ian’s prone form. Ealann tucked it around his body, sliding the blanket beneath him as much as possible so she could to trap his warmth.

      “May I?” Miles asked, holding the second blanket up.

      Ealann nodded.

      He moved around her and wrapped the quilt over her shoulders. She took it by the edges and pulled it tightly over herself, eager to thaw her frozen bones. She’d often escaped to the loch to numb feelings away, to swim in the freezing water until she could no longer feel, but she would return to her fire-heated room, wrap herself in blankets, and warm again. The last two days in this cold room had chilled her so thoroughly she was afraid one quilt wouldn’t be enough to warm her.

      “Annie brought ye dinner, aye?”

      “She did. She brought more tea for Ian and some for me, as well.” Along with a few scones and an apple, but Ealann kept those to herself. She didn’t want to say anything that might inadvertently cause Annie trouble.

      Miles stepped around Ian until he was facing her again. “Has he woken at all?”

      “Nae.”

      His stormy eyes were a testament of his good character. His brow was troubled, displeasure lacing his features and the way he carried himself. “What can be done for him?”

      Ealann released a humorless laugh. “Convince yer brother-in-law to allow us to leave.”

      Miles looked at her then. “If I could convince him, would ye return to Moraigh?”

      “No’ without Ian.”

      Miles seemed to consider this. He lowered himself on the floor at Ian’s feet, leaning his back against a barrel stacked behind him, and stared at the man’s unconscious face.

      “He is important to ye,” he said without looking up, his voice soft. He spoke as though the fact needed no reputing.

      “I value life. I value my clan,” she said. “I canna walk away from a man who remained in danger here only so he might save me. No’ when he is so severely injured.” She held Miles’s gaze, her own unwavering. If she could reach his humanity, perhaps she could convince him to find a way to remove Ian from this death trap of a room. “He needs a bed, Miles. His body needs to be warmed. And he needs to drink more of this bloody tea.”

      If he was surprised by her language, he didn’t show it. “He willna drink?”

      “More tea spills out of his mouth than down his throat,” she said bitterly, feeling the point where her wrist was making it more difficult to help Ian.

      “Perhaps if we lifted his shoulders?” Miles suggested.

      Ealann raised her injured wrist. It had felt better since Miles wrapped it for her, but it was still impossible to put any amount of pressure on it without immense pain. “I have tried to do that.”

      Miles moved to kneel at Ian’s shoulders. “I will lift him while ye spoon the tea into his mouth. Then it might go down his throat.”

      Energy buzzed through her shoulders like an overactive bee, Miles’s small glimmer of kindness shining brightly in the dull room. This assistance was what she needed. It was overwhelming to feel solely responsible for a man’s health, the burden heavy on her shoulders. Miles’s offers of assistance pricked the stone wall around her heart—or perhaps that was the warmth from the blanket he’d brought finally thawing her cold skin.

      They worked together for a few minutes, Miles lifting Ian while Ealann spooned tea into his mouth.

      “Gently,” she reminded him.

      Miles’s large hands firmly held Ian’s shoulders, lifting him in a way Ealann never could have accomplished on her own with her injured wrist.

      “I know ye couldna swim at present, even if ye were home,” Miles said, his focus on Ian. “But I imagine ye’d like to.”

      She shook her head, dipping the spoon again. “I think I’d join ye in the boat. I’m too tired to swim and presently much too cold.”

      Miles laughed softly, her answer appearing to catch him off guard. “I’d like to row ye about a wee bit. Perhaps when this is all over, I can show ye my favorite part of the loch.”

      “It wasna the place ye took me to last week?”

      “Nae, lass. Ye think I’d row a stranger to my favorite place on the water?”

      Ealann tilted her head a little to the side. “I didna think we were strangers, Miles.”

      “Nae, no’ anymore.” He spoke quietly, his eyes never leaving her face. “Now I’d like to call ye a friend.”

      Footsteps trod down the stairs, heavy boots indicating more than one man was heading their way. Ealann looked to Miles, worried he would drop Ian on the floor in order to put as much distance between them as possible. She put down her spoon while Miles slowly lowered Ian to the floor, laying his head on the bunched plaid.

      The door swung open to reveal Ivor, his dirty face glowing orange from the lantern Miles had left on the barrel, with Jamie just behind him.

      “What is this?” Ivor growled.

      Miles stood. “The man is dying.”

      Ealann flinched. She couldn’t deny the truth to his statement, but she hadn’t wanted to admit the possibility. Hearing it aloud brought a degree of panic to her chest.

      “Why do ye care?” Jamie asked.

      Miles didn’t bother to look at him, keeping his attention on Ivor. “We canna retrieve information from a dead man, and I dinna want to see the retaliation from the McEwans when they hear of his death.”

      Ivor looked down at the invalid, a frown marring his brow. “What of the lass? She is a healer, is she no’?”

      “Ealann is doing what she can, but it is—”

      “It is impossible to help him in this cellar,” Ealann said, cutting Miles off. “Ian needs to be moved upstairs where it is warm and I can tend to him properly.”

      Ivor’s jaw ticked. He did not appreciate being told what to do by a woman, evidently. Especially not one who was also his prisoner. But she only spoke the truth. She had an opportunity to fight for Ian, and she wouldn’t waste it.

      “A room with a window, perhaps?” Ivor asked. “Or shall we show them to the front door ourselves to make it easier to escape?”

      Miles narrowed his eyes. “I didna ask for this battle, Ivor, and ye well ken it. I dinna want to put my life on the line because one of McEwan’s warriors died in my house. When McEwan learns of this, who do ye think he will come after?”

      “Ye speak as if we havna won,” Jamie spat.

      “Nae.” Miles spoke with calm, steady authority. “I consider the future and all potential outcomes. I willna blindly assume we will make it out of this unscathed, and neither should ye.”

      Ivor crossed his arms over his chest. “What do ye propose we do?”

      Miles breathed once through his nose, slowly, and Ealann imagined he was tempering his frustration. “I propose we allow Ealann to heal yer prisoner. Then when ye question him, try not to bang his head so he can stay awake long enough to provide us answers. Yer men are waiting on the banks of the castle, aye? Ian has lived there most of his life. If anyone can give ye answers for how to get inside Moraigh, it will be him. But no’ if he’s asleep, and no’ if he’s dead.”

      Ealann’s body recoiled. She hated Miles’s logic, and he wouldn’t look at her. She wanted to see his eyes, to gauge if the things he was saying were merely for her and Ian’s benefit, or if he meant them. She wanted to believe the former. She did believe the former. Miles was a good man, and she had to assume he was only doing what he could to provide a good reason to move Ian to a bed.

      “Verra well. Ye can move him upstairs, and the lass goes with him.” Ivor turned his beady eyes on Ealann. “The moment he wakes, ye will inform me.”

      She glared, the silence in the room thick.

      Ivor pointed at her. “Vow to report the moment he wakes, or ye have nae deal.”

      Ealann gave one nod. It must have been sufficient, for Ivor and Jamie left, letting the door close behind them. Miles and Ealann were quiet, listening to the footsteps recede, until they were faint, drifting into other parts of the house.

      Miles wiped his hands down the front of his kilt. “If ye’ll carry the blankets, I’ll carry Ian.”

      “Do ye think ye can manage him by yerself?”

      Miles tucked his chin slightly. “If ye’re meaning to injure my pride, the surest way to do so is by questioning my strength.”

      She gave a little laugh and rose to her feet, stretching her legs. Her limbs were tired and sore, her muscles tight from the cramped room and lack of bed.

      “There are many stairs to manage,” she quipped.

      Miles dipped his head a little and looked at her. “I can manage Ian. Ye dinna need to worry about me dropping yer man.”

      Her hand rose to dispute the assumption, as if it could stop Miles’s words before they reached her. She cared about Ian, and over the previous few months of being in the castle she had grown to enjoy his company, but he wasn’t hers. She had yet to open her heart to anyone, and she didn’t think she ever would. But she could enjoy Ian’s friendship without falling for him, the same way she could enjoy being near Miles.

      She shook her head. “He isna mine. He is only a friend.”

      Miles peered at her through narrowed eyes. “Are ye certain he kens that?”

      “Aye.” She had trouble holding Miles’s gaze as she said so.

      He looked disbelieving, but she didn’t feel the desire to argue further. She could understand why it appeared that she cared for Ian, with her refusal to leave him. But that had nothing to do with her heart—it was purely her oath.

      Miles bent and tucked his arms beneath Ian, lifting him from the floor with a grunt. Ealann took the quilt from Ian’s body and rested both quilts over her arm. She shoved the remaining scone in her pocket and took up the lantern.

      “Go ahead of me,” Miles said. “Ye can light the way, and I will direct ye where to go.”

      Ealann opened the door and stepped into the corridor, holding the lantern high for Miles to navigate the narrow staircase with a heavy, unconscious man in his arms. He told her where to turn, and she could hear his grunts and heavy breathing until they reached the top of the second set of stairs near Mrs. Duncan’s bedchamber.

      It was no surprise to her that no man came to Miles’s aid. Could he not see how his household was divided? How they’d tricked him into inviting the McEwans to dine and laid siege to Moraigh without Miles’s knowledge? The Duncans were deceptive, and from Ealann’s experience, none of them good.

      Except for Miles.

      Miles directed her into the chamber beside his mother’s. Ealann dropped the quilts on a ladder-back wooden chair beside the fireplace and hurried to the bed to fold down the blankets. She propped the pillows up a bit and helped guide Ian onto the bed, resting his head gently back on a pillow.

      Miles removed Ian’s boots and swung his feet onto the mattress before they covered him with blankets. Ealann took an extra quilt and wrapped it around him.

      “I will fetch ye a pallet,” Miles said. “I imagine ye’ll want to remain here.”

      She didn’t have much choice after what Ivor made her promise, but even if he hadn’t, she would have wanted to be near Ian. Ealann moved to the fire and knelt before it, tossing the quilt around her shoulders and huddling nearer to the hearth.

      “I need naething more than this.” A chill shook her shoulders. Miles stood above her and reached down. “I am perfectly fine where I am.”

      “Aye, but let me help ye anyway.”

      Ealann put her hand into Miles’s and allowed him to help her stand. He pulled the ladder-back chair closer to the fire and directed her to sit in it. Her quilt was still wrapped around her shoulders, but he took her good hand in his and chafed it.

      “My wife was always cold,” Miles said quietly. “It didna matter how many blankets she had, she never seemed to warm properly. It was a malady, to be sure.” A soft smile touched his lips, and his face was handsome in a way she hadn’t seen before, as though speaking of his wife had brought life into his expression. He stared at the fire, and the flames danced in his eyes. “Elizabeth was always losing her gloves, too. I warmed her hands for her often.” He looked down to where he was chafing Ealann’s hands between his with a sudden intensity.

      Was this difficult for him? Ealann had never heard him speak of Elizabeth before, and she had to assume it wasn’t easy. He’d done so much for her already in the last few hours that she wanted to do something for him. She tried to pull her hand away, but he held tighter.

      “Ye dinna need to do this if it is forcing you to recall difficult memories. I understand what grief can do to yer mind, how difficult it is to partake in activities that remind ye of the one ye lost.”

      His hands stilled, but he didn’t release her. “It isna as painful as I feared it would be to speak of her. I havna spoken of her to anyone that didna ken her.” He seemed to shake himself. “Who did ye lose?”

      “Both of my parents.” She swallowed. Miles had been vulnerable, so Ealann could do the same. “Watching my mother die beneath her horse’s hooves was particularly distressing, and I still canna be near horses without great difficulty.”

      He resumed chafing her hand, bringing a warmth to her skin that made it feel bathed in sunlight.

      “Forgive me for no’ being a better host. Ye’re so cold. I should have fought for this sooner.”

      Ealann smiled up at him. “I think ye’re doing a fine job with what ye’re able.”

      He grimaced at her, his hands growing still until he was merely holding hers. She wondered if Miles realized he was cradling her hand, but she couldn’t deny enjoying the way it made her feel, nor that she didn’t want him to stop. She should want him to stop, but she didn’t.

      “I will need to lock the door. ’Tis the only way Ivor will allow ye to be up here.”

      Ealann understood, but she hated the reminder that she was still a prisoner in Miles’s house. She stood and pulled her hand from his grip, using it to tighten the blanket around her shoulders. She walked to the door, waiting for him to follow her. Her actions were clearly telling him to leave, but she didn’t know what else to do. She had a feeling that if she didn’t tell Miles to go, he would stay. He couldn’t stay.

      Miles paused beside her. “I ken it isna the same as swimming in the loch, but ye can see the water from the window.” He gestured to where it was on the opposite wall. “Ye can see Moraigh, too.”

      Her heart leapt, and she was eager for him to leave so she could do exactly that.

      “If ye need anything for Ian or for yerself, knock on that wall, and I will hear ye.”

      Ealann glanced over her shoulder where Miles had pointed. “That is yer mother’s room, isna it?”

      Miles nodded. “I will be with her.”

      Ealann scanned the room with fresh eyes. The furniture was dark, the bed hangings deep green. There was a clàrsach in the corner, a small portrait of a woman hanging on the wall above it. Her gaze snagged on the instrument and a memory fluttered through her mind of Ivor asking Miles if he had a clàrsach at the dinner, and the anger Miles had displayed.

      Surely that had belonged to his wife, which meant this was Miles’s room.

      “Ye didna need to give us yer bedchamber.”

      Miles shrugged. “I can share with my mother. If it means ye’re up here, warm and safe, then at least I’m improving a wee bit as a host.”

      Ealann searched his eyes for truth and found it in the clear rims of his blue irises. He was a thoughtful man, and she wondered how she could ever have believed he had played a role in the subterfuge Ivor planned. She shook her head. How could he be so different from everyone else?

      “Thank ye for allowing Ian to sleep in yer bed.”

      He quirked a smile. “I will be perfectly comfortable in front of the fire, I assure ye.” He winked before stepping from the room. Ealann had a feeling he wasn’t comfortable with her gratitude. She heard him slide a key into the door and lock it from the outside. She reached for the handle and tugged, but it remained shut.

      Ealann crossed to the window and breathed heavily against the glass, her breath clouding and blurring the image of the moonlight on the loch—and Moraigh, draped in shadow and rising in the dark distance behind it.
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      Kieran woke in his dark room, and something did not feel right. He couldn’t have fallen asleep too long ago, for the stillness in the air and the black beyond the windows proved it couldn’t be anywhere near morning yet. He turned over and reached for Isobel on the bed beside him, but his fingers met with a cold, empty mattress.

      He swore.

      He had spent so long with Young Rupert at the well, fixing the pulley, that he’d fallen into bed half-asleep only a few hours ago. Isobel had been beside him then; he remembered that clearly. She had been sleeping when he kissed her cheek goodnight.

      Or perhaps that had only been a ruse. Blasted, tricky woman.

      Kieran scrubbed a hand over his face and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He threw his legs over the side of the bed and retrieved his clothes. A paper on the dressing table caught his eye, so he dropped his plaid on the floor and picked up the paper. It was too dark to see.

      Never in his life had Kieran revived a fire so clumsily. In his haste to read the note—for he felt in his heart that was what it was—he struggled to ignite the smoldering embers and bring light to his chamber, but at last he accomplished it. He held the small piece of paper close to the budding flames and read the words.

      Dinna follow me, Kieran. I love ye.

      He let loose a string of curses that slammed into the walls and tore at his heart. Bunching the paper in his fist, he smashed it as if that would erase it from his mind, then tossed it into the fire. He knew where Isobel had gone. She’d been angry about the decision to send lads off to find Old Rupert at the crofter’s hut. It hadn’t seemed ideal to Kieran, either, because young lads couldn’t always be depended upon to remember the way, especially in the dark, but it was the best option available to them.

      When Isobel had allowed the argument to drop so easily, Kieran should have predicted her intent. It was so like her to quietly plan a way to save those lads from needing to put themselves in danger by doing the errand herself.

      He pulled on his boots, not bothering to secure his hair or throw a coat over his shirt. He tucked his kilt up over his shoulder to keep it from dragging as he hurried down the corridor toward the stairs. Judging by how cold the mattress had been, it must have been an hour at least since Isobel slipped away, likely longer.

      The silence in the castle was an illusion, loaded like a clenched fist, tense and waiting to see what the Duncans had planned. Kieran was certain he wasn’t the only man awake—hopefully Cormac had yet to go to sleep.

      The thought of his wife sneaking between the Duncan men to escape Moraigh’s grounds was frightening, and he couldn’t allow his mind to linger on it. The plan had been for the lads to slip out around three o’clock in the morning. Not so soon after midnight as Isobel had likely done.

      What if the Duncans were yet awake, planning their next move? They must have something in mind while they camped out on the banks of the loch and edges of the woods. Kieran feared they were merely awaiting more men, something the McEwans needed as well to end this battle in their favor.

      Kieran’s fist banged once on McEwan’s study door before he pushed it open. Cormac stood to the side of the window—though not in front of it, so he wouldn’t be the recipient of an arrow to the chest—with Marion in his arms. Her raven hair was unbound, falling down her back, and her clear eyes shot to Kieran.

      “What has happened?” she asked, turning in Cormac’s arms and sensing the panic Kieran undoubtedly was not hiding.

      “Have ye seen Isobel?” he asked.

      “Nae, no’ since she left me to go to sleep,” Marion said.

      Kieran ran a hand down his face.

      “What is it?” Cormac asked.

      “She didna approve of sending lads to find Old Rupert. She argued that she would be a better choice, but I forbade it.”

      Marion’s eyebrows lifted. “Isobel go instead of the lads?”

      “Aye. Ye ken well what happened last time she went off by herself.”

      Marion looked adequately disturbed. “She told me it frightened her, that she would never do so again.”

      “Aye,” Kieran said quietly.

      Marion stepped away from her husband. “I’ll search the kitchens if ye wish to look upstairs—”

      “She has gone, Mari,” Kieran said, dropping onto the chair and rubbing his temples. “She left a note. I need to go after her.”

      Cormac was silent, watching the interchange, his eyes quick with calculations.

      “Ye canna do something as daft as that,” Marion said. “Isobel ken’d that ye’d be needed here. She must have made that consideration when she left without telling ye.”

      More than that, Isobel had told him not to follow. She surely understood that Kieran would be needed to protect Moraigh, but that wasn’t good enough for him. There was no one in Scotland he desired to protect more than her.

      “Aye, she made that consideration.” He ran a hand over his face, recalling the last time Isobel had run from Moraigh in the middle of the night. He had gone outside to check on a pregnant mare and found Isobel as she escaped on Marion’s horse. “She could have been seen. I caught her last time.”

      “She still got away from ye,” Marion reminded him. “Ye only saw her leave.”

      “And I didna pursue her with arrows.” His blood rushed through his body, his heart hammering like thundering hooves. His mind jumped to the Duncan men surrounding Moraigh at present. He got to his feet and paced the room. “I canna sit here and wait. I must go after her.”

      “She is small,” Cormac said. “If any woman could sneak past the Duncans—”

      Kieran pointed at him. “Dinna tell me that if Marion slipped away, ye’d allow her to go, that ye wouldna follow her.”

      Cormac pressed his lips into a flat line. “Nae, I canna say that. I would go after her. If Marion snuck away, I would be driven to madness until I ken’d she was safe.”

      Kieran was nearly mad already with worry and fear.

      “But if ye go now, ye may only bring attention to her, Kieran,” Cormac said gently.

      “We havna heard anything outside,” Marion added, gesturing to Cormac and herself. “We have been speaking in this room for more than an hour now. If there was a scuffle, we would have heard it. Isobel coulda slipped past the Duncans already, and she’d reach Rupert soon.”

      Cormac stood. “I will need to inform the families that the lads dinna need to go anymore.”

      Kieran stood and rubbed a hand over his beard. “I’ll go with ye.”

      Marion yawned. “If ye dinna need me, I am going to sleep.”

      Cormac kissed her quickly, then followed Kieran to the door. They moved down the corridor in silence, and Kieran was grateful not to be forced to speak when every move he made was painful and loaded with fear.

      The kitchen was dark but for a candle on the worktable. Georgie’s father waited beside him while he picked at an oatcake. There were more crumbs littering the table and floor than had likely made it into the lad’s mouth, and his anxiousness at the task he believed lay ahead of him was clear in his trembling fingers. The door on the far wall was still barricaded, much like the one near the great hall.

      “She didna go through the doors then,” Cormac said quietly. They’d hardly needed that confirmation. Isobel never would have put the inhabitants of Moraigh at such risk.

      “She more likely used Marion’s tunnel,” Kieran said.

      Cormac went to speak to Georgie and his father, and the pair soon left, relief palpable in the set of the lad’s shoulders. Cormac returned. “He will inform the others.”

      Kieran nodded. “Waiting will be naething but torture.”

      Cormac scoffed quietly, then rested his hands on his waist. “I ken it well. I havna stopped thinking about my sister since I left her with Ian. I dinna ken if she is safe, if they are caring for her, and it is killing me.”

      “We can put a party together to retrieve her,” Kieran offered. Perhaps if they did so, they could also go after Isobel.

      Cormac shook his head and leaned against the tabletop. “She wouldna want that. I must believe Ian is protecting her. It is the only way I can sleep at all.”

      “If no’ Ian, then Miles will be,” Kieran said.

      “Aye. He promised he would, and I believe him. He didna ken Ivor’s plan. He was unaware of any of this. Surely his desire for peace was true.”

      Kieran agreed. Between the two men, they had to have faith that Ealann was alive and looked after. It was the same faith he needed to have for Isobel, too. He trusted in her ability to be cunning, and he had seen firsthand her grit and determination. She was a better choice than the lads for an errand as important as this, but selfishly, he wanted her safe at his side. She must have known that was his reason, for why else would she tell him not to follow her?

      He had never felt so trapped as he did now, unable to leave the castle or do anything but wait. “When can we expect McEwan to return?”

      “Och, if Isobel reaches him swiftly, the best we can hope for is to see him within a week.”

      A week. “I shoulda ken’d, after so many years of discord and failed peace discussions, that the thing which would finally end the feud would be bloodshed.”

      Cormac cringed. “A fight for honor is a swift way to come to a conclusion. Perhaps if we had ken’d this sooner, we could have challenged them to a duel—our best warriors against theirs—and ended it.”

      Kieran looked at him appraisingly. Miles and McEwan had been trying to come to an accord without loss of life, but an arrangement such as Cormac proposed would have been a quick way to end the feud and establish a winner. After trying and failing to establish peace without a battle, it was frustrating that it had come to this. The Duncans had brought war to their door, and the McEwans had no choice now but to defend their people in whatever way they must.

      But a duel? That would have given each clan a satisfactory conclusion, regardless of who won. It could have been enough to lay the feud to rest with minimal lives lost. “It is too late now for that. But ’tis no’ a bad idea, Cormac. I think there is a reason McEwan chose ye for the next chief.”

      He shook his head, running a hand over his copper hair. “Let us hope we live to see that day.”
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      Tavish watched the shadow of a woman pass through an upper window in the castle and narrowed his eyes. He was certain the room was McEwan’s study, though he’d only been there himself a handful of times. He didn’t know if the shadow belonged to the chief’s daughter or Kieran’s wife, but whoever the woman was, she would be wise to stay away from the windows.

      Richard sat beside him next to the fire and swallowed the rest of his ale. “This isna the battle I came for,” he grumbled.

      “Patience,” Tavish said. It was only a matter of time until their reinforcements arrived and they could attack the castle again—this time with success.

      Richard cocked an eyebrow. “Patience for what? More men? Och, if we broke in the door, we would be inside the castle now instead of sleeping in the rain and freezing near to death.”

      “Aye, but we canna break the door. We dinna have the men for it.”

      “We wouldna need more men if we found a heavy enough log.”

      “The first one was plenty heavy and still broke, if ye’ll recall,” Tavish said. He hadn’t been here when they attempted to break through the door the first time. He’d still been at Dulnain then, helping Ivor distract Miles and the McEwans during the dinner party. He’d seen the splintered wood later.

      “That was weak. We could do it with a heavy enough log.”

      “Then cut a heavier log,” Tavish said, his patience running thin. It was far too late at night for him to be awake lamenting their situation, and he still had to row across the loch if he wanted to sleep in a bed tonight.

      “I think I will,” Richard said. “The redcoats should be here by now. They shoulda been here yesterday. If they dinna arrive tomorrow, I willna keep waiting for them.” His pride seemed pricked, like he felt he didn’t need the Englishmen to do a Scotsman’s job.

      Tavish understood the sentiment, and he agreed. He had been straddling both worlds for so long—Scotland and England—that he sometimes forgot which side he wanted to remain on. He had played so many roles, and so seamlessly, that the line between reality and playacting grew hazier than the treetops above, currently blanketed in fog. When he’d agreed to take on the role of Blue Bonnet and assist Alexander McEwan in order to gather information for Ivor, he hadn’t realized how difficult it would be.

      But that was over now. He was finally getting what Ivor had promised all along. Only a few more days of remaining in Miles’s good favor, and Tavish’s reward would come to fruition.

      He stood, stretching his arms toward the misty clouds. “I need to return to Dulnain.”

      Hamish ran toward them, kicking up bits of mud from the mist-soaked ground.

      “Och,” Richard scowled. “What is it?”

      “Allan’s horse is missing.”

      “Missing? Likely ran off.”

      “The rope was cut,” Hamish said.

      Richard looked up quickly. “Do we have any deserters?”

      Hamish shrugged. “I dinna ken.”

      Richard stood. “Round up the men and count. We need every last man accounted for.”

      “Aye.” Hamish left to do as he’d been commanded.

      Richard tossed the piece of wood into the fire and it hissed, popping in its anger at the stick’s moisture. He slid his dirk into his boot before following Hamish. Tavish went with him, and they reached a group of men standing around a handful of horses at the edge of the wood.

      “Where is it?” Richard asked.

      One of the men lifted a cut rope, one end still attached to the tree branch, and Richard took the end in his fingers. He rubbed his thumb over the frayed edge. “Sliced clean through.”

      “Someone stole the horse,” Tavish said.

      “Line up, men,” Richard shouted. “We need to find out who took the horse.”

      “Or if the person who stole the horse wasna a Duncan,” Tavish said.

      Richard directed his attention to the men grouped at the trees. “Who was watching the animals?”

      “We were all here,” one of them said, pointing to the nearby fire pit.

      “So nae man was watching the animals?” Richard spat.

      No one answered him. They had been distracted, clearly, and lazy about their responsibility.

      It took a quarter-hour to gather the men. They stood in a haphazard line inside the edge of the trees, using what coverage they could to remain somewhat dry. Richard walked among them, halting every few feet to speak quietly to someone. Tavish leaned against a tree at the end of the row and watched the accounting. Many of the men had been sleeping and now stood drowsily, rubbing at their eyes. They weren’t looking well. He was tired himself, and resentful of Ivor for returning to Dulnain earlier in the day to eat dinner at a warm, dry table.

      Richard dismissed everyone, and they dispersed to return their tired bones to damp sleep. Tavish approached him. “What report should I give to Ivor?”

      “All men accounted for. One horse missing, the rope cut.”

      Just as Tavish suspected. “Ye think it is the neighbors?”

      Richard looked at him as though he was daft. “Moraigh’s neighbors are Duncans.”

      “There is a fermtoun at the end of the glen.”

      “Nae, it canna be anyone from that village. Why would they come all the way here to steal one horse?” He stepped closer and lowered his voice, fearful, it seemed, of being overheard by the retreating men. He hesitated only briefly before speaking. “My suspicion is that someone from the castle snuck out.”

      If that was the case, whoever took the horse likely went for help. It was too obvious a point to need to be spoken aloud. Tavish held Richard’s eyes and knew they were both thinking it.

      “We’ll need to quicken our methods. Ye can tell Ivor we’ll be working on the ram as soon as the sun breaks over the horizon, and I’ll set some men to building coverage for it.” He looked at Moraigh. “We need to break our way inside and take over before the horse-thief returns with more men and we lose our chance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ealann lay on the floor before the hearth, blinking her tired eyes. Her back was sore, but she had slept better last night on the hard floor than she had since arriving at Dulnain days ago. The cold down in the cellar and incessant shivering had made sleep impossible, so while she had awakened every few hours to check on Ian, the warmth of Miles’s bedchamber had allowed her to truly sleep.

      Ian had started to feel warm last night, but his fever had remained mild. She had to believe it was the willow bark doing its job.

      Sunlight peeked through the curtains and drew her attention to the lazy dust motes floating through the shafts of light like tiny fairies. It brought to mind a song her mother used to sing to her as a child while they worked. Ealann hummed the melody, pushing herself from the floor and disturbing the dust fairies as she crossed to the window.

      The clouds had broken in places to admit sunlight onto the loch, and the reflection shone over Moraigh’s image on the water, gold rays of light piercing her home. Her heart squeezed when she saw the castle. It was so close, yet completely out of reach. Was everyone she loved safe? Had Cormac and Marion made it into Moraigh, or were they off finding help elsewhere?

      She couldn’t allow her mind to linger on the questions plaguing her or her heart would race.

      A soft moan sounded behind her, and she turned quickly, her breath catching when Ian’s body moved beneath the blanket. She crossed to him quietly, whispering. “Ian. Dinna make any sound.”

      “Hmm?” he questioned, his mind not yet catching up to his waking body. His face crumpled in confusion or pain. Likely both.

      “Dinna make a sound. We canna let them ken ye’re awake.”

      He shifted again, quietly this time, his brow puckering.

      “I will send for something to eat and more willow bark tea. Ye owe a great deal to Dulnain’s cook for having the remedy in her stores.”

      “Dinna—” Ian stopped, his voice cracking, and he tried to swallow. He attempted to shake his head, then stilled when it appeared to cause him pain. He’d been sleeping for more than a day now, and he was surely confused to find himself in an unfamiliar bed.

      Ealann put her hand to his forehead, then moved it up so her wrist could feel his skin. It was still hot to the touch, and she feared it was growing warmer. He needed more willow bark tea if he was going to fight this fever. “Listen to me, Ian. I will ask for tea, and if anyone comes to help me give it to ye, ye’ll need to pretend ye’re still unconscious. We canna let anyone in this house ken ye’re awake, or they’ll tell Ivor, and ye’ll be questioned again. Ye need to pretend as long as ye’re able. At least until I can think of a way to sneak us out of here.”

      He didn’t appear to like her plan. “Nae, lass,” he croaked.

      A floorboard creaked in the corridor, and Ealann pressed her fingers to his lips. “Feign, Ian, please. At least until we have time to strengthen ye a wee bit more.” She did not say that she feared he would not survive another head-thrashing from Jamie, but it was heavy on her heart, and she hoped he understood the depth of his danger. Head wounds were unpredictable, and he had been knocked out twice now.

      His dark eyes were clearer, the cloudiness of his hazy wakening having receded somewhat. He slowly raised his hand and wrapped it around her wrist, then tugged her hand away from his lips.

      “Please?” She whispered. “Will ye feign?”

      “Aye.”

      Her relief was palpable. Someone fit the key into the lock, and a familiar whistle warned her that she needn’t be worried about the nature of this visitor. Ealann pulled her arm away from Ian. She busied herself straightening his blankets, tucking them into the sides, and he closed his eyes when the door swung open. Miles held it open for Annie, and she walked in, bearing a tray. She set it on the small table near the window, and Ealann crossed toward her to take their attention away from Ian’s bed.

      “Could ye bring me some willow bark tea, Annie? His fever is beginning to worsen, and we need to attend to it before he grows too hot.”

      Miles looked toward the bed with concern. “Is there anything more we can do?”

      “We will try this first and pray it works quickly.” She didn’t tell him that Ian’s waking was a good sign. If Ian could drink more of the willow bark tea and his fever didn’t worsen throughout the day, he was probably going to be well by this evening, tomorrow at the latest.

      Annie looked at Miles for permission, and he nodded. She left the room quietly as Miles crossed to the door to close it behind her. “I thought ye might want an update on the situation across the loch.”

      Ealann looked up from the breakfast tray she had been greedily itemizing. A bowl of porridge, a small teapot with a cup beside it, sliced apples, and a chunk of cheese. She salivated, and even dividing the contents by two so she could share with Ian, she was certain she would be more satisfied than she had been in ages. “Yes, please tell me.”

      “Ye can eat while I speak.”

      She shook her head. She needed to be alone so she could feed half of the food to Ian—more than half, if he could stomach it. “I can wait.”

      He leaned back against the wall and watched her closely. “A horse has been stolen, so Ivor’s men believe someone from the castle escaped and went for help.”

      Ealann felt the tension leave her shoulders in a sudden flow of relief. “I shouldna tell ye how glad I am to hear that. Is there any other reason the horse coulda been stolen?”

      “All of their men were accounted for. They found a set of muddy footprints this morning leading from the castle wall to the horse. They were so tiny it could have been a child.”

      Or a small woman, she thought. “Nae larger footprints accompanied them?”

      “None could be found.”

      She hoped whoever had taken the horse was a McEwan and that they were on their way to get help.

      “Tavish left a few minutes ago to help. The Duncans intend to cut down a tree and shave it into another battering ram, since the first one splintered before it could be of much use. The redcoats are late, and the Duncan men are growing antsy.”

      He spoke as though he wasn’t a Duncan, referring to the clans like an outsider would. She noted the strain in the lines surrounding his eyes. “Perhaps if the Duncans had kept to their own homes, they wouldna be forced to wait in the rain.”

      Miles crossed to the window and looked out over the water, his hands clasped behind his back. “Ye ken I dinna approve of what is happening, but I canna in good conscience speak ill of my own clan.”

      “Then dinna do so. I can speak ill of them enough for the both of us.”

      His lips turned up at the ends in a wee smile, and Ealann looked past him to the harp sitting in the corner of the room. She stepped around him and looked at the painting of the woman hanging on the wall above the instrument. The small portrait appeared to be somewhat crudely done—perhaps by an amateur.

      “She is beautiful.” The woman’s soft blonde hair wrapped over her bare shoulder, as delicate as the rest of her features.

      Miles didn’t take his eyes off Moraigh through the window, but she assumed he knew who she referred to. “Aye. The first time I saw her, I thought she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.”

      Ealann’s heart twisted, wrung out like wet laundry. She stared at the portrait, at the woman’s kind eyes, and suppressed the ridiculous jealousy that hit her like a dart to the chest. “What was she like?”

      Miles looked as though he wasn’t going to answer, but then he faced Ealann and looked past her to the portrait of his wife. “Elizabeth was kind, but she wasna perfect. She fell into moods often that were not easy to manage, but her spirit was vibrant. She loved deeply and was loved wholly.”

      Ealann could see in the way he spoke how deeply he loved his wife. It nipped at her, giving Ealann the desire to have the same for herself, but that was impossible. She had vowed to devote her life to healing, and it was a worthy, valid ambition that required all of her.

      But that didn’t mean she was glad to sacrifice love, even if she knew it was for the best.

      “I envy yer unrestrained love,” she said quietly, looking into his pleasant smile and handsome eyes. She felt a little trapped in his gaze, a force pushing her toward him as though wind pressed at her back. She fought the feelings, afraid of what they would do if she gave them freedom to pass through her unrestricted.

      “Ye havna felt it yerself?” he asked.

      Unrestrained love? She had, in a sense, from her brother. But familial and romantic love couldn’t be compared in this way. She questioned for a moment what Miles had seen in her and if he’d detected her jealousy. “Why d’ye think that?”

      “Because of yer wistfulness.” He looked back at the painting. “I used to fear I wouldna have a love like that again. Have ye?”

      Used to fear? As in, he no longer feared that possibility? Ealann ignored the voice in her mind screaming at her to turn away from Miles, to not lend him comfort in such a vulnerable moment. She stepped closer, taking his hand in hers. She wrapped her fingers around his calluses and pressed tightly. “Nae, I’ll never have a love like yers. It would break the vow I made to myself.”

      He’d frozen beneath her touch and swallowed hard. “What vow, Ealann?”

      “To heal.”

      “Yer oath,” he questioned, his fingers moving slightly within hers.

      She was extremely aware of him, understanding she shouldn’t enjoy this as fully as she did. “Aye. I couldna save my mother, so I vowed to save as many people as I can for the rest of my life. I made an oath to devote my life to healing, and I canna let anything come in the way of it.”

      He peered down at her. “To save other people’s mothers?”

      “Aye. And their fathers, brothers, nieces, neighbors.”

      Miles chuckled softly. “Fool that I was, I believed ye to be a seal woman who lured sailors to their deaths. The opposite couldna be more true.”

      “That I lure unsuspecting men to life?” she teased, pulling her hand from his. It was clouding her mind and making it difficult for her to think.

      “I am starting to wonder if ye’re doing that for me, lass. I didna . ﻿. ﻿. that is, I canna remember the last time I had a purpose. I accepted the responsibility of Dulnain because I wanted purpose, but healing the feud was naething more than a hoax and a distraction. It didna fulfill me the way I’d hoped. It wasna Ivor’s intention that I succeed anyway.”

      “Perhaps ye could still find that fulfillment, yet in another way.”

      He stared at her, the light from the window reflecting in his blue eyes. He was fighting the impulse to say something, and she realized how badly she wanted to know what it was. Her fingers tingled, yearning to hold his again, to feel his warmth and the rough callouses where he’d labored and formed them into hands that knew the satisfaction of a long day of hard work.

      The men in Gilmuir who’d vied for Ealann’s attention had been easy to reject because they were drunks or only had eyes for her body and nothing for her mind. But Miles was dangerous. He made her consider things she hadn’t truly desired before, like his presence and his companionship. She wanted him to stay and help her feed Ian, but at the same time, she knew he needed to be away so he wouldn’t discover that Ian had awoken. Otherwise he would be forced to tell Ivor—to uphold his oath of fealty.

      But more than anything, for the first time, Ealann’s heart whispered the name of a man.
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      Miles fought his breathing, commanding his chest to calm. Ealann looked up at him with such compassion, her green eyes shining in the light from the window. She was beautiful—yet different from Elizabeth in both temperament and appearance—but still so incredibly lovely. A stirring in his chest reached out to her, but he fortified the walls around his heart and swallowed hard, his throat scraping with cloudy emotion.

      She had asked him a question about fulfillment in his life, and he wondered if he could find it as she had. If he had sworn an oath with such a selfless motive, would he now feel contentment?

      Ealann’s siren call was a powerful force, dragging him toward her while he clawed to remain on land. When he was in the same room as her, he wanted to be near her, and when he wasn’t, his thoughts were always wending their way toward her. It was a danger he had tried to suppress but could no longer deny.

      He needed to shift the focus of the conversation before he said or did something he would later regret. “Have ye found fulfillment in learning the trade of healing?”

      “A wee bit, but until I ken more, I willna be of much use to anyone.”

      “Ye’ve already been of great use to me,” he said. “To my mother.”

      Her gaze flicked to the painting of Elizabeth. She didn’t speak the question lurking in her eyes, so he answered it anyway. “My wife was ill, and it took her slowly. Watching the life leach from her was acute misery.”

      “And ye nearly had to witness the same with yer mother.”

      His mouth tipped into a small smile. “Ye can understand why I was eager to find a way to help Mother, and why I will forever be grateful to ye.”

      She looked away. “Perhaps providence took me to the loch that night.”

      The door opened and Annie stepped inside, bringing a pot of tea and a second blue painted teacup.

      “Thank ye, Annie,” Ealann said. “And will ye thank Cook for breakfast? I can take it from here.”

      Annie bobbed a curtsy, polite as though she was aiding a guest instead of a McEwan prisoner. Then the maid turned toward Miles. “Ivor would like to see ye.”

      Miles’s chest tightened in dread. “Where is he?”

      “The library.”

      Ealann looked up quickly. “Ye have a library?”

      Miles tried to cover his surprise at her apparent excitement. Not all women could read, and especially not women who were raised as she was. “Do ye like to read?”

      Ealann nodded. “Texts on healing have always been of particular interest to me, but I do enjoy novels too, when I can get my hands on them.”

      He looked to the bed where Ian was laying perfectly still. “I planned to stay and help ye with the tea.”

      “Ye needna bother,” Ealann said. “Now that Ian has yer pillows to prop him up, I can feed him by myself.”

      “But surely with another person it would be easier.” He gestured to Annie, offering the maid’s help.

      Ealann lifted both arms, drawing attention to her wrapped wrist. “I dinna care to take Annie from her duties. His position now is no different from when ye were holding him up for me. I can do this.”

      Miles felt reluctant to agree. Something about the way she spoke tugged at him. He felt as though she didn’t want help, that she wanted them to leave. He wanted to know why.

      “If ye’re certain.”

      “Completely certain.”

      “Then we will leave ye in peace.” Miles bowed before he turned for the door and followed Annie out. He felt a prick of guilt locking the door behind himself. He didn’t enjoy keeping prisoners in his bedchamber, but he was glad they were out of the cellar, at least.

      Annie left, and Miles poked his head into his mother’s bedchamber to make sure she had gotten her breakfast. She sat up in bed, slowly working her way through an embroidery she had begun before this mess had started. She waved him off, clearly knowing he was checking on her like a mother hen. She hated it, but he didn’t know how not to. He was just so grateful she was feeling better.

      Miles found Ivor sitting near the fire in the library, his face screwed up in a way that made Miles nervous.

      “Trouble?” he asked.

      Ivor scoffed. “More trouble, ye mean. They’re working on a log now, though. If all goes well, we should be in by tonight.”

      Guilt sliced at Miles’s gut. He had begun to think of the McEwans as friends—attending Kieran and Isobel’s wedding celebration, eating with their chief at his table, all the while searching for a solution that would appease both clans. Knowing his Duncan brothers were preparing to break down the door and take the McEwan castle was a loss he had not expected. Did he not support his own clan? What had become of the mess in his mind?

      Miles leaned against the wall next to the hearth and crossed his arms over his chest. “Then what is the problem?”

      Ivor ran a hand over his face and down his beard. “The problem is that illness swept through the men this morning. Half of them canna stand, and with only half our numbers able to take Moraigh, all will be lost. If Hunt doesna arrive with his men by the end of the day . ﻿. ﻿.” Ivor shook his head, unable to finish the thought.

      Hope—disloyal as it was—flashed through Miles. “Can we no’ call it off?”

      Ivor looked at him as though he suggested they dance instead of fight, his eyebrows drawn and mouth parted.

      Miles pressed his opinion, taking the chance while it was present. “Wouldna it be better to walk away now and approach them with a treaty of peace than to lose all of our men and the castle in a battle we are no’ fit to fight?”

      “If Hunt and his men arrive—”

      “Then ye have naething to trouble ye. But if they dinna arrive, ye might want to consider my idea. It could be the answer to ending this now.”

      “If we end this now, Miles, where will that lead us?”

      “It will lead us to peace. I dinna understand why ye lost the desire for it. I dinna understand when ye ceased hoping for James on the throne. When did all of yer opinions and beliefs change?”

      Ivor scowled. “I have never cared for the king. Why would I care who sits on the throne in London?”

      He couldn’t be in earnest. “Because they rule us, too.”

      “Och. Dinna say ye’re a Jacobite now.”

      “I’m no’. I understand their sentiments, but it isna a battle I want to fight. Time and again they have tried and failed to put James on the throne. Why would this be different?”

      Ivor shook his head. “That isna the point.”

      Miles threw his arms out to the sides. “Then what is the point? Ye asked me to come here and establish peace so we could fight together for yer cause. Was that truly a ruse?”

      “Why would I want to establish peace with people who are going to hang?”

      Truth and clarity hit Miles in the gut. His brother-in-law didn’t care for resolution, and he didn’t care for the McEwans. He knew McEwan would hang once he was discovered as a Jacobite, and he wanted what McEwan had—his castle and land. Ivor wasn’t supporting a worthy cause—he was greedy.

      “What will ye receive from all this fighting, Ivor?” Miles asked, hoping his assumptions would be proven false. “What did ye do to convince the redcoats to help ye?”

      Ivor lifted his glass and swirled the whisky before taking a sip. “It was easy. They want to suppress support for James Stuart. If they take McEwan, and I take the castle, that is full suppression of the McEwan Jacobites.”

      Disgust rolled through Miles. “Ye have a castle, Ivor. What do ye accomplish from taking theirs? Growing yer purse?”

      Ivor didn’t answer, which meant Miles’s assumption was correct. Ivor’s goal was more money, more land, more properties. Greed. The bloody redcoats were paying him to lay siege to the castle, and the payment was another clan’s property. It was utterly obvious and repulsive.

      “Hunt believed he only needed more time inside Moraigh to find proof of McEwan’s illegal activity, and I was meant to help him have the time to search. He has searched before with his men, but they didna find anything. They canna take McEwan without proof. Though they managed to take two McEwan men for transporting a Jacobite missive, and one of them has now hung. Hunt will take the other before he boards a ship to France at the end of the week.”

      Cold ice ran through Miles’s veins. “How do ye ken that?”

      “Hunt, of course. And I have a man working for Alexander McEwan and feeding me information.”

      Miles was sick. He blew out a long breath. He wanted no part of any of these schemes, but Ivor had summoned him for a reason, and he knew it wasn’t to talk about his plans. “What do ye want from me, Ivor?”

      “I need ye to fetch yer bonny healer and bring her across the loch to tend to the ill.”

      “She willna leave Ian.”

      “She doesna have a choice.” Ivor’s voice was cold. “Ye can convince her to come with ye, or I can convince her to come with me.” He let the threat dangle for a moment before swallowing the rest of his whisky and setting the glass on the side table with a resounding thud. Ivor rose, wiped his hands down his kilt, and gestured to the door. “Shall I accompany ye? I am happy to do so if ye think she will be difficult.”

      Miles clenched his hands behind his back, subduing the temptation to hit his brother-in-law. “Nae. I can convince her.”

      “Good.” Ivor went to the library door and paused. “I had thought when my sister died ye would never look at another lass again. I’ve never seen two people more in love than ye and Elizabeth.”

      Cold washed through Miles, guilt fresh on its heels. It battled the lurking fear that he was making the wrong decision, but what could he do? He wanted Ivor out of his life, and he despised the man for calling into question his loyalty to Elizabeth. He couldn’t deny the truth to what Ivor implied, but he wished he could.

      He had been looking at Ealann with more affection than he ever believed possible after Elizabeth died, and he was angry that Ivor had noticed. His attention tainted it, in a way, before Miles could determine how he felt. He loved Elizabeth no less for the room he’d made in his heart for Ealann.

      “Bring yer sword,” Ivor reminded him.

      Sword? He wouldn’t need that unless he intended to fight the McEwans. “Ye’ve ken’d where I stand from the beginning, Ivor.”

      Ivor glared. “Aye, but yer pacifism hasna altered yer oath of fealty. Ye’ll come with us to Moraigh, ye’ll bring yer healer, and ye will fight.”
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        * * *

      

      Miles slipped into his mother’s room, surprised to find her standing at the window. She looked over her shoulder, her white hair pinned up, a lock brushing her shoulder.

      “Should ye be out of bed, Mother?” he asked, crossing slowly toward her.

      “Aye, if I’d like to be.” She looked back through the window and Miles came to stand beside her. “This has gone on long enough.”

      “The feud?”

      “Aye.” Her mouth was pinched in displeasure. “I dinna have a good feeling, Miles.”

      That was discomfiting. He shifted. “Ivor is sending me across the loch with Ealann. The men have grown ill, and they need a healer.”

      She grumbled, turning away from Moraigh’s stone edifice and the building’s reflection on the water. “That isna good.”

      “I dinna have a choice.”

      “Nae, I dinna believe that.”

      “I’ve sworn an oath—”

      “Aye, ye have.”

      “I owe him my fidelity. My allegiance.” But even as the words slipped from his tongue, he felt their hollowness.

      “He doesna deserve yer loyalty.”

      “But I chose to give it to him. If I break it now, Mother, I sacrifice more than Ivor’s protection. I sacrifice our home, our clan, this land . ﻿. ﻿. I give up all connection to Elizabeth.”

      The final words escaped on a breath, a mere whisper. He was unwilling to break his final connecting thread to her, regardless of how wrong it felt.

      “Och.”

      “Father taught me the importance of a man’s loyalty, and I canna forget that easily.”

      “Nae, I’ll dare say ye willna,” Mother said bitterly. “Yer a man, and ye make yer own choices, but I dinna think Ivor is holding up his end of the bargain. Ye’ve sworn yer loyalty to him, but has he remained loyal to ye? Protected ye?”

      “He hasna hurt me,” Miles said.

      “He is forcing ye to take Ealann away from Mr. McEwan,” she said, crossing slowly back toward her bed and sitting on the edge of the mattress.

      Ealann’s name shot through him like a warm ray of sunlight, and he snuffed the flame before it could grow. “She’ll want to help the ill.”

      “She would prefer to stay here and help her kin.”

      “Ye dinna ken what she truly—”

      “I can guess well enough, and I am certain ye can too.”

      She was correct. He couldn’t argue further about it. Miles sat beside his mother and rubbed his temples.

      “She will forgive ye, I think,” Mother mused. “I dinna believe Ealann has a grudge-bearing heart.”

      “Why would I need her forgiveness?”

      She lifted her pale eyebrows. “Ye might be fooling yerself, but ye canna fool yer own mother. I have seen the difference in ye these last few months, and it isna because Ivor arrived.”

      “Ivor didna arrive months ago.”

      “Och, aye. But ye met Ealann on the loch months ago.”

      Miles drew in a heavy breath. “Ye’re searching for something which isna there.”

      “Nae, lad. I am noticing my son has an interest in a woman and willna allow himself to see it for himself.” She hesitated. “I havna seen ye speak of anyone the way ye speak of Ealann, no’ in years. Elizabeth wouldna want ye to be lonely—”

      He rose, discomfort making its way through him. His arms were antsy, disloyalty fresh. “I wanted to bid ye farewell, Mother. I dinna ken if I will return this evening, though I intend to try.”

      Her lips flattened. She stood, pulling him into an embrace. “I love ye, Miles. I only want ye to be happy.”

      “I love ye, too, Mother.”

      But happiness? All Miles wanted to do at present was survive. His feelings for Ealann or anyone else were irrelevant. He had no choice but to follow orders and ensure everyone he cared about made it to the end of this bloody dispute alive.
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      Alexander McEwan had never looked over his shoulder so frequently in his entire life. He hadn’t been properly welcomed to Edinburgh and had failed to meet with his French liaison until tonight. Over a week in the city, and every man he hoped to visit seemed to be missing. Something about the situation didn’t feel right. Nothing had gone according to plan except for securing passage for Rory to France—and even that he questioned.

      Morning light streamed through the window and highlighted the dust motes floating within its rays. Alexander sat in Henri’s drawing room, swirling his glass. The amber liquid resembled a mellow wave, and he swallowed it before raising his gaze to his companion. He felt a little like he was wasting his time, twiddling his thumbs. He didn’t typically have whisky for breakfast, but the man had offered, and it was fitting for how he felt this morning.

      Henri set his glass on the table. “You’ll understand that we could not risk passing this information through a letter. If it landed in the wrong hands . ﻿. ﻿.” His eyebrows lifted and he shook his head.

      “Aye.” The interception of his note to Henri by the redcoats was proof enough. It had been a harmless missive and clearly undecipherable to the English, but merely carrying the letter had cost Hugh his life. He felt a pang in his chest and lifted his glass so Henri could fill it again.

      Henri poured more whisky into the glass and set the decanter back on the cart beside his chair. “We have been waiting on orders.”

      “Ye didna mention that.”

      “I did not know if there would be anything to tell you.” He looked apologetic, and it was hard not to believe him. “The invasion is imminent. Even now they are preparing to leave Dunkirk within a fortnight.”

      Alexander straightened, sitting up taller. “The Bonnie Prince?”

      “Oui. He will be on one of the ships.”

      “My men are ready. We’ve been training for this.”

      Henri nodded, emptying his glass again. “We must wait as long as possible to move the troops south. The English are thus far unaware of our intentions.”

      “I will gather my men and await word.”

      “Yes, and be more wary than ever. Arrests have increased. The English will attempt to stop you with whatever force necessary.”

      “Och, they can try.” He ran his finger along the top of his empty glass and recalled Hugh. It was not an empty warning, which he knew well.

      Henri gave a fleeting smile. He was nervous, and Alexander didn’t blame him. It was dangerous to be a Frenchman or a Jacobite in Scotland, and the sooner they could transport Prince Charles to British soil and lead him to the throne, the better they would all be.

      “Does the ship still intend to leave Friday?”

      “Oui, and your friend has a place on it.”

      “I dinna wish to stay as long as that. Ye’ve naething earlier?”

      “You can leave Rory with me.” Henri stood, crossing toward the fire. His pale blue brocade waistcoat glimmered, the shiny fabric so at odds beside Alexander’s roughened exterior.

      Alexander briefly considered the merits of keeping Rory in Scotland, hiding him longer so he could join them in the fight. But Henri was correct. Arrests were high, and Alexander already had a target on his back. He didn’t want to risk Rory’s life, not when the man could be perfectly safe on a ship and meet them in Essex with the French troops. There were plenty of Jacobites already in France. He would not be alone.

      A warm rush of excitement slipped through his veins, quickening his pulse. It was time. After so many years of planning, preparing, and hoping, it was finally time to restore the rightful leader to the throne—a man who would care for Scotland the way she deserved.

      “I will gather my men,” Alexander said.

      Henri nodded. “I shall send a messenger to Moraigh when it is time to move.”

      His time in Edinburgh was far shorter than he’d anticipated, but significantly more fruitful. His brother, Brian, and nephew, Simon, awaited him, and together they would gather men from Kilgannon and return to Moraigh to prepare for battle. All the hard work and sacrifices over the years were coming to a point, and it would all be worth it.

      Alexander stood. “I will send Rory here and leave immediately.”

      Henri smiled, a confident grin stretching over his face. He filled both of their glasses again and raised his in a toast. “Until we meet again.”
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      Ian’s body had suffered a great deal in his short life, but never before had he felt so utterly broken and weak. It was difficult to move without the room spinning, and his head felt as though it was made of stone, heavy and rough. Ealann carried the breakfast tray nearer to his bed and set it on the small table. She dragged a chair beside it, and though she was busy, he noticed her eyes flick repeatedly toward Moraigh and Loch Gileach through the window.

      She could have returned to the castle if it wasn’t for him. He knew he was the only thing keeping her at Dulnain, and yet he couldn’t be too regretful of her company. Part of him was glad to have her with him. He enjoyed being around her, and while he had promised he would never seek anything beyond friendship with her, if she changed her mind, he would be glad.

      She poured a cup of his tea and set it on the tray beside the breakfast Annie had brought in. “Do ye think ye can stomach some parritch?”

      “I can try.”

      “If ye cast up yer accounts, there will be nae hiding it from the Duncans. We need to be cautious.”

      He turned his head to better face her. “Or we can tell them the truth, that I have awoken, and cease these wee games yer playing.”

      She looked startled. “Please tell me ye willna do that, Ian.”

      “For yer sake, I willna. But I do think it would be easier.”

      She lifted the bowl of porridge and spooned a bite. “Easier to have Jamie on yer back again?”

      “Is he here? I am surprised he would remain at Dulnain while there is a war happening on the other side of the loch.”

      “War?” She scoffed, holding the bite of porridge to his lips. “There is nothing happening right now, but they are preparing for it.”

      Ian closed his mouth around the spoon and tried to swallow. The thick porridge tasted grand, but his stomach rebelled against it.

      Ealann must’ve noticed his expression, because she put the spoon in the bowl and stirred the tea. “Perhaps we ought to fill yer belly with tea first.”

      He didn’t argue and accepted a spoonful of tea. He could have fed himself, but he liked Ealann caring for him. He was so dizzy, he wasn’t sure he could make the spoon reach his lips without spilling.

      “I wish I could do more for ye,” she said quietly.

      “Ye’re doing plenty.” He swallowed another spoonful. “I ken ye dinna want to hear this, but I think it is better for ye to be here. I ken ye’d rather be with yer brother. But Miles’s roof is likely safer for ye than if ye were to be taken from Moraigh during a siege.”

      “I dinna care for my safety, Ian,” she said. “If there is a battle at Moraigh, I need to be there.”

      “Do ye have sword-wielding abilities I havna seen yet?” he teased.

      Her green eyes cut to him, smiling. She reached up and smoothed back an errant copper curl. “I would need to tend to the men who wield the swords.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “I understand why ye want to be there, but dinna be angry with me for telling ye I am glad ye’re here instead.”

      Her gaze flicked away, and Ian could see that he’d made her uncomfortable.

      “Here with me as a dear friend,” he said, grinning.

      She chuckled, shaking her head. “I usually trust myself to discern when people are in earnest or not, but ye make it difficult to ken the difference.”

      That was good, in his opinion. He wanted her to know he was flirting. “Ye can be assured I will never lie to ye. I might say things I think ye want to hear, though.”

      “That isna a lie?” she asked, lifting one eyebrow.

      “Nae. I mean what I say. I will never push ye, Ealann. If ye dinna love me, then I dinna want ye to pretend ye do.”

      Her eyes sparkled with something akin to warmth. “Let us focus our efforts into making ye feel better, ye flirt.”

      “Ye do make me feel better.”

      “That is the willow bark, Ian. All I did was request that it be made.”

      “Nae. Ye make me feel better.” He softened his tone so she would know he meant it. “I stand by my words.”

      Ealann grew still. He took a minute to appreciate how days had passed since she last paid attention to her appearance for the dinner party, and she was still so beautiful. Her green eyes were round and wide, her fiery hair unkempt from days away from home and sleeping on the floor. Her gown was rumpled, but still dipped in at her waist and set off her copper hair to advantage.

      “When ye stare at me that way, I feel as though I must have dirt smudged on my face. Or is it soot from the hearth?”

      “Ye have naething on yer face, lass.”

      She rubbed her cheek anyway. Perhaps it was what she wanted to believe.

      When Ian had pretended to be asleep earlier, he couldn’t help but listen to the way she interacted with Miles, and he believed he could discern a softening of her voice he had never heard her use with anyone else. She certainly didn’t speak to him that way. Their relationship, though he felt closer to her than any other lass, wasn’t the same.

      Ian felt a sense of repetition that pelted him with frustration. It was not unlike how he’d felt about Isobel, considering her for a wife before he realized she was in love with Kieran. Listening to the way Ealann spoke to Miles had been a punch to the gut in much the same way.

      Was it happening again? Was he falling for a woman whose eye was trained on someone else? A Duncan man, no less? Ian liked Miles. He had never had a problem with the man. But Miles was still a Duncan, and they were even now attempting to break into the McEwan castle.

      Ian had promised Ealann he would never try to force her to love him, but was it really so wrong to fight for her? If he allowed her to walk away, was he being a gentleman, or was he merely letting her go?

      She spooned more tea into his mouth, and he took a few swallows, considering what the right thing to do was and where the line needed to be drawn.

      “I can tell that ye’re either thinking deeply or in a significant amount of pain. Which is it, Ian?”

      “Dinna fash, lass. I was only thinking of ye.”

      “Then I truly hope it wasna pain ye were feeling.”

      He cracked a smile. “Nae, but I dinna want ye to be in pain, either.”

      She ignored his comment and turned her attention to the cup. “I think this tea will help break yer fever. Ye can have more tonight, and that will help ye sleep. I would be more concerned, but ye’ve woken, and that is a good sign.”

      “Ye ken what woulda warmed me, Ealann?”

      “Ye dinna need to be warmed. Ye’re already too warm, which is why the window is open a little.”

      He grinned at her. “Would ye like to ken what would cool me down?”

      She could tell he was flirting again. He could see it in the way she was fighting a smile. He had come so far with her since she arrived at Moraigh months ago, withdrawn and unhappy. At least now she could be teased. “What is it?” she asked.

      He tapped his cheek. “A kiss, of course.”

      She shook her head, but Ian felt a surge of joy at the small smile on her lips. “That was a good attempt, but I told ye, I am not interested—”

      “In me.”

      She looked up. “In anyone.”

      A small, precise whistle sounded in the corridor. “Miles,” Ealann whispered.

      Had they developed a form of whistling communication? Miles warned her when he was coming? Ian had never been jealous of a whistle before, but he supposed it wasn’t all that strange. He couldn’t help but appreciate how Miles had found a small way to provide her comfort in such a volatile situation.

      A key slid into the door’s lock, and Ian closed his eyes swiftly, trying to still his body and regulate his breathing so he could pretend he was still asleep. The light from the window made his eyelids sparkle like fire. He wanted to blink them open and see who opened the door, to verify it was Miles. He felt vulnerable, unable to protect Ealann like this. But he trusted her, and she thought this was best.

      The door closed and boots trod further into the room, stopping at the foot of the bed.

      “I dinna have good news.” Aye, that sounded like Miles.

      Ian was frustrated to once again be the reason Miles could have a private conversation with Ealann. The man didn’t know Ian was a witness, and he was clearly taken with Ealann, even if he didn’t want to admit it to himself—or her—yet. Ian had known plenty of men who had loved their wives, but still remarried after their wives had died. It was odd to him that Miles was so avidly against it, but he couldn’t complain either. For now, at least, Miles’s stance on women worked to Ian’s benefit.

      “I wouldna expect less from yer brother-in-law. What did he want from ye?” Ealann asked.

      “The men are having trouble. Half of them are ill and unable to fight.”

      Ian’s heart raced, but he did his best to keep his breathing shallow. He hoped Ealann’s beauty would keep Miles’s focus tethered to her so he wouldn’t notice Ian’s reaction to his news. But this was good. If the Duncan troops were growing ill, they could not fight.

      “I am sorry for them, but that isna unwelcome news for us, Miles.”

      “That isna the unwelcome news, lass. No’ for ye, at least.” Miles sighed. It was clear from the sounds he was making that he was struggling with whatever he needed to tell her. “Ivor wants ye to see to the men.”

      Ealann swallowed a quiet gasp. “Ye can tell him I decline. I willna leave Ian.”

      “I told him that.”

      “Then why are ye here?”

      “Because he isna giving ye a choice.”

      Ealann’s fingertips brushed the bottom of Ian’s jaw, sending warmth down through his body. She brought a spoon to his lips, and he did his best to swallow while pretending he was asleep. Was it believable? He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to look like or how he was supposed to swallow. He assumed Ealann needed something to do with her hands, and he was glad to be part of it.

      Miles walked around the bed until he was standing closer to Ealann, and Ian tightened his fist before releasing it, hoping no one noticed. “If ye come with me willingly, we willna have any problems, and Ivor willna get involved. He isna interested in ye, only in yer healing. But he is unpredictable when he is trying to make a point, and we have no’ seen eye to eye since he arrived at Dulnain.”

      “What are ye trying to say?” she whispered.

      “I am trying to say that Ivor kens I care about yer fate . ﻿. ﻿. and Ian’s. I dinna want Ivor to use ye to bargain with . ﻿. ﻿. anyone. But I wouldna put it past him to do so.”

      Ian focused on breathing naturally. Miles was essentially telling Ealann he had feelings for her, and he was afraid his brother-in-law would use that against him. Did she understand this as well?

      “And if I dinna come willingly?” Ealann asked.

      “If I walk out without ye, then Ivor will come in.”

      Ealann swore, and Ian had to fight a chuckle at hearing her curse. The room became very silent, and he was suddenly aware of the feeling of eyes on him. Had he given himself away?

      “I will come,” Ealann said quickly. “But I must return tonight. I canna leave Ian at the mercy of yer people.” Her emphasis proved her anger, and Miles seemed to understand it as well.

      “This isna my fault, Ealann. I will do whatever I can to help ye. I am trying in this moment to help ye.” He sounded frustrated, but Ian refused to feel sorry for the man. He was a Duncan. Miles’s voice turned placating. “If ye come with me willingly, that is the safest option. I will tell Annie to watch Ian. What should she do if we dinna return tonight?”

      “Watch him for fever,” Ealann said, resigned. “Continue to administer willow bark tea as well. If that doesna work, she can try boiling endives and giving him the liquid, or crushing oak leaves into tea. If the fever worsens, she’ll need to close the window and attempt to warm him further. Bathing his head with the water from boiled oak leaves could help, as well.”

      “Perhaps it is better if ye speak to Annie yerself.” He shifted, making the floor creak beneath his boots, and it was with great restraint that Ian didn’t open his eyes to see what Miles was doing now. “He will be watched over, Ealann,” Miles said gently. “Ye can trust Annie.”

      Ealann’s hand closed around Ian’s and squeezed. Despite what she’d said, she obviously cared for him.

      “Can I have a moment alone before we leave?”

      If Miles was suspicious, he didn’t say anything. “Only a few minutes. I dinna want Ivor to grow suspicious.”

      Ian listened to Miles walk away and close the door behind himself. He opened his eyes to see Ealann looking down at him with concern. She sat on the edge of his bed, holding onto his hand with both of hers. He tried to lift his other hand. Why were the simplest of activities difficult? He felt as though he was moving through water. Weak and tired, unabatingly.

      Ian covered her wrapped wrist lightly. “Do ye need a new wrap before ye leave?”

      She shook her head. “This is the least of my worries.”

      “Does it pain ye?”

      “It will heal quickly, I am certain.”

      He tilted his head a little on the pillow. “That wasna an answer, lass.”

      She smiled. “Dinna fear. I will survive.”

      “But I dinna ken if I will.”

      The smile dropped from her face, and Ian felt immediate regret snake through him. “Dinna fash, lass. I was only saying so to earn that kiss.” She moved to pull her hand from his hold, but he tightened his fingers around hers. “No’ yet. Please. I willna say it again.” His mortality was a truth that worried him, and it wasn’t encouraging that she didn’t argue his point.

      “Ye better no’.” She pulled her hand from his easily and laid it against his forehead. Her touch was cool, and he yearned for more. “Watch yer fever, Ian. Ask for more tea if ye need it or one of the other herbs. I will locate Annie before we leave and confirm they have oak or cucumber seed or endives. If ye start to grow delirious, ask Annie to send for me. I will return as soon as I am able.”

      Ian understood her concern. He didn’t want to tell her that it was warranted, that he already felt the fever taking control of his body, that the tea didn’t seem to do much of anything to ease his pain.

      He swallowed roughly, edging the fear out and drawing his focus from Ealann’s smooth, creamy skin and copper hair. “I will say this one time, so please listen carefully.”

      She leaned in a little.

      He didn’t know if he would regret these words or not, and he knew he didn’t have much time, so he didn’t allow himself to worry over what her reaction might be. “I think Miles cares for ye, and I dinna want that to affect yer decisions.”

      She tucked her chin, looking as though she meant to argue, but Ian lifted a hand. “I am no’ finished. I only mention it because ye need to be aware. If ye have an opportunity to return to Cormac, ye need to take it.”

      Her expression froze, but he could see her eyes moving, roaming his face. Was she at least considering his point?

      “Promise me ye’ll take it,” he whispered. “I feel better, Ealann. Annie will help me grow stronger, and the moment I feel capable, I will escape.”

      “Because I willna be here,” she said, as if understanding.

      “Because I have faith that Miles will take care of ye in this house, or that ye’ll soon be with the McEwans again.” He didn’t have faith that he would walk out of this house alive unless he escaped while they were occupied across the loch, but he didn’t want to add to her concerns.

      Ealann leaned in, a sudden urgency about her. “Ye must come with us. We must say ye’ve awoken, and ye can walk. Ye can assist me with the Duncan troops so I can watch over ye there.”

      “Ye’ve already healed me.” He swallowed, his throat feeling dry. “Ye’ve watched over me for days, and I’m improving. My fever will break soon, and Annie will finish what ye started. But if ye have an opportunity to escape, take it. Dinna think of me. Do ye ken how to find Rupert’s house in the glen?”

      “Nae.”

      “Do ye ken where Glen Ellen is?”

      “Aye.”

      “Go there and follow the lane that runs along the base of the glen. It will lead ye to a crofter’s hut situated midway up the rise. There should be coos with him. Tell Rupert I sent ye if he doesna remember ye. Tell him ye’re a McEwan, and he will protect ye. If ye canna find a way into the castle, that is a safe place to go.”

      “I dinna want to leave ye,” she whispered.

      “Och, lass. Ye’ll only be across the loch. Ye’ll be closer to home.”

      She gave a small smile. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Kiss for luck?” he asked, grinning as widely as possible. He wanted to leave her with a smile, though he knew it was a fruitless question, merely designed to earn a laugh.

      Ealann’s lips turned up a little more. “I would, but I am afraid ye would think it meant something more than luck, Ian.”

      “I swear to ye, lass. I wouldna. I swear it on my life.”

      Ealann chuckled. She looked to the window, then back to Ian, and leaned in slowly. His heart slammed in his chest, and he wondered briefly if this was merely a dream ignited by his fever. But then she pressed her lips to his softly, and he knew it was real. Even harboring the knowledge that her kiss was fueled by pity, Ian savored it. He didn’t care that she didn’t love him in a romantic way. He’d kissed plenty of lasses during his time, but he had never wanted any of them more than he wanted this. Ealann’s kiss was as sweet as he’d predicted.

      When she leaned away from him, her cheeks were pink. She ran her hands down her emerald gown to smooth the wrinkles and stood to leave. Ian reached for her uninjured wrist and squeezed faintly. “Thank ye, lass.”

      “Dinna give Annie much trouble,” she said. “And dinna kiss her.”

      As though he would ever. He only had one woman written on his heart now. “Am I allowed to be awake now?”

      She shook her head. “Only if ye need to be.”

      Ealann walked to the door and looked at him over her shoulder as she opened it. He caught sight of Miles standing in the corridor, waiting for her, before he closed his eyes. But Ian had been too late, and Miles had seen him. He hoped Miles would pretend. He had faith in the man. Faith, at least, that Miles would do what Ealann wanted. Regardless of what the man said, or how badly he felt he needed to stay true to his deceased wife, Ian knew he was falling for the fire-haired lass.
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      Ealann stood at the edge of the trees and wiped her wrist over her perspiring forehead. It was too cold for sweat, but she had been running between the camps, treating the illness that had swept through the troops. What wasn’t clear was the nature of the illness. She wasn’t a true healer, not yet. She only knew some things, and she certainly didn’t know what plagued these men.

      She looked up at Moraigh, blinking against the sun that inched closer to the horizon and peeked from the side of the gray stone walls. Was her brother standing at one of the windows looking down on her? Could he see her? She was close enough to be shaded by the building, but still too far to find refuge within its walls. Even if she could break away from the Duncan men, how would she get inside? They had been trying for days without success, and Ealann was unaware of any entrances besides the two doors.

      The gown she’d borrowed from Marion was too fine for traipsing outside, and it snagged on naked branches and dry grass while she wended her way through the trees.

      Ealann paused and looked back at the castle again, her attention snagging on the well. She hoped there was another source of water inside or this standoff would end soon. It was impossible to survive so long without water, and she feared for the McEwans trapped inside.

      Jamie came to stand beside her, resting his hand lightly against the hilt of his sword. “If ye’re thinking of running from us, I would advise against it. Now that Ivor kens yer worth, he willna allow ye to go easily.”

      Her worth? She’d only wiped the men’s foreheads with oak bud-steeped water and listened to their moaning. Ealann turned away from Moraigh. “I’ve seen to all the men. There’s naething ye can do but administer poultices and watch them for fever.”

      “Then that is what ye’ll be doing tonight, I suppose.”

      She clenched her teeth. “I need to return to Dulnain.”

      “Dinna fash, lass. I will look in on yer man for ye.” The gleam in Jamie’s eye made her sick.

      “Dinna bother, Jamie,” Miles said, stepping through the trees.

      Ealann ignored him. She thought it might be better if they were not identified as friends, but Miles couldn’t seem to leave her alone. He’d been following her around for the last few hours as she tended to the ill, and regardless of what she said to dismiss him, she couldn’t seem to rid herself of him for long.

      She lifted the empty bucket and started toward the loch, picking through the brush. The ground was frozen, and the water was no warmer. She hoped cool cloths would be a balm to some of the feverish men.

      When Ealann reached the edge of the water, Miles stepped up beside her. He reached for the bucket, handing her the lantern he carried. “Allow me to fill it for ye.”

      Good heavens, he had no care at all for protecting himself. At least if she couldn’t be rid of him, he might as well help. She knelt to dip her fingers in the water, setting the lantern on the ground. It grew dark so early, and the sun was already dipping toward the horizon.

      The icy water shocked her fingertips. It was far too cold to swim, though that did not stop her from wanting to do it. She looked over her shoulder, but Jamie hadn’t followed them. He must not have been ready to leave yet. The boats were tied to the dock not far from where they now were, knocking into the wooden poles while water lapped up their planked curves.

      “It is still light enough to see,” she said, nodding to the lantern.

      “Aye, but it willna be for long. I didna want to risk tripping on our way back to the camp.”

      She wrapped her arms around her bent knees and looked down the loch, away from Miles and Dulnain and Moraigh and all the Duncan men in their camp behind them. The water was peaceful, the sound of men and the clinking of tin cups subdued slightly from the distance.

      Miles set the filled bucket near the lantern and sat on the sloped bank beside her. “Are ye angry with me?”

      “Nae.” She kept her gaze on the water. “But I dinna think it is a good idea to parade our friendship before yer entire clan.”

      He didn’t respond right away, so Ealann assumed he agreed with her. He straightened his shoulders, and though she continued to look out over the loch, she could see him moving in her peripheral vision. “I understand yer concerns, but I canna let ye out of my sight. No’ when we have a camp full of frustrated men who have too much time and no’ enough to keep them busy.”

      Ealann was less concerned with the Duncans’ frustrations, and more worried about the increasing quantities of ale they were consuming. The very reason Cormac had been so eager to accept an invitation to Moraigh and leave their home was to protect Ealann from men who had drunk until they lost their sense of chivalry. Her body shook with a shiver, and she hoped Miles thought it was from the cold and not the residual fear that lived in her mind. She still had her knife tucked safely in her bodice, though, and that was a small comfort.

      She looked at the reflection of the disappearing sun on the water and watched it move further away. They faced Dulnain on the other side of the loch, the trees leading up to the door from the water’s edge covering parts of the ground floor windows. Ealann watched the upper window where she knew Ian to be and hoped he was well. His warning earlier had come by surprise, though she understood why he thought Miles cared for her. Ian didn’t understand, though, that she was devoted to her craft.

      Regardless of where Miles’s heart lay, Ealann was starting to suspect that her feelings for him were developing beyond friendship. Not that it would amount to anything. It was a useless thing to fall in love when one could never make something of it.

      It would be much easier if she felt something for Ian. When he had asked for a kiss, she had almost refused him, but she had wanted to know if she could feel something. She wanted so badly to feel anything, but the only thing humming through her body when her lips had touched his was an absence. No spark, no warmth. She had been kissed before, and she was beginning to wonder if she was incapable of feeling anything at all.

      The clear sky became bright with the last dregs of sunlight, the haziness of twilight inching closer. She had promised Cormac she would remain at Moraigh until the snow melted so she could spend time with him before returning to learn under the tutelage of Mrs. Lundie, and that was fast approaching. Regardless of how this dispute ended, Ealann would soon be on her own with only herself for protection.

      Miles was sweet for caring about her wellbeing, but he didn’t need to. “It is no’ yer responsibility to look after me, Miles.”

      “Nae, perhaps no’. But if I dinna, then who will?”

      “Me.” She faced him. “I am handy with a knife.”

      He looked at her appraisingly. “Show me.”

      Ealann lifted her eyebrows. She looked back at the Duncan camp, but it was a good distance away and she could only make out the blazes of fires spotted here and there between the trees.

      “Now?”

      “Aye,” he challenged. “Show me.”

      Miles moved to get to his feet and Ealann didn’t give him enough time to stand. She pulled the knife out of her bodice, wrapped her leg around his knee and yanked hard. He fell to the ground and she used the momentum to straddle him, her skirt bunching around her knees. She brought her knife to his throat and stopped with the edge of the blade barely touching his skin, using her other elbow to balance herself on the ground without putting pressure on her injured wrist.

      Miles looked up at her, his chest heaving and his eyes wide. The sky all around them was turning a deeper blue, and it was hard to make out anything in the distance, but she could see Miles’s face clearly. She shifted, holding her injured wrist to her stomach so she would not be tempted to put pressure on it.

      “Ye asked me to show ye.”

      “Aye, but I wasna expecting that.” His gaze flicked down, but he didn’t move his neck. “Can ye remove the blade now?”

      She made a thinking face, scrunching her nose slightly. “I’m no’ sure if I want to.”

      A beat of silence passed before Miles took her by the knife-wielding arm and yanked, flinging her off his hips. She landed on her back beside him on the grass with an umph. Miles flipped over with her, his knees resting on either side of her so their positions were reversed, while his hand held her good wrist to the ground above her head, the knife still clutched in her fist. His other hand was braced on the ground beside her head, and his chest heaved.

      It took her a moment to recognize that she had been bested. “Ye couldna have done that if I’d slit yer throat.”

      “That will teach ye to act faster then.”

      “Act faster?” She chuckled. Miles’s face hovered just above hers, and with the receding sunlight, all she could make out were the glint in his eyes and a flash of his teeth. The ground was hard beneath her shoulders and the air had momentarily been knocked from her lungs, but even still she was having a hard time regaining her normal breathing.

      Miles’s hand was warm where it held her wrist. “Did I hurt ye?”

      “Nae.”

      “Ye dinna always have to be tough, ye ken?” he asked, his voice low.

      “What makes ye think I am trying to appear tough?”

      “Because I have ye trapped, yet ye pretend all is fine.” He chuckled. “Ye’re struggling to calm yer breathing something fierce, Ealann.”

      “That isna from our fight.”

      “What is it from, then?”

      Him. It was from Miles. She wanted to tell him how he affected her, to open her mouth and let the truth free. But she couldn’t. How would he react? His lips were only inches from hers, and if she lifted her head a wee bit, she could make contact.

      Ealann could hear how heavy her breathing had become, and regardless of the vulnerable position Miles had her in, she didn’t want it to end. She felt perfectly safe in his arms.

      “It is curious,” she said. “I almost wonder if ye asked to see my skill with a knife so ye could prove how much better ye are.”

      “I dinna think I am better than ye. I had an opportunity, and I took it.”

      “An opportunity, aye? Is that why ye havna moved yet?”

      His eyes flicked down to her lips, and her chest tightened in anticipation. His hold on her wrist loosened, his fingers running down her arm until it reached her shoulder and grazed the skin at the base of her throat. Her nerves tingled, her entire body thrumming with impatience.

      He reached up to her forehead and dragged an errant lock of hair out of her face. “Are ye certain ye’re not a selkie?”
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      Miles half-wondered if Ealann had used a siren’s call on him—even now they were near enough to the loch to explain her growing power over him. The darkness had nearly swallowed them entirely, but Ealann’s face glowed, her eyebrows lifting at his question. “Selkie?”

      “Aye,” he bit out. He was entirely aware that he sounded ridiculous, but it was the only explanation that settled comfortably in his mind and explained why he was so taken with her. “Perhaps ye are waiting to drag me back to yer home beneath the water.”

      “Ye’re being ridiculous.” Her breath whispered at his lips. She was so close; he could not move for fear of breaking the enchanting moment. Or was it he who remained close? He had not yet removed himself from her . ﻿. ﻿. but she did not seem to mind.

      Miles was hit with a strong longing to kiss her. He feared the disloyalty shrouding that desire, but the warmth in his chest was edging it away. As much as he’d loved his wife, Elizabeth wasn’t here any longer.

      Ealann was.

      He was not pushing Elizabeth from his heart but instead filling the cracks and crevices grief had wrought with Ealann’s affection. She had begun to heal him.

      His hand brushed her jaw, and her eyelashes fluttered closed. He dipped his head closer until he wasn’t certain if he was feeling her lips on his or just her breath. His heart raced as if he’d rowed the entire length of Loch Gileach, and he felt nothing but heat pulsing in his chest.

      “Ye’re a Duncan,” she said, her lips moving faintly beneath his.

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Ye tell me.”

      After everything his clan had put her family through this week, logically he understood it was an enormous problem. It hardly mattered that he didn’t agree with Ivor. He was still an enemy to her people. She had yet to push him away, and he sensed an aura of expectancy from her. Miles wanted to forget everything they had both gone through over the last few days, and he imagined she felt the same.

      He wanted to feel her lips on his, to hold her in his arms. He didn’t care in the moment that they were on opposing sides of a feud neither of them wanted.

      Miles brushed his fingertips down her neck, and she shuddered. Longing sliced through him like a hot knife, and he dipped his head, pressing his lips to hers.

      Ealann came alive beneath his touch. She dropped the knife on the ground above her head and slid her fingers behind his neck, losing them in his hair and pulling him closer. Miles shifted above her, tilting his head to the side and deepening the kiss. He felt grounded, steadily and solidly wanted, for the first time in years.

      If Ealann was a selkie, she could pull him beneath the water and claim him. Her kiss made him feel whole and present—it made him feel alive, on the edge of the night. They hovered between worlds, and he didn’t want it to end. Miles’s arm slid down to her waist, and he rolled onto his back, pulling her with him. He held her to him with one arm, anchored by her weight, while her hands gently cupped his face, her bandage scraping his shadow of a beard.

      Twilight drifted fully into darkness while he held her in his arms, and he never wanted to let her go. Ealann leaned back, her breath heavy, her eyes searching his in the darkness.

      “If this was merely a distraction strategy, then I commend ye for a job well done.”

      He swallowed, his heart aching at the rawness in her voice. “Nae, lass. It was naething of the sort.”

      She lowered her lips to his once more and kissed him tenderly, infusing him with affection before moving her head away from him again. He wanted to hold her close and never release her, so it was with great difficulty that he allowed her to pull back. She pressed her good hand to his chest and pushed herself up, but Miles didn’t stand right away. He needed to catch his breath.

      Ealann found her knife on the ground and slid it back into her bodice. He didn’t see where it disappeared to, and he was impressed she concealed it so easily and could remove it so quickly.

      “Yer demonstration was good, but I do prefer if ye dinna need to use that knife again.”

      “As do I.”

      “Though, if ye feel the need to demonstrate yer skills again, I would gladly volunteer to assist ye.”

      She chuckled, shaking her head.

      Miles looked up at her. “Where do ye keep the knife?”

      “I willna reveal that.” The seriousness of her voice gave him pause. The water shone behind her, and she looked so peaceful and content on the banks of the loch.

      He pushed himself into a sitting position beside her. “Why no’?”

      “My father taught me to wield a knife so I might protect myself. I had an ardent admirer in Gilmuir before we came here who forced me to use the skills my father had taught me.” She looked away. “I needed my knife, but I couldna reach it in time. I was fortunate my brother saved me before anything terrible could happen. But I vowed from that moment I would conceal it in a better place that is easier to reach.”

      “I’m sorry ye’ve ever been in a position where ye’ve needed a knife.”

      She shrugged. “It is well and truly in the past now. But I learned from that moment and sewed a place into my gowns to conceal my knife.” She looked down. “This isna my gown, though, so I had to be creative.”

      “It becomes ye.”

      She laughed lightly. “Still? After so many days of wear? I am certain I look as though I live in these woods.”

      There was a certain wildness about her hair and her eyes. It gave her the appearance that she could very well live in these woods. But he didn’t tell her that, because he didn’t think she would find the compliment he felt in those words. The truth was Ealann fit in anywhere she wanted to be. Among the creatures of the forest, amidst the water, in his drawing room.

      It was no wonder Ian had fallen for her too. Miles knew Ealann cared for Ian as well, and it was no secret she was protecting him. He’d seen that Ian was awake, and Ealann had kept that from him. He couldn’t blame her for being cautious, but he hoped the care she felt for Ian was more familial than romantic. Her kiss still tingled on his lips, and he wanted more of her. Not just her kiss, but her whole heart.

      The truth rammed into him, and he sat in the feeling for a moment, accepting it.

      Ealann looked from the loch to the castle. “If I desired a moment alone, would ye provide me with that?”

      Miles wondered if she intended to run. He wouldn’t blame her for leaving, but it would hurt. It was wrong of him to compare her to Elizabeth, because they were so different, but he couldn’t help it. Both women stirred the same feelings within him, the warmth and desire and affection, the need to protect her, and an interest in her thoughts. It was a marvel that two such different women could elicit such similar responses, but he felt a sense of familiarity in the hazy contentedness she’d planted in his chest, regardless of how different kissing Ealann had felt from kissing Elizabeth.

      Mother was right. Miles couldn’t spend the rest of his life pretending not to feel something that was coursing through his veins like a rogue fire.

      Right now, he would do anything for Ealann, and if she wanted a moment alone, he would provide it—even if he was giving her an opportunity to leave him. “Aye.” He chuckled. “After ye almost slit my throat, I am fairly confident ye’ll be safe.” He lifted the bucket of water. “Should I carry this to the fire?”

      “Please do. I’ll be along shortly.” He turned to leave, but she stopped him. “Miles? Is it at all possible to return to Dulnain tonight?”

      She wanted to return to Ian. Jealousy, ridiculous as it was, seeped into him.

      He cleared his throat. He didn’t like telling her something she didn’t want to hear, but there was a small part of him that was glad to keep her to himself for a little while longer. “It is impossible, I’m afraid. Ivor is worried about the state of his men, and he commanded me to remain here with ye tonight.”

      “But Jamie will return to Dulnain? And Ivor as well?”

      Miles chuckled a little to soften the discomfort of their conversation. “They willna sleep out here if there are beds so near.” He gestured to his house.

      “That is what I assumed.” She lifted the lantern, holding it with two hands in front of her.

      “I am sorry.” As much as he wanted her near, if he could give her what she wanted, he would.

      “I ken, Miles.” She watched him walk away. It wasn’t easy to pick his way through the woods without a light. His eyes were still adjusting to the darkness, and his body was still tingling from the kiss.

      Miles wasn’t fooling himself. Nothing could come from this. Even if he could convince his brother-in-law to present a peace treaty to Cormac, he doubted Cormac would ever support his sister and a Duncan being together, not after this attempted siege.

      He located the kitchen fire where Ealann had been doing most of her work today. She’d shared the space with John, the cook, and her pot of water still sat beside the fire, a pile of damp rags hanging over the side.

      Miles lowered himself onto a log they’d rolled near the flames and rubbed a hand over his face and down his growing scruff. He could hear Jamie laughing further into the woods and fought the temptation to join the men gathered there. Not that he wanted to spend any time with Jamie, but so he could learn what the new plan was.

      Tavish dropped onto the log next to Miles, startling him. “I am weary of waiting,” Tavish said, blowing out a long, irritated huff.

      “As am I.”

      “Is there a way to finish this so we can return home?”

      “Ye would ken better than I,” Miles said. He’d grown wary of Tavish’s loyalties. The man clearly approved of what Ivor was doing. He’d mostly remained here on the McEwan side of the loch since the debacle began and was in communication with Ivor fairly consistently. “Has there been any word from the redcoats?”

      “Ivor sent men to inquire at Brelug, and they only just returned. Hunt and his men are gone. They couldna be found in town. I dinna think Ivor has informed anyone else, but it doesna look like the redcoats are coming.”

      Miles stared into the flames and watched them dance. That explained why his brother-in-law had thrown his meal on the ground after the messengers arrived this afternoon. Miles wasn’t surprised that Ivor chose not to confide in him, but he was surprised that Tavish had earned that privilege.

      “Have ye heard anything else?”

      “Nae.” Tavish bent to adjust the blade in his boot. “I didna think this would last quite so long. It was meant to be smooth and fast, no’ drag out.”

      Miles’s body stilled, but he tried to keep his surprise hidden from his friend. Tavish spoke as though he’d known the plan before it had been put into place, but that would mean he had kept it a secret from Miles, too. “When does anything go according to plan?”

      “Aye, no’ even the fire did what we wanted,” Tavish muttered. “And that shoulda been easy.”

      Miles scanned the treeline for Ealann, but he didn’t see her yet. He was still holding out hope she would return. Swallowing his reservations, he said, “Which fire was that?”

      “The one on the Moraigh animal pens. I was trying to lead them to attack the Duncans, but make it seem like the McEwans attacked first. Then Hunt and his men would have a reason to retaliate with us, but the McEwans did naething. It didna work, did it?”

      Miles rubbed a hand over his scruff. The vague concerns which had nipped at him were resonating now with startling clarity. It also explained why Tavish had let the animals free when he’d set the fire. He wouldn’t have been able to round them up and take them to Dulnain without explicitly proving that the Duncans were responsible.

      “Naething is going according to plan,” Tavish said, unaware of the anger and frustration coursing through Miles. “The men are ill, the redcoats are missing, and it is only a matter of time until whoever escaped on the horse returns with help, and then we’ll be outnumbered.”

      “I had a plan to resolve this in peace, but Ivor didna wish to hear it.”

      “What was it?” Tavish asked, an edge of distrust to his tone that worried Miles. They’d been friends for as long as they’d been able to walk, which made it more difficult to swallow that they were on opposing sides of thought regarding the McEwans. He suspected Tavish didn’t want to resolve the feud peacefully, which stung.

      A shadow moved in the trees, snagging Miles’s attention. Ealann stepped into the light of the fire, startling him. He looked to her hands, but the lantern was empty, the candle gone. He wanted to question her about the light, but she looked at Tavish quickly, then away, and the dismissal made Miles bite his tongue.

      Ealann knelt beside the fire and poured some water from the bucket into the pot. She lifted it and set it on the smoldering peat, then gathered her rags and stood.

      It was impossible for Miles to watch her move without his mind flashing back to the moment they shared beside the loch and how it had made him feel. His body heated at the memory, and he wanted to take Ealann by the hand and run from this entire situation.

      “Can we help ye, Miss McEwan?” Miles asked.

      She lifted the bucket. “Nae. I can carry a bucket, Miles.”

      She walked away, and Miles struggled to keep his smile under control. Ealann had returned. She hadn’t escaped. She could have run but chose not to.

      Tavish was quiet until her footsteps receded. “Yer plan?” he prompted.

      Miles picked up a stick and started breaking it into small pieces to give his hands something to do. He cared for nothing more than establishing peace now, but how was it to be done? “I dinna have a plan, Tav. I had an idea, but I dinna ken if it would work. I considered the merits of challenging the McEwans to a duel of sorts. Our best warrior against theirs to end this once and for all.”

      Tavish shook his head. “That wouldna help Ivor acquire what he desires most.”

      “Moraigh?” Miles asked. At one time, he would have been the man Ivor confided in. It was odd to feel as though his family was gathered at the table together and he sat on the outside.

      “Aye. Moraigh.”

      Faint shouts went out in the distance, and Miles tossed the stick onto the fire.

      Tavish looked up. “Did someone yell about a fire?”

      More distant shouting could be heard. Tavish pointed through the trees toward the loch, and Miles noticed a small orange glow in the distance.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Aye. It appears to be a fire.”

      Feet thundered on the frozen ground as men passed them, running toward the unintelligible shouting. Miles and Tavish both jumped to their feet and followed them. The fire looked to be on the edge of the loch, the flames’ reflection glowing on the dark water. His heart stuttered when he neared the gathering of men. The fire wasn’t beside the water, it was on it. The dock was engulfed in flames, the boats untied and floating freely, each of them consumed by fire.

      “Who would do this?” someone shouted.

      The group standing on the banks of the loch watched their transportation to Dulnain disintegrate, pieces falling and sinking. The group at large had come on foot, but they relied on some of the men traveling between Dulnain and the camp.

      Jamie swore. “What are we to do now?”

      Tavish shook his head.

      Miles felt disconnected, being cut off from his mother and his home. “Ye can ride around the loch, Jamie. It will take some time but it can be done.”

      Jamie ignored him. He searched the faces of the gathered men until landing upon the one he sought. He pointed at him. “Find Ivor.”

      “I am here.” Ivor stepped forward, the reflection of the burning boats wild and erratic in his eyes. The men stepped back, giving him space, and many left to return to the camp.

      The Duncans’ respect and reverence for Ivor was a physical representation of why the feud had lasted as long as it did, and furthermore, how he had been able to gather so many to fight this battle for him. He was the leader, and they would follow. Surely no man cared for obtaining Moraigh as highly as Ivor did.

      No man, except perhaps Jamie.

      The men turned away, returning to the warmth of their fires until Jamie, Tavish, and Ivor were the only ones who remained with Miles near the burning dock. The fires were falling now, the boats all succumbing to their watery graves.

      “Do we ken who did it?” Ivor asked.

      No one spoke.

      “Did any of ye see anything?”

      It was silent except for the crackling fire smoldering on the dock. A plank broke away and fell, hissing when it hit the water.

      Miles clenched his jaw. He looked down at his feet before gazing across the water. The last time he stood in this place was with Ealann, and the memory of their kiss flashed in his mind in bits and pieces, interspersed with the cool way she’d treated him afterwards. He was fire and ice, warring the wanting in him with the knowledge that she was a McEwan—the enemy.

      “Who would do this?” Jamie asked.

      Miles ignored him. He hoped Ivor didn’t ask him directly, because he couldn’t lie to his chief, and he didn’t know what he would say. It was fairly clear to Miles that there was only one person who wanted to keep the men from returning to Dulnain, and she was presently missing the candle in her lantern.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The last time Isobel had spent such a length of time in a saddle had been when she’d run from Castle Moraigh months ago in search of the healing spring. She recalled the way her body had reacted poorly to the excessive riding, and she did not look forward to the soreness that would undoubtedly greet her on the morrow.

      Perhaps she would think less about her sore legs if her travel partner was willing to speak more, but ever since Isobel had barged into Old Rupert’s croft and explained the situation, he had been nearly silent.

      It was dark now, and Kilgannon’s lights came into view ahead of them on the road.

      Isobel shifted her legs in the saddle, pulling her plaid tighter over her shoulders. Fear had been her constant companion since she’d slipped through the under-croft’s tunnel, stolen the horse, and led it quietly away from the Duncan camp. She was helping her people, but she was also abandoning them. From the moment Moraigh disappeared from view, she had been plagued with the dread that at any minute the Duncans would breach the castle and her husband would be fighting for his life—for all McEwan lives.

      But she was fighting for their lives too. She shot Rupert a look. “What is yer plan if McEwan isna there?”

      “We go on to Edinburgh.”

      The thought of further extending their trip was tiring, but Isobel pressed her lips together and refused to be dismayed.

      “But ye think we will find him here?”

      “Nae, I think we will find him in Edinburgh.”

      She sucked in a half-frozen breath. “Then why are we stopping at Kilgannon?”

      “To sleep,” Rupert said.

      There had been a slight misunderstanding. Rupert wasn’t displaying the same urgency Isobel felt necessary for this errand. She brought her horse to a stop. “We dinna have time to waste.”

      Rupert circled back to face her, his rough, aged face not revealing any sense of concern. “We canna push these horses any harder, lass.”

      She flung her arm out to the side. “We canna leave our people waiting at Moraigh while we sleep in Kilgannon’s safe beds.”

      He expelled a breath of frustration. “We willna waste time, lass. I am quite as eager to find McEwan as ye are, but we canna continue with these horses and expect to arrive in Edinburgh quickly. We will sleep a few hours, then continue on.”

      “Can we no’ borrow fresh horses and continue immediately?”

      He ran a hand over his beard and looked to Kilgannon, the large stone house dark except for the glowing light from the windows. It was still a great distance away but made to feel nearer now that they’d laid eyes on it. “Verra well. We dine, we change horses, then we continue on.”

      “Unless McEwan is here,” she said quietly, hope pressing into her with unabated eagerness.

      Rupert turned back onto the road. “Aye. Unless McEwan is here.”
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        * * *

      

      Marion stood at her bedroom window and looked out over the loch. The water glowed orange where fires appeared to be floating near their dock, and she squinted, leaning closer to the glass to better see.

      Cormac lounged on the bed, his arm bent and tucked beneath his pillow. His deep voice floated across the quiet room. “I wish ye would step away from there.”

      “Dinna fash. Nae one is looking up here.” She leaned even closer to the cool glass, wisps of a chill coming through it. “There is a fire on the loch.”

      “On the loch or beside it?”

      “On the water.”

      Cormac rose, stretching his arms. He came up behind her and slid his hands around her waist, looking toward the glowing fires. “Those are floating fires.”

      “As I mentioned,” she muttered.

      “They must be boats.”

      Of course. It could be nothing else.

      “And the dock,” she added. “But why would they burn a source of escape? They have been traveling between here and Dulnain since the siege began.”

      “Mayhap someone wants to stop them from traveling between here and Dulnain,” Cormac mused. “Or make it more difficult for anyone to travel to Edinburgh quickly.”

      “The only person who would want either of those things would be a McEwan, and we’re all in here. Or perhaps Miles.”

      His hands tightened slightly on her waist. “I dinna wish to lend doubt to yer opinion of the man, but sometimes I do wonder if ye have too much faith in Miles. He is the laird of Dulnain, after all.”

      Marion watched flames disappear as the boats sank, the dock slowly falling piece by piece into the water beneath it. “Perhaps I have mistaken his measure, but I dinna think I have. Ye heard him yerself at the dinner—he didna ken Ivor’s plan. Besides, I trust Miles. We understand one another.”

      “No’ sure how I feel about that.”

      Marion smiled, leaning back against his chest. He pulled her slightly away from the window, but she was mesmerized by the vibrant flames against the darkness. “We both want peace. Neither Miles nor I agreed with my father’s methods, but we want the same thing. He is a good man.”

      “I agree with ye on that last score. I must hold on to the hope that his promise to watch over Ealann was authentic.”

      Shadows moved on the bank near the dock, and Marion peered closer. “There are people down there.”

      “There have been people there for days.”

      “Aye, but these men are standing out in the open. Rupert could shoot them with an arrow.”

      “He hasna done so yet. Shall I go up to the parapet and see if I can make out who they are?”

      “Nae. It is too dark.” Marion sighed, watching the men retreat into the trees. “Do ye think the person who set the fires could have been yer sister?”

      Cormac’s breath caught. “I hope it wasna her. That would mean she is down there right now amidst all those bloody Duncans.”

      “If it wasna her, it must have been Miles.”

      “Or Ian,” he suggested.

      They were both silent, not giving voice to the fear they each held, nor the hope that Ian was safe. “Let us pray for that. I dinna want this to go on much longer.”

      “Nae man does, lass. We are fortunate, though, to be in a position now that we can wait for help to arrive.”

      “Unless the Duncans receive help first.”

      “They are certainly waiting for something.”

      She turned in his arms and looked into his anxious eyes. “What d’ye mean?”

      “Young Rupert watched them fashion another ram today. They built a cover for it, too, surely anticipating our arrows. When they attempt to engage it, they willna meet with much resistance. There will be naething we can do to stop them from above, and naething we can do to keep it from breaking down the door.”

      Marion’s heart stopped, cold rushing over her skin. “Where is it now?”

      “They pushed it behind the tree line, but we dinna ken what they are waiting for, unless it is more men.”

      “Are ye thinking we ought to strike first?”

      “I dinna wish to strike at all, but if they are waiting for more men, it would be wise to take them by surprise now.” He huffed out a long breath, running a hand over his beard. “I only wish we ken’d Isobel’s whereabouts, and if she’s made it to Old Rupert’s croft.”

      Marion tightened her hold around his waist. “I wish the same thing. I have prayed for her constantly.”

      “I canna imagine how anxious Kieran is.” He stepped back and ran his hands through his copper hair. “If the Duncans are waiting for us to go mad trapped in this castle, they will soon be successful.”

      “Keep a cool head about ye,” she soothed, taking his hand. “Ye must. Ye’re the leader, and people will look to ye for strength. Until my father returns—”

      “If he returns.”

      Marion pressed her lips together. “Dinna lose yer head now. Father will return, and when he does, he will bring more men with him and word of Isobel’s safety.”

      Cormac sighed. “It is ye who should be chief, Mari. I was no’ raised for this.”

      “Together we can do anything, remember?”

      His worried gaze flickered, a small smile toying at his lips while concern remained on his brow. Cormac held her tightly to his chest. She closed her eyes and allowed his strength to soothe her worries and comfort her fears. If the men were waiting to attack with the battering ram, then surely that meant the McEwans still had time—

      Marion froze. She pulled from his arms and stepped closer to the window, searching the darkness for any movement.

      “What is it?” Cormac asked, as though he sensed her unease.

      “What if it isna the men they are waiting for, Cormac? What if it is another strategy they intend to employ?”

      “Tell me what ye’re thinking, lass.”

      She looked at him. “What if they are only waiting for night to fall? For the cover of darkness and our men to grow drowsy, not the assistance of more men?”

      For all they knew, Duncan men could have been gathering deeper in the woods for the last few days and the McEwans would be none the wiser.

      Cormac stilled, looking toward the window. He swallowed hard and caught her gaze. “Then we will be ready for them.”
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      Ealann tried to focus on the man lying on the bedroll before her, his cheeks ruddy and skin glowing orange from the fire. Bits of conversations reached her, whispers conjecturing the identity of the arsonist and why they burned the boats. Her heart had tripped a steady beat since Miles had kissed her, failing to slow at all while she lit the boats and prayed she wouldn’t be seen.

      She dipped her rag into the cold bucket and laid it over the man’s forehead, and he moaned quietly in relief. Ealann wasn’t doing much to help the men. She needed more crushed oak buds or white willow bark, but the supply was unreachable unless someone was willing to ride around the length of the loch to retrieve it or call off the battle so she could access the stores in Moraigh. Ealann didn’t bother requesting either course of action, though. She didn’t think Ivor or Jamie would be willing to risk leaving for such a great length of time.

      Ealann stilled, dropping her rag into the water again, when a thought occurred to her. Perhaps if she suggested someone be sent to fetch her herbs, she would not appear as guilty. For now, she was certain to be the only person in the camp who had wanted those boats to disappear.

      Ealann stood and lifted her bucket, carrying it back to the fire. The darkness was complete. Winter brought night swiftly, giving them more hours of dark than light, and she missed the sunlight. It was cold, the frigid air seeping through her many layers and thin gown.

      Ivor’s and Tavish’s voices filtered through the trees as the rest of the men returned from the loch, and Ealann’s body went rigid. If she was going to be questioned or accused, it would happen now.

      She knelt near the fire. Piling the final few oak buds she’d gathered earlier, she set to the task of crushing them with a rock and sprinkling the dust into her pot. If she looked busy, they might leave her be.

      Ivor stepped past her fire, his dark gaze flicking toward her before he continued walking. She suppressed a relieved shudder and watched Jamie, Tavish, and Miles stop just out of the reach of the firelight.

      “We need to attack tonight,” Jamie said.

      “None of the men have had much sleep, and half of them can hardly stand,” Miles said.

      “Och,” Jamie spat. “We have men enough to operate the ram and plenty to fight the McEwans. There are nae redcoats coming, but if we wait too long, there will be more McEwans. We have an opportunity now. We need to take it.”

      “Ye took an opportunity when McEwan left for Edinburgh,” Miles said, “and that didna seem to work out well.”

      The men went quiet, and Ealann resumed crushing her oak buds and tipping them into the boiling water. She wrapped her shawl around her good hand and stood, reaching for the handle on the pot to move it out of the flames. Footsteps crunched through the brush and Ivor joined the men.

      None of them seemed to notice that she was working so near.

      “Jamie thinks it is wise to use the ram tonight,” Tavish said.

      “I think it is too soon,” Miles said.

      “We dinna have a choice,” Jamie growled. “Whoever stole that horse will return soon with more men, and we have nae more men coming.”

      There was silence for a minute before Ivor said, “Aye. We either attack tonight, or we withdraw. And I willna give up.”

      The finality in his tone made Ealann jump, and she tripped, dropping her bucket. The hot water splashed over the fire and narrowly missed her feet.

      “Och,” she said, pulling at her skirts so they didn’t drag in the spilled water.

      Miles rushed into the camp area, looking from her down to the pot.

      “Dinna fash,” she said. “It didna burn me. But I’ve lost most of my oak buds.” She closed her eyes and pressed her hand to her forehead, thinking. She wished she had her book with all the remedies she’d been recording. The only things she could recall that would help the men were oak, endives or cucumber seeds—of which they didn’t have either—and willow tree bark.

      “We can gather more,” Miles said.

      She shook her head. “They’re a weak remedy, and I dinna ken if they are helping much anyway. I need white willow bark, but I canna obtain any.” She threw her arm out toward the loch in the direction of Dulnain, as though she was frustrated by the burning boats.

      Miles peered at her. “I’ve seen a willow tree on the other end of the loch. It wouldna be far if we went by boat, but I fear it would be difficult to find on foot in the dark.”

      She cursed inwardly. If only she had requested the additional willow bark earlier in the day, they could have fetched it before she rid them of the boats. She had brought some with her from Dulnain but left most of it behind for Ian, and her supply had dwindled quickly. If Jamie had his way and they attacked Moraigh tonight, she would need the pain reliever for the injured men.

      She had no choice but to search for the tree now. “Can ye direct me where to find it? I’ll go on foot.”

      “Ye canna go alone.”

      She rested her hand on her hip. “I have proven I can protect myself.”

      “Aye, but it is dangerous tonight.” Miles stepped forward, close enough to graze her hand lightly, but he didn’t touch her.

      Energy hummed between them, and Ealann swallowed hard. “I overheard the conversation, so if ye were trying to decide how to warn me about what the men have planned, ye dinna need to bother.”

      “Then ye ken why I want ye far from here, Ealann. But ye burned yer bloody escape vessel.”

      Her mind flashed to Ian’s direction to flee to Old Rupert’s croft in the glen. Would it be better for the McEwans if she ran for help now? She tried to roughly count the men in the castle, but even with half of the Duncans ill, there were still too few McEwans to fight.

      “Can ye hold them off until tomorrow?” she asked.

      “Why tomorrow?”

      So she had enough time to slip away and find help. She didn’t tell Miles her plan, for she didn’t know who was listening. She gestured to her tipped over pot of herbs. “I need more time with these men. They willna be able to lift a sword. They’re all too weak and they willna cease vomiting. They are in nae state to fight.”

      “Is there naething more ye can do for them now?”

      “Nae. There is naething more I ken about their illness. I havna learned enough to help them more than this. I am no’ yet a healer, Miles. I have so much more to learn.”

      If she did know how to help them, she wasn’t sure she could do so—not when she was healing them to fight her brother and her people. Her oath was an ever-present thought, hovering nearby, refusing to leave. She didn’t want to heal men in order for them to attack her brother’s home, but her oath had not discriminated between clans—her oath was never to lose another life.

      Uncertainty and doubt swirled in her chest, making her anxious. She desired comfort, and she saw it flashing in Miles’s concerned eyes. Comfort, peace, desire. He called to her like a beacon in the emotional storm that presently surrounded them, beckoning her closer, though neither of them moved.

      Ealann wanted to take one step. One small step forward would put her into Miles’s arms. He could wrap himself around her, blanketing her from the cold and the clans and snuff out her diseased thoughts. She tried to be strong and stand tall, to hide her emotions as she so often had done before, but she feared her worries and doubts were too shattering to conceal.

      “I wish I could tell ye that it will all be well,” he whispered.

      “I ken.”

      He looked over his shoulder, calculating. “If we left now, we could return before Ivor is ready to attack.”

      “If we left now? For the willow tree?”

      He hesitated before nodding. “Aye. D’ye think ye can move quickly?”

      “I can try, but I lost my candle.”

      Miles shot her a knowing look. Neither of them said a word until he took a step back from her, and then she drew in a deep breath.

      “Wait here,” he said. “I need to speak to my brother-in-law so he doesna think we’re deserting.”

      “Of course we’re no’ deserting.”

      “I will return shortly.” He looked at her once more before disappearing into the trees.

      Ealann busied herself lining up the bucket and pot, then gathered the rags. She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders to fight the growing cold and leaned closer to the fire.

      Footsteps approached, and she turned. “I am ready—”

      Jamie stepped into the faint light from the dying fire, and fear sliced into her belly. She backed away a step, the look in his eyes frightening her.

      “Dinna fash. I only want to talk.”

      That was unlikely. His eyes were fastened on her, and he’d been frustrated far too many times to not be seeking some sort of revenge. “What do ye need?”

      “Ye lived in the castle, aye?”

      “I did, but only briefly.”

      “Then ye must ken more about the building than ye’re letting on.”

      “I ken naething. I have only been here a few months.”

      “Long enough to describe the layout of the rooms.”

      “Aye, but many people could share that information.”

      “What of the entrances?” he asked, taking a step closer. “Are there any we dinna ken about?”

      “Nae.”

      He stepped again. “How do I ken ye’re no’ lying?”

      “I am telling the truth. If ye wanted to take a prisoner with intimate knowledge of Moraigh, ye took the wrong person. I was only present at that dinner because my brother married the chief’s daughter. I have nae strong connection to this place or those people.”

      He tilted his head to the side, thinking. “I believe yer connection is plenty strong. I think ye’re valuable to us here, and I look forward to having ye around more often.”

      Ealann stepped back, wishing she could remove herself from his lecherous gaze. She pulled the knife from her bodice and hid it in the folds of her shawl.

      Jamie took another step closer, and Ealann took another step back. Where was Miles? If she could stall Jamie a little longer, perhaps Miles would return soon.

      “The McEwans will see ye coming,” she said. “If ye think they havna been watching ye this whole time, then ye’re sorely mistaken.”

      A slow grin spread over his teeth. “Of course they’ll see us coming. They’ll hear us too.”

      So he wasn’t trying to hide his plans from them? “Ye’re waiting for the dark to catch them unaware, are ye no’?”

      “That is the strategy, but we’re not daft enough to believe they willna be prepared, lass. The difference is that there are many more of us.”

      If he was so confident, then why were they waiting for the redcoats’ help? There was a chink in his confidence somewhere, and she wanted to find it.

      “I have only been at Moraigh for a few months, but I did happen to see a few things during my time there.”

      He stepped closer, and she held her ground, tipping her head back to look up at him. If she stepped back any further, they would be out of the light completely, which was far more dangerous.

      “What did ye see?”

      “The men practicing on the grass in front of the castle. Every day I watched them fight, run drills. I saw men cut by swords, bruised from the sparring, then stand and begin again. Never in my life have I witnessed heartier, stronger, more resilient men. They were unceasing in their training, and they will be ready for ye.”

      Doubt flicked across his face, and Ealann hoped she was planting fear in his mind. When he was ramming the front door, she wanted him to be worried about the warriors waiting to meet him on the other side.

      She held his gaze. “If ye think ye will be met with tired, anxious, scared men, then ye dinna ken the McEwans.”

      Anger flashed in Jamie’s eyes and he grabbed her by the hair, yanking her head back. She lifted her knife to the side of his neck, pressing the blade into his flesh enough to freeze his motions. He took her injured wrist with his other hand, and she pressed the knife in harder, fighting the urge to cry out.

      “Release me,” she said through her teeth.

      Jamie pulled her hair until she looked directly into his eyes. She slid the knife slowly until he sucked air between his teeth and she was certain she had drawn blood.

      Jamie released her and stepped back. The orange glow from the small fire showed a thin red line on the side of his neck. He lifted his finger to wipe the blood and his hard eyes did not leave her face.

      She held the knife in front of her and tried to command her heart to slow.

      “Ye will regret that,” he rasped.

      “Nae, I dinna believe I will,” she countered, hoping she was speaking the truth.

      The crunch of twigs and dead leaves broke the silence as someone else approached them.

      Ealann lowered the knife. She wiped it surreptitiously on the edge of her shawl and slid it back into her bodice right before Miles appeared in the ring of light, a new lantern dangling from his hand. He halted, looking from Jamie to Ealann, then to Jamie’s neck. A hardness entered Miles’s eyes she had never before seen.

      “Ivor is gathering the men in the clearing,” Miles said in a clear dismissal.

      Jamie shot Ealann a warning look before he left them. Once he was gone, Miles crossed to her quickly. He pinched her chin softly between his thumb and forefinger and lifted her face toward the fire, searching her. “What did he do to ye?”

      “Naething.” She held his gaze so he would believe her. “No’ for lack of trying.”

      He dropped his hand to her shoulder, then cupped her arm. “The new cut on his neck?”

      “It is another demonstration of my ability to wield a knife.”

      She expected Miles to find the humor, but he didn’t smile. He didn’t release her, as though he needed to remain connected to her. “Ye dinna want to anger Jamie. He has nae morals and he isna a good man.”

      “I’ve ken’d a few men like him in my life, Miles. I am nae stranger to them.”

      “I worry ye’re no’ taking this seriously enough.”

      Ealann sobered. “I have never stopped taking it seriously.”

      Miles dropped his arm. “Verra well. We need to hurry. Ivor was suspicious, and if we dinna return soon, he will think we’ve deserted them.”

      What Miles was not saying was that he needed to return before the ram took out Moraigh’s door. He would enter in the midst of the battle and could be mistaken for being on the wrong side.

      But Ealann needed the willow bark if she was going to help anyone tonight—McEwan or Duncan.

      “This way.” Miles stepped into the trees. When they were covered in darkness, he reached back for her hand. She let him hold it, and he pulled her further into the woods. The lantern lit enough of the way to warn them of overgrown roots, but more than one branch escaped the light, and she feared she would be scratched badly by the time they found the tree.

      They walked on in silence for a while, following the edge of the loch as the sounds of the camp slipped away.

      “I am sorry,” she said.

      “What for?”

      “I didna want to keep ye from yer mother.”

      Miles looked over his shoulder briefly. They both knew she had burned the boats.

      “Annie will care for her. Just like she will care for Ian. I dinna like it, but I do understand why ye did it.”

      That was a small relief. They continued on for another quarter-hour until Miles came to a stop. “Ye’ll need to go on without me, Ealann. I need to return.”

      She waited for him to say more, but he didn’t. “Where is the tree?”

      He rubbed his free hand over the back of his neck. “We passed it a while back. But the tree hardly matters. I want ye to keep following the loch until ye round it all the way to Dulnain. Then take Ian and leave. Ye can take my carriage, or a cart if ye’d prefer, and any of the horses.”

      Her mind spun. Leave? On her own? Now? “How am I meant to do that, Miles? It would take hours to reach yer house.”

      “It will take even longer for this battle to end. I dinna want ye here while it’s happening. I canna protect ye and fight at the same time.”

      She scoffed. “Fight? Ye canna be serious.”

      “What choice do I have?”

      “Choice?” She shook her head in exasperation. “Ye dinna agree with what they are doing, Miles.”

      “But I’ve sworn an oath of fealty to Ivor. I swore to him, Ealann. A man doesna break his oath.”

      Her lips parted, her head shaking slightly in shock. She understood this. She wasn’t naive. But she’d hoped Miles would be different—that somehow he would simply cease being a Duncan. Part of her believed when he kissed her that it had changed things. “Then ye care more for yer Duncan name than me.”

      “It isna that, and ye ken it. It is my honor.”

      “Keep yer honor, then. I am no’ leaving.”

      “Ye dinna have a choice. I willna let ye return to Moraigh. Ye said yerself that ye’re no’ a healer yet, Ealann. Ye dinna ken enough to help the men, so take this chance and escape.”

      “I can certainly be more help than all those men who ken naething.”

      Miles set the lantern down and took her by the shoulders. Pain splashed across his face. “Can ye no’ see that I am trying to protect ye?”

      “Aye, and it is selfish.”

      “Selfish to help ye return to Ian?”

      “Ian doesna need me, Miles. He is safe with Annie.”

      His hands tightened slightly. “Ye dinna wish to be with him?”

      Ealann felt as though she’d been struck. “Do ye think I prefer Ian?”

      “I dinna ken what to think.”

      She gave a quiet scoff and looked into his eyes, pain and hurt radiating through her body. She understood the gravity of a man’s word and she knew the depth of an oath, but that didn’t make Miles’s choice any easier to bear. The lantern threw shadows over his face, and he looked angry. Was he frustrated with her, or with the situation?

      “I dinna care for Ian in that way.”

      Miles ran a hand over his face and stepped back.

      “Ye canna be rid of me so easily,” she said quietly.

      He flung his arms out to the sides. “I am attempting to be selfless.”

      “By asking me to run? To be a coward?” She shook her head and spoke softly. “I canna do that. My brother is in that castle, and if there is going to be a battle, I need to be near enough to help with the injured in whatever way I can. I have made an oath too, Miles.”

      He breathed through his nose as though begging for restraint. He locked eyes with her, and it was as if all of Scotland held her breath—the air growing still, the water quiet on the banks, the birds silent. Miles took two steps toward her, and Ealann was in his arms before she recognized his intent. His hands slid behind her neck and her waist, pulling her flush against him, and his lips sought hers.

      Ealann exploded in heat, kissing him as though it was her last opportunity. She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him closer. The kiss was fevered and passionate until it slowed, his lips toying with hers, savoring the moment.

      When Miles pulled away, he rested his forehead against hers and whispered, “I canna lose ye, too.”

      Ealann’s heart was stricken, and she realized what Miles so desperately feared: he’d already lost a wife, and he didn’t want to lose Ealann as well. What he failed to understand was that if he went into Moraigh and fought her family, he’d already lost her.

      “I am falling for ye,” Miles said. “I canna sacrifice ye.”

      “Then dinna fight my brother.”

      “I dinna want to fight him. But I will be worried if ye—”

      Ealann pulled her shawl tighter, frustrated with the situation. “The ill men are a good distance from the castle. I will be perfectly safe. Did ye no’ see Jamie’s neck?”

      He chuckled mirthlessly and leaned back to look at her. “Ye were no’ as quick to pull yer blade out a moment ago.”

      She swallowed the pain of knowing she could never kiss him again—not when he was about to siege her brother’s home. Her home. “The difference was that I wanted ye, Miles.”

      A shadow moved behind Miles, and before either of them had time to react, the butt of a rifle came down on Miles’s head, and he crumpled to the ground.
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      Miles remained unmoving, a shadowed mass on the cold ground. Ealann reached for her knife, suppressing the scream that wanted to rip from her throat.

      “I dinna want to hurt ye,” a male voice said.

      She stepped back, holding the knife before her. “What do ye want?”

      “I have nae issue with ye.”

      “Who are ye? What do ye want?” she repeated. It was impossible to make out his identity in the darkness.

      Tavish stepped forward, his hand raised as though to placate her. “This has naething to do with ye, Ealann. Escape, return to camp, whatever ye’d like. I dinna care where ye go.”

      She looked at Miles’s unmoving form on the ground between them. “I willna leave him.”

      Tavish gave a laugh. “Ye canna mean to imply ye love him? Ye didna ken the man verra long, and ye certainly never ken’d his wife. Miles will never love another like he loved Elizabeth.”

      Doubt crept in, but she didn’t let it take control. It hardly mattered what Miles felt for her; she knew what she felt for him. Unless he walked away from the siege at Moraigh, they could never be together, anyway.

      “What are ye planning to do with him?” she asked, stalling for time.

      “I am only following orders.”

      A cold chill swept down her spine. “Whose orders?”

      “Dinna trouble yerself.”

      “If ye want me to leave, ye’ll tell me what ye plan to do.”

      Tavish pointed the gun at her. “I was doing ye a kindness allowing ye to escape, Ealann. I have nae issue with ye. Dinna change my mind.”

      “Ye’re mistaken if ye believe I will leave him at yer mercy now.” She looked from Tavish to the musket. She hadn’t seen many of them before. They weren’t terribly common, and fear swept through her. “D’ye all have guns? Did the redcoats give them to ye?”

      Tavish shook his head and shifted, pointing the gun at Miles and ignoring her questions.

      She let out a sound of disgust. “This is Miles,” she said, as if he didn’t realize he pointed a musket at a man who had long been his close companion.

      Tavish’s lip curled. “Aye, ’tis Miles.”

      “What has he ever done to ye?”

      “He took my place,” Tavish said darkly. “I am closer kin to Ivor than he, yet Miles was given Dulnain? After I worked my way into McEwan’s favor, putting my head on the line for information, transporting messages between him and Edinburgh, Miles was rewarded?”

      McEwan? Aiding the McEwan chief? This went far deeper than any of them knew. Ealann latched onto his frustration. “Should ye no’ be angry with Ivor for the oversight?”

      Tavish’s gun wavered as if his opinion did as well, and Ealann continued, pressing the point. “It was no’ Miles who chose a life at Dulnain. He was merely willing to help.”

      “And he wasna going to stay there long,” Tavish said, straightening the musket. He focused on the sight, aiming the gun at Miles.

      Ealann acted before she could think. She leapt toward him and pushed the barrel so it pointed away from Miles as Tavish pulled the trigger. A loud bang erupted around them, a flash and a cloud of smoke emitting from the gun. The shot embedded in a nearby tree, splintering the bark.

      Tavish yanked the gun away from her. He swung it at Ealann, but she jumped to the side and it rammed into her shoulder. She raised her knife and plunged it into Tavish’s chest, aiming for his lungs. He staggered backward, and she pulled the dirk from his chest. A raspy, guttural sound slipped from his lips.

      He slid to the ground, and Ealann dropped to her knees beside Miles, taking his face in her hands. She dragged the lantern closer and set it on the ground near his head.

      “Wake up, wake up, wake up,” she chanted quietly, shaking him.

      Miles stirred. She shook his shoulders, then pressed her hands to his cheeks while he blinked his eyes open and looked up at her.

      “What hap—”

      “It was Tavish.” She looked over at the culprit, slumped against the base of a tree, watching them. “He said it was an order, and he was aiming to kill. I didna ken what else to do.”

      Miles pushed himself into a sitting position. The lantern sat between him and Tavish, lighting both of their faces enough to see. Hurt flashed through his eyes, and his hand went to the back of his head.

      Tavish held the knife wound in his chest with both hands.

      “Who ordered it?” Miles asked.

      Tavish didn’t speak. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out except the sound of struggling.

      Miles pushed himself to his knees and crawled closer. He lifted Tavish’s hands and a stricken look came over his face when he saw the blood. “Can ye speak?”

      Ealann must have punctured his lung. A bubbling, guttural sound slipped from his lips, piercing her heart. She started to shake, watching the wound she’d inflicted seep the life from him.

      “Who ordered it?” Miles asked again.

      Tavish must have known he didn’t have long for this world. He closed his eyes and mouthed, “Ivor.”

      Miles went rigid. He pressed his hand over Tavish’s and held it tightly, heedless of the blood. Tavish slipped down the trunk of the tree, his head lolling to the side.

      Grief punched Ealann in the chest. Her oath had been kept and broken in the same breath—saving Miles’s life by taking Tavish’s. It rocked her chest with acute sorrow, slicing through her, and she couldn’t rise.

      Miles lowered Tavish’s hand to rest on his leg and stood, wiping his hands down his kilt. A loud thump reverberated in the distance, and Ealann looked up. It was beginning. They were going for the door.

      Ealann forced herself to stand. “We need to move.”

      Another thump followed, and she grew anxious to return to the castle.

      “We need to go now.”

      “Aye.” Miles hesitated, looking down at his friend.

      “Ye can return to him later,” she suggested.

      He must have agreed. He took the lantern from her, wrapped his hand around hers, and started back toward the castle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thump.

      Each thud reverberated through Marion’s body and the castle walls. She ran down the corridor and poked her head into her mother’s chamber. “Ye need to come with me.”

      Mother sat at her dressing table, pinning back her hair as though preparing for a feast and not a fight. “I had hoped yer father would be here by now.”

      Thump.

      Mother cringed, closing her eyes. It was the largest display of emotion Marion could recall seeing on her usually untroubled countenance.

      Marion let herself into the room, curbing her impatience. “He is in Edinburgh, and we have nae way to reach him.”

      Mother looked up. “But Isobel went for him. He should be on his way. I imagine he will react swiftly when he hears.”

      Marion stilled. “How do ye ken that Isobel sent for Father? Because of the note she left for Kieran?”

      “Nae. Because I saw her when she left.”

      Thump.

      “Ye didna mention it before now.”

      “I promised her I wouldna say anything.”

      Marion bit her tongue. The note Isobel left gave no inclination of her plan, and it would have been a comfort to know where she had intended to go. She sought patience, breathing through her nose. “What did she say to ye?”

      Mother stood, pulling her long plaid from where it was folded on the bed and wrapping it over her shoulders. “Only that she wanted to save the weans. I didna want her to leave, and I tried to convince her to stay. But she made a valid point. Isobel was a better option than the lads. They could become lost easily.”

      “She could have been taken by the Duncans.”

      “It was a risk she was willing to take,” Mother said. “Then she would have been with Ealann.”

      “Assuming Ealann is perfectly safe.”

      Mother drew her belt around the plaid and tightened it to hold the fabric in place. “She is. I saw her earlier today.”

      Marion scowled. “Ye didna mention that either.”

      Mother bent to secure her shoes, and Marion noticed she was pulling on her half-boots. “I didna think it wise to distract Cormac.”

      Thump.

      “If Cormac ken’d his sister was safe and well, I think that would ease his mind more than distract it.”

      “Perhaps. I didna ken.” She straightened, crossing to the small chest on her dressing table of jewelry.

      Marion drew in a breath, trying to sustain herself. They did not have time for this. “Mother, we need to leave. The women and weans are gathered, and they need our direction and support.”

      Mother rooted around until she found what she wanted and secured the necklace around her neck. “We will not hide, Mari.”

      “Is that no’ what ye’re doing now?” she asked, exasperated.

      Mother turned to face her, ever calm and unruffled. Her hair was secured, her plaid wrapped around her shoulders and belted into place, her boots on . ﻿. ﻿. Marion stilled, putting together the pieces that had frustrated her moments ago. “Ye’re preparing to go outside.”

      “Aye,” Mother said. “Ye’re coming with me.”

      Thump.

      Mother started for the door. “We’re taking the women and the weans, too.”
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      Ian had an uneasy feeling when he opened his eyes and the room was dark. The fire had banked, the drapes were open, but he was extremely warm. Too warm. He wanted to throw off the thick quilt but couldn’t quite find the strength to do so. The room was hot. So very, very hot. It seemed to come in and out of focus easily. He shifted on the bed, and pain seared his head.

      The door opened and an older woman stepped through, looking at him with a wrinkled brow.

      Who was she? Where was Ealann? Ian felt like he hadn’t seen her in days, or perhaps it had only been hours. It was hard to know.

      “Ye’ve been thrashing something fierce,” the woman said. She had white hair and kind eyes that made him feel as though he could trust her, whoever she was.

      The maid appeared behind her in the doorway. “Do ye need me, ma’am?”

      “Aye. We must send for the healer. He isna doing well.”

      Annie hesitated. “I dinna think we can send for her. Something is happening over there.” She looked at the window.

      The older woman hadn’t seemed to notice. She crossed the room and pushed the drapes open further, looking across the water. “What did ye see?”

      Annie followed her to the window. “The McEwan dock was burning earlier with all the boats. I dinna ken why they would do that, but d’ye see those torches? They’re gathered at the castle now. I think they’re trying to break in.”

      The older woman’s lips pressed together. “We need Ealann.”

      “She willna come,” Ian said, the words scraping from his dry throat with great effort. Both women turned their attention on him.

      “What d’ye mean by that? She asked us to send for her if ye worsen.”

      “If they are engaging in battle, Ealann will stay. She canna leave behind a person in need of help unless she is forced.” Ian knew this all too well. He wasn’t blind to the reasons she had fought so ardently for his life. It was also why Ian had feigned feeling better than he truly had. He knew when she walked away from him that it could very well be the last time he saw her. His body wasn’t healing. Or maybe the problem was his head? He sensed he didn’t have long remaining.

      At least he’d received a farewell kiss.

      Annie looked concerned. “Ealann gave me directions when she left.”

      “What did she say?” the older woman asked.

      Annie screwed her face up, trying to remember. “Boil endives and feed him the reduction or crush oak leaves into his tea.”

      “Well, get on with it, lass. Cook can help ye.”

      Annie scurried from the room, and the older woman came to sit at the chair by the head of Ian’s bed. “I am Mrs. Duncan, and I regret that we couldna accept ye into our home under better conditions.”

      Ian gave a soft smile, but even that took a great amount of effort. If she lived here, and she wasn’t a servant—based on the way she was dressed and how she spoke to the maid—then she could only be one person. “Ye’re Miles’s mother?”

      “Aye, and my lad is generally a much better host than his brother-in-law allowed him to be.”

      “I imagine so. I didna ken him well, but I liked Miles.”

      “Of course ye did.” Mrs. Duncan straightened primly in her chair, but Ian could see that she was pale herself, the color missing from her cheeks. “The men have all gone to the castle. I’m afraid it is only me, Annie, and Cook here to help ye.”

      “Dinna fash,” Ian said. “I am happy for such lovely company.” He would be happier if he could fall back to a restful sleep, but the burning fever had blazed in his dreams and woken him up. He was not prepared to experience that again so soon.

      It was not comforting that Mrs. Duncan looked so worried when she stared at him.

      “I would offer ye more of the tea Ealann has been feeding ye, but I think it doesna sound too good now, does it?” she finally said.

      “No’ at present, nae. I am no’ convinced it was helping me much.”

      “Nae, it wouldna, would it? Some injuries canna be healed by herbs.” Mrs. Duncan looked over her shoulder, her brow puckering. “Wait here, Mr. McEwan. I will return shortly.”

      “I promise ye, I willna be going anywhere.”

      Her mouth flickered with a bit of a smile as she left the room.

      He wanted to go to the window and see what was happening on the other side of the loch, but he didn’t think he could lift his head, let alone his entire body. He used his hands to push himself back a little, trying to elevate his shoulders on the pillows, and a flashing, searing pain radiated through his head. Ian closed his eyes.

      When Ian had set out to help McEwan, he had been so naïve, so idealistic. He didn’t regret the part he’d played in transporting missives to and from Blue Bonnet and the Jacobites in Edinburgh or gathering funds for the cause. But he wished he had been able to see battle and fight for the rightful king.

      It was such a shame he wasn’t going to see that blessed day.

      Mrs. Duncan returned with a decanter and two short, round glasses. “My son doesna drink much, but what he has is rather good.”

      Ian smiled, a chuckle rumbling his chest.

      Mrs. Duncan placed the decanter and the glasses on the table beside his bed and stood next to him. Annie came in bearing a tray and placed it on the table near the window.

      “Annie, help me lift him a little.”

      He cringed, knowing the pain that was coming. The small maid stood on one side of the bed and Mrs. Duncan on the other, a weak young lass and a weak old woman. It was troubling that he was weaker than both of them.

      They fluffed the pillows up behind him and each took his shoulder, lifting while he tried to scoot himself backward. He was only able to sit up a little, but it would make swallowing easier.

      Mrs. Duncan turned to the maid. “That will be all, Annie. Please inform me if anyone arrives at the house.”

      Annie curtsied and left.

      Mrs. Duncan took the seat beside the head of his bed and poured the amber liquid into two glasses. She lifted his glass to his lips and tilted it slowly, letting the warm whisky soothe him, burning a path down his throat.

      She placed his glass on the table and sipped at her own. “Miles came to Dulnain with the intention of creating peace. He struggled with grief for well over a year before coming here, and there was much darkness at Ivor’s castle. I was happy when he chose to accept the position in Dulnain, to have a sense of purpose again.”

      “I hope he is able to find peace when this is all over,” Ian said. He wondered if Ealann would make up part of that peace, and jealousy settled briefly over him.

      “We must first hope that this dispute is resolved soon. Ivor has always been greedy, but this time I fear he is going too far. Naething good will come of it.”

      “He is yer family, aye?”

      “And my chief.” Though she neither looked nor sounded pleased about this. She was quiet for a moment. “Miles isna a Jacobite, but he would have still been a trustworthy ally.”

      “I think McEwan knew that,” Ian said. “He wanted to form an alliance with Miles to make it possible for us to pass through yer land. It would save us a good deal of time when traveling to Edinburgh.”

      “Miles woulda been happy to grant it.” She lifted the glass to Ian’s lips and helped him take a few more swallows. He could feel the whisky already taking effect, soothing his body, and he wished he had considered this treatment earlier.

      Orange light reflected on the glass of the window. “What is that?” he asked.

      Mrs. Duncan rose and crossed to the window. She lifted her hand and pressed it to the pane. “There is a fire at the castle.”
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        * * *

      

      Kieran stood beside Cormac in front of the door, the great hall behind them. His fist butted against the hilt of his sword, and he grew more anxious with every increasing thud. Engaging in battle had never much worried him before. When he had prepared to challenge his father’s killer to a duel months ago, he had not felt this degree of unrest. But now he had more to lose—Isobel, his family who resided in Moraigh’s ancient walls, and the future he looked forward to sharing with them all.

      It was a comfort to know that Marion had moved all the women and weans to a safe room. Now his goal was to keep the fighting outside, away from them.

      Another thud shook the door and the wood splintered, but Kieran didn’t flinch.

      Cormac stood at his side. The man possessed a formidable build, Kieran’s equal in stature, but even he looked worried. His wife was inside the castle walls, though, so he could hardly be blamed. The one benefit to Isobel’s sneaking away was that she wasn’t here in case things did not go in the McEwans’ favor.

      They had no inclination of how many Duncan men were waiting in the trees to attack.

      Kieran glanced at the faces gathered around him, stony and prepared for battle. The stillness settling in the room reflected their readiness. A third of the castle’s men stood on the turrets above, hoping to pick off the army once it flooded from the trees’ safety, but the others were all behind Kieran now, ready to defend their home.

      Cormac had insisted on standing at the front beside Kieran, ready to meet the Duncans. Truthfully, the McEwans made a smaller force than he would’ve liked, but Kieran was confident that, while a small army, he had trained his men well.

      Each new thump splintered the door further until a hole formed, and he could see the ram coming, its crudely carved point a work of haste. Kieran drew in a breath and released it slowly, calming his body and settling his nerves. His wife wasn’t here. That was a relief he would hold on to. Because of her, other men were on their way—they had to be. All Kieran needed to do was keep the Duncans from taking Moraigh.

      Another thud broke the door further. One more hit and they would gain access.

      Cormac looked at him. “For Marion.”

      “For Isobel.”

      Cormac faced the door again, his blue eyes turned to steel. “For Ealann.”

      “For our people,” Kieran shouted.

      The final ram obliterated the door, and the Duncans pulled it back, making room for the men. They filtered through the doorway like ants escaping a flooded hill.

      Cormac and Kieran both lifted their broadswords and faced their opponents. They let out a Highland war cry that reverberated through the stone entryway of the castle and were soon joined by the other men, the tones melding together in a strength of unity. They didn’t give the Duncans time to enter further, instead attacking immediately.

      Metal clanged sharply. The battle had begun.
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      Miles pulled Ealann toward the furthest edge of the Duncan camp. The only men remaining were visible near fires here and there, too ill to stand, let alone siege a castle. He sucked in a smoky breath.

      The final thump of the ram against the door had rung out a few minutes ago, eerie silence taking the place of the ominous thudding. War cries had suddenly rent the air, the chilling sound reaching Miles’s bones.

      Ealann jerked her hand from his grasp. “I willna go any further with ye.”

      Good. “Ye’ll stay here with the men?” She would be safe here, and she could see to the injured. It made the most sense to him.

      She shook her head. It was too dark to make out her features, even with the weak light from the lantern. “I dinna ken what I will do, but this is where we must part ways, Miles.”

      His heart thudded, his throat growing tight. He could sense the heaviness in her words—she meant more than a brief, physical parting, he was sure. It was too soon to say goodbye to her. “This isna the end.”

      “It is for us.”

      “How can ye say such a thing?”

      She threw her arms out, as if directing his attention to the sounds of her brother and her people defending their lives and their home against the attacking forces of Miles’s blood. “How can ye no’, Miles? My brother is in there now fighting for his life. If ye join Ivor’s troops, then there is naething more to say between us.”

      He felt as though he stood in the center of the loch, a rope in each hand pulling him in separate directions—one toward Dulnain and the other toward Moraigh. He was aloft, his loyalties split, and he struggled with what to do. He wasn’t a coward. He couldn’t leave Ealann. He couldn’t break the oath he’d made to his chief or abandon his Duncan brothers.

      Miles put the lantern down and rubbed his temples, closing his eyes as if that had the power to remove the sounds of the battle entirely.

      “I dinna envy yer position,” Ealann said gently. “But neither can I pretend it isna real.”

      He looked up, anchoring himself to her gaze. “This isna simple, Ealann. Ye make me feel . ﻿. ﻿. and I havna felt anything in years. When Elizabeth died, I died with her, and I have since been searching for meaning and purpose. I found that in ye.” He cupped her cheek, his fingers lost in the soft tresses behind her ear. Miles wanted to row her out to the center of the loch, far away from here. He wanted to kiss her and pretend there wasn’t a battle between their people raging behind them.

      He wanted peace.

      She looked up with round eyes. A glimmer shone in them, and he knew this was difficult for her too.

      “I fought my feelings for ye,” he said, “because I ken ye dinna want to remain here forever. I ken we belong to feuding clans. There is too much opposition against us. But I dinna want to fight to stay above water anymore, Ealann. I want to sink with ye.”

      “Ye ken I am no’ truly a selkie, aye?”

      “Dinna ruin this for me.”

      Her quiet chuckle was like an arrow to his heart. He wanted to hear that sound for the rest of his days. “I care for ye, Ealann.”

      “I care for ye, too,” she whispered. “But—”

      “It is impossible.”

      She fisted her hands in his shirt, pulling him closer. “I ken yer honor is important to ye, but ye dinna agree with yer chief, and if Tavish wasna lying . ﻿. ﻿.” Miles flinched, and she swallowed. “Why fight for something ye dinna believe in, Miles?”

      His chest seared in pain, and he pushed the image of Tavish bleeding on the ground from his mind. “It isna about the cause. I didna swear an oath to that, Ealann. I swore to support my chief.”

      She shook her head. “The man misled ye for so long, and in so many ways.”

      She made a valid point, but he still didn’t know how to get around it. He’d given his word, and a Scotsman didn’t go back on his word.

      Miles didn’t know what to do.

      Ealann looked toward the castle in frustration. “I need to get inside, somehow. Moraigh’s stillroom has plenty of dried thistle and endives. Their stores contain all manner of herbs that will be useful tonight. My book is in there and my—” She seemed to shake herself, her hands tightening on his shirt. “My mother’s necklace. My father was a Jacobite, and he presented my mother with a necklace of a white Scotch rose.”

      Miles knew the symbol well. He’d seen it in various places—even worn by Ivor on occasion. But with the growing number of redcoats in the Highlands seeking to root out and snuff the Jacobite followers, it had become increasingly dangerous. What did that necklace have to do with them?

      Ealann urged him to look at her. “It is one of the only things I have of my mother’s. I have kept it hidden away in my trunk, and I dinna wear it, despite my desire to. I saw it around my mother’s neck for years, and when I wear it, I feel a connection to her. But even then, I canna bring myself to pull it from my trunk.”

      “Because ye dinna want anyone to ken ye’re a Jacobite?”

      “Nae, I dinna want to risk my life for something I dinna believe in.”

      Her meaning was abundantly clear, but it was not the same. She might have felt she sacrificed a connection to her mother by hiding her necklace, but in Miles’s case, if he broke his oath, he would lose everything—his home, his clan, perhaps his life.

      Though, if Tavish was to be believed, he was well on his way to losing all of those things anyway. His mind battled, arguing honor against what he felt he had to do.

      “The Duncan men might not make it inside,” she said.

      “If they do, they could find yer necklace,” he said quietly. “Why would ye keep something so dangerous?”

      “It is hidden,” she defended.

      “If they find it, they can give it to the redcoats, and that is proof enough to throw ye in gael.”

      “One necklace?”

      “A Jacobite symbol. I dinna think the redcoats care much for adequate proof. They only need proof.”

      She released his shirt. “Ye are saying, then, that if my chamber is searched and the necklace found, they could take me?”

      “Aye.” Miles ran a hand over his face, knowing immediately what he needed to do. He loved Scotland, he loved his clan, and he owed both of them his loyalty.

      But he loved Ealann, too.

      The idea hit him so squarely in the chest he was surprised he had not thought of it earlier. He took hold of her hand. “Marry me.”

      He had shocked Ealann into silence. He lifted his other hand to her jaw, dragging his fingertips along her smooth skin. He might have only known the woman for a few months, but he couldn’t deny how she made him feel. He knew her character and her goals, and he knew they could circumvent his oath to Ivor together.

      Ealann’s lips parted, her eyes blinking. “Here? Now?”

      “Aye. Marry me, Ealann. Right now, by handfast, pledge yerself to me, and I will pledge myself to ye.”

      Miles knew what he wanted in this life, and it was this woman. The way she made him feel and the way she felt in his arms completed him. He urged her to see his sincerity, to understand how deeply he meant the words. “We can build a life together. We dinna have to remain at Dulnain, though I do need to consider my mother. We can live wherever ye’d like. Ye can continue to learn yer healing, and I will support ye in whatever way I can. I dinna want to live without ye, and I dinna want to enter Moraigh and fight yer clan. Marry me.”
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        * * *

      

      Ealann was shocked by Miles’s plea. His words reached her heart, and she immediately desired the life she imagined having with him. She felt safe and warm in Miles’s arms in a way she had not felt before. Cormac loved her, and he certainly made her feel protected, but it wasn’t the same as being loved by a man.

      Miles squeezed her fingers. “I love ye, Ealann.”

      “I certainly care for ye,” she said. “But this is madness.”

      A shot rang out, and they both looked toward the castle. They didn’t have time for this. Ealann needed to get to Moraigh so she could be available to assist however she was needed.

      “We need to help them.”

      “We will.” He lowered his voice. “Could ye see yerself living a life with me?”

      “Aye,” she said quietly. “We’d be happy.”

      “Then what are we waiting for?”

      What was she waiting for? She hadn’t seen a handfasting before, but she’d heard of them. It was a binding ceremony, and it wasn’t to be taken lightly. “I dinna want ye to feel obligated. Marriage is forever, Miles. We shouldna make a rash decision.”

      “It is a fast decision because of our situation, but there is nothing rash about it.” He brought her to him and embraced her, his arms around her back as though he could press his love into her.

      Ealann grew still, considering the ramifications of making such a choice. Being in his arms was fulfilling and completing in a way she had never felt before, and she wanted his arms to hold her always. “Would it release ye from yer oath?”

      “Aye. My oath to ye would be more powerful,” he said, his mouth near her ear.

      She had made an oath, too, though. Would this not be breaking her promise to prioritize healing above all else? She didn’t have time for love, did she?

      Ealann closed her eyes, debating her wants against what she felt she had to do. But was that not the argument she had made to Miles? That it was ridiculous to keep a promise when it wasn’t something he believed in?

      When it came to happiness, to healing, Miles had been supportive from their very first meeting, immediately heeding her advice. He aided her in helping Ian, in seeing to the ailing Duncans. Miles would not come between Ealann and her oath—he would help her keep it.

      To say nothing of the fact that she cared about him.

      Swallowing her fears, a peace settled over her chest. She leaned back to see into his glimmering eyes. “I havna seen a handfasting . ﻿. ﻿.”

      His hands tightened around her, as if he could sense her willingness. “We must swear an oath to one another, and it is done. We can be married in a kirk when this battle is ended. But it will still be a lawful marriage—”

      “It will mean ye dinna have to join Ivor.”

      He smiled down at her. “It will mean I become yer husband.”

      Ealann’s heart tripped at the thought, her body tingling with awareness. She couldn’t imagine anything so lovely as spending the rest of her life with Miles.

      “Then let us do it.”

      “Are ye certain? If we swear this oath, Ealann, it is binding.”

      Her cold fingers were stiff. She reached up and rested them against his jaw, sliding her other hand behind his neck. Confidence and contentment settled in her chest. Despite the battle raging on the other side of the tree line, she felt whole.

      “I would like to continue my training with Mrs. Lundie.”

      “I would be more than happy to ensure it is possible. We will find a way.”

      “Tell me what to say,” she whispered.

      Miles leaned down and kissed her tenderly. Then he stepped back, out of her reach. He took her hand and slid the shawl from her shoulders, then wrapped it around their clasped hands. “I swear, Ealann McEwan, to love and protect ye as yer husband and ye my wife. I vow to dedicate myself to ye always.”

      She swallowed. “I swear an oath to love and honor ye, Miles Duncan, as yer wife and ye my husband.”

      The air shifted around them, lifting and swirling against her and within her as though the very woods understood the way her life had altered. She was changed, and there was no turning back.

      Miles pulled her into his arms and brought his mouth to hers, kissing her with tender affection. His lips were soft and sweet, plying her with uninhibited devotion. His kiss before had been ripe with feeling—this was tangible love. When Ealann leaned back, she gasped for breath, so long had she ceased to breathe, as if Miles could supply life himself.

      “We are man and wife,” he whispered.

      Her heart raced in anticipation. “It is legal? We dinna need witnesses?”

      “Nae, lass. We will put it in writing and sign it later if ye’d like, but our oath is binding. I would still like to marry ye in a kirk someday, though.”

      A ceremony where Cormac and Mrs. Duncan could be seated in the same kirk, witnessing the union of the people they loved. “I would like that as well.”

      “Then we must make it out of here alive tonight.” Miles picked up the lantern and took her hand. They had picked their way to the tree line when the acrid scent of smoke assaulted Ealann’s nostrils.

      The old ash tree at the castle’s base was lit up in flames, the branches burning as though full of autumn leaves, lending light to the scattered bodies strewn near the doors.

      Miles blew out the candle in their lantern. It wouldn’t be needed anymore.

      They started across the field when a motion to the side of the building caught Ealann’s attention. It was a group of women—their skirts obvious, though she could not make out their identities from this distance.

      “Miles,” she whispered. “D’ye see them?”

      He looked where she was pointing. “Do ye think they are McEwan women?”

      “I dinna ken who else they would be. Should we learn if they need help?”

      “Nae.” He gestured to the ash tree. “That is more pressing.”

      Ealann covered her mouth with her fingers. The fire was trailing down the trunk and lighting the grass at its base. It was spreading away from the tree and moving directly toward Moraigh.

      “We need to put the fire out.”

      “But the women, what if they need help?” Ealann asked.

      “I think ye and I both ken that Marion is capable of leading her women to safety, and if that fire spreads, they’re much safer out of the castle than in it.”

      Ealann agreed with him. She let him pull her toward the front of the castle. Miles unsheathed his sword, the sharp metal tanging the air. There had been a fire along the side of the castle not too long ago, and it hadn’t penetrated the walls—but it had also taken a bit of providential rain and most of Moraigh’s occupants working together to put the flames out. Ealann had to hope the same would happen this time, that they would be able to put it out before any severe damage could be done.

      “The kitchen,” Ealann said with urgency. “We need to gather buckets from the kitchen.”

      Miles looked at the broken door warily. The kitchen door was still closed, and he imagined it was still locked from the inside, but the main door was splintered and open, the discarded battering ram just down the rise from it. The fighting had moved further inside. They stepped over bodies on the hill. Ealann looked at each face, checking to see if there were any she needed to assist, but thus far none of them indicated life.

      Miles stood in front of Ealann when they reached the door. The clang of swords reverberated off the stone walls. They slipped inside the castle and down the corridor toward the stairs leading to the kitchen. Two men fought near the kitchen door, and Miles helped her slip past them and into the empty room.

      She had yet to see her brother or Kieran, which felt like both a blessing and a curse. She and Miles took buckets in hand and moved toward the barricaded kitchen door that led outside.

      “Help me remove these chairs,” Ealann said.

      Miles assisted her, taking the furniture and shoving it aside with a force that surprised her. A man she didn’t recognize appeared in the doorway and shouted, “Miles!”

      Miles flipped around, and the lines around his eyes tightened. “Fire is nearing the castle. We need to put it out if anyone has a hope of keeping Moraigh after this.”

      “We need yer help in here more,” he countered. “We almost have them all.”

      Ealann’s heart stuttered, and her head whipped so fast toward Miles her neck tweaked.

      “I willna leave ye here,” he said, seeming to understand her silent plea.

      “They will leave me alone, Miles. I’ll be outside putting out the fire.”

      “Ealann—”

      “Go, please,” she whispered, so the Duncan didn’t overhear her. “Help my brother.”

      Miles’s expression hardened, and he pulled her in for a hug, squeezing her with extra force. He left a kiss on her cheek, then gently pushed her back and kicked hard at the door, opening it for her.

      Ealann watched Miles flee after the Duncan man, then lifted her buckets and ran.
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      The last time Miles had seen a Duncan man, he had nearly died. If Tavish had been understood correctly, Ivor would not be expecting Miles to return to Moraigh alive, and he feared what the chief would say when he saw him.

      He tried to push Tavish from his mind. He followed Hamish back down the corridor toward the great hall. The clang of many swords was proof of the residual fighting. He was nervous, and he ran into the hall with his sword ready.

      Ivor stood with his sword pointed at Cormac. Kieran was behind them, his arm around Young Rupert, helping him limp backward. A large gash tore through Rupert’s leg, blood seeping down and covering his foot, his face pale.

      Bodies from both clans littered the floor, blood pooling on the stone ground. The numbers appeared as though they’d suffered even losses, which struck Miles. If the Duncan men had managed to break down the door when they initially tried to siege the castle, and none of them were ill, it would have been a fairly easy win.

      Ivor’s eyebrows rose, his surprise evident. It was confirmation that Tavish hadn’t been lying, and a striking hot anger ripped through him. Miles was glad he’d made the correct choice in swearing himself to Ealann. He loved her, they could build a life together, and he now felt no obligation toward Ivor.

      He hadn’t told her their marriage would not be considered lawfully complete until they had consummated it, for he stood by his oath to love and protect her. Those were his priorities, and he meant them. When this battle was over, they could be married by a clergyman and receive a document recognized by the kirk, but for now, this legally had bound them.

      “I thought ye ran off with yer little wench,” Ivor said.

      Miles flinched, his hand tightening on the sword.

      Cormac remained still, watching to see what would happen.

      “Does that bother ye?” Miles asked.

      Ivor took a step toward Miles, his chest heaving, his sword still raised between him and Cormac. “It would bother Elizabeth.”

      That stung, but Miles didn’t let the pain remain. “She isna here anymore, and I have accepted her absence. I willna allow grief to rule my life any longer.” Not when Ealann had found a way to replace it with love again.

      “I ken ye feel that.” Ivor faced Cormac, though he continued speaking to Miles. “Do ye plan to stand there or do ye plan to help?”

      Miles looked between them. “I willna draw blood tonight, Ivor. Hasna there already been enough death? Look around ye. Where are yer redcoats? Where are all yer promises?” He swallowed. “Where is Tavish?”

      Ivor’s gaze cut to him. He knew the implication Miles was making, and they stared at one another until Ivor turned his sword on Miles. “Let us finish this now.”

      “Ye canna be in earnest.”

      Ivor seethed. “Tavish was incapable, so I suppose I will have to do it.”

      Miles didn’t raise his sword yet, not fully. He hoped his brother-in-law could be forced to see reason first. They’d never been particular friends, but this? To want Miles dead? He couldn’t reconcile it. “Why? Why did ye send me here, Ivor?”

      “Dinna be so naïve. Ye were only meant to be a distraction here, and ye served yer purpose. I have nae more use for ye.”

      “Yer sister—”

      “Dinna bring my sister into this. Ye lost the right to speak of her when yer eyes strayed to the McEwan witch.” Ivor lunged, bringing his sword down hard, and Miles countered. The weight of Ivor’s hit reverberated through his arm.

      Cormac turned his attention away from them when Hamish and another man engaged him in a fight. His back was to Kieran, who was helping Young Rupert to lay down before rising to his feet to help. Surely it could not be down to the three of them. Where was everyone else?

      Miles redirected his attention to Ivor. “I have never done anything but help and listen to ye.”

      “Ye’ve done naething but oppose me since I arrived. Ye attempt to cut me down in front of my men when ye argue with me.” His sword came down again, the clash punctuating his anger. “I am yer chief and ye are to do what I say.”

      “No’ anymore,” Miles argued, fighting back. “No’ when I have a moral obligation to someone else.”

      “Ye canna possibly have an obligation to anyone else.”

      “I do now. I swore an oath to Ealann.”

      Ivor slowed, his chest heaving. His eyes flicked away and back, as though he was considering the situation. “Ye married her?”

      “With a handfast.”

      “Ye what?” Cormac said, then returned his attention to Hamish.

      “Are ye mad?” Ivor roared.

      “Nae. My mind is clearer than it has been in years, and I refuse to help ye take their castle in the name of the bloody redcoats. If ye think ye’re going to receive anything from them without grand repercussions, ye’re more fool than I believed.”

      Ivor shouted, charging at him with his sword raised. Kieran swung around, slicing his sword across Ivor’s waist.

      The entire room seemed to freeze, time ceasing to move forward when Ivor fell to his hands and knees, his sword still gripped in his hand. Regardless of what happened between them, Ivor was still Elizabeth’s brother. Miles lowered his sword and stepped closer, but Ivor swung his arm, and Miles jumped back again as pain seared his calf. He hadn’t jumped back soon enough.

      Ivor’s sword clattered to the stone floor, and he fell back, breathing hard and clutching his wound.

      The hall remained silent while everyone watched to see what would happen. The Duncans stepped back, looking between Ivor and Miles.

      Miles lowered his voice. “Retreat, Ivor. Call off yer men.”

      Ivor scoffed, though even that appeared to be a struggle. Did he try to hide his pain, his honor refusing to allow such a hit to his pride?

      “Retreat,” Miles urged again. “Allow Ealann to see to yer wounds. Ye dinna have to die for this.”

      Ivor looked around the hall and seemed to notice how surrounded he was. Cormac, Kieran, and Miles all stood above him, out of sword’s reach. His Duncan men were not nearby, many of them dead.

      “Retreat,” Ivor said quietly. “’Tis exactly what ye wanted me to do all along.”

      “Seeking peace isna a fault,” Miles urged. “Ye lose less cattle that way.”

      “Help me rise,” Ivor said.

      Miles was hesitant. He was being asked to trust the man who had sent his lifelong friend to kill him and then tried to do the same himself. But Ivor’s sword was out of reach, and he was badly injured. Miles stepped forward, guarding himself and watching Ivor’s arm closely, as if approaching a wild, angry stag.

      Miles was reaching forward to help him stand when Ivor took a knife from his boot and plunged it into Miles’s side.

      Sharp pain sliced into him, and he staggered backward. He pulled the knife from his side and dropped it to the ground with a clatter. A scream filled the air, and Miles didn’t have to turn to see that Ealann was in the doorway. He crumpled to the ground, and as his head grew woozy from the pain, he faintly noticed Cormac embedding his sword in Ivor’s chest.

      Everything went black.
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      Alexander McEwan had been traveling for far too long. He’d only stopped briefly at Kilgannon with his brother to gather men who could join their Moraigh troops. When Henri sent a messenger to notify him that it was time to travel down to Essex to support the French landing, McEwan wanted his men ready.

      They’d not been at Kilgannon for even an hour when Rupert and Isobel—an unlikely pair, that—had stormed into the house with the news of Clan Duncan laying siege to Moraigh.

      Fresh disdain coursed through Alexander when Dulnain came into view. He shifted on his horse, his legs sore from so many hours in the saddle. He’d brought all available men from Kilgannon—though they numbered less than a dozen, his brother had promised to be along shortly with more—along with his messengers: Rupert and Isobel. Alexander turned his head and spit. His own brother and nephew had balked. They’d promised to join him at Moraigh soon, but Alexander wondered if they intended on actually doing so. He would wager they never planned on joining the fight, and there would be consequences later. He would see to that.

      Cutting through Duncan lands had made the journey from Kilgannon to Moraigh take half as long, but even then, they were probably too late to stop the Duncans from wreaking havoc on his home. Fire ran through his veins, frustrating him to no end.

      Lights flickered in the upper windows of the otherwise dark house. It was late now, and he hoped to take the Duncans by surprise. Ivor had no idea what was coming to him. Alexander was furious, and his first stop was Dulnain.

      He turned in the saddle until he caught Rupert’s eye and motioned for the man to ride up beside him. “I have business in this house.”

      “Aye,” Rupert said, understanding. Miles and his clan had lied about their desire for peace and struck when Moraigh was vulnerable. By the time Alexander and his men were through, the Duncans wouldn’t have a stick to call their own.

      “If ye’ll take the men and start around the loch with the horses, I’ll keep a few back to take Dulnain.”

      “Aye.” Rupert’s horse moved a few steps further. “Does that appear like a fire to ye? At Moraigh?”

      Alexander’s head whipped around. He didn’t see anything, for the house stood between him and Moraigh. He urged his horse to follow Rupert and Castle Moraigh came into view, an orange glow skirting the base of the building, dancing in motion with the wind. It was difficult to discern from this distance whether the fire had reached the castle walls or remained on the grass below it, and Alexander’s stomach clenched in sudden worry.

      “Go now,” he commanded. “Make haste.”

      Rupert nodded. He moved to speak to a couple of the men, and they jumped down from their horses and went to meet Alexander, who slid down from the saddle and handed his reins off to a nearby rider. Rupert would ensure their horses all made it to Moraigh.

      He needed to be quick in Dulnain. Ivor deserved a blade to the gut after what he had done. All the false talk of peace, the lying and the deceit . ﻿. ﻿. Alexander clenched his teeth and moved quietly toward the house.

      Orange light flickered in some of the windows, but all was silent. Too silent for such a well-lit house, even at this time of night.

      Alexander motioned his men to wait at the door. He crept up to it, preparing to kick it in, but it opened easily. What kind of fools did not lock their doors after making such enemies?

      He took quiet steps into the eerily still house, and it didn’t take long to discern that no one was downstairs. He gestured to one of the men to check the cellar while he took the stairs up to the next floor.

      Voices in one of the bedrooms caught his attention, but they were women. Alexander’s patience was running thin. He followed the sound of a woman speaking and opened the door, momentarily stunned by who he found in the bed. “Ian?”

      Mrs. Duncan sat at the head of his bed, her eyes rounding.

      “What is this?” Alexander asked.

      “Ian is unwell,” Mrs. Duncan said, recovering herself smoothly. “He’s been injured, but we are seeing to his health.”

      Unwell? That was an understatement. The man looked as though he wouldn’t last the hour. “Where is Ivor?”

      “Moraigh. We’re alone here. Everyone is across the loch.” She seemed to sense his anger. “It is only my cook, maid and me.”

      “And Ian,” Alexander said, sliding his sword back into its sheath. He didn’t know whether to believe her, but she had never given him a reason not to. Though he supposed the same could have been said for Ivor before now.

      Alexander crossed the room to the head of the bed, clasping his hands behind his back.

      Mrs. Duncan stood. “I’ll leave ye.”

      She moved toward the door, and Alexander called out to his men. “Leave the women be and prepare to cross the loch. There will be a boat at the water’s edge. We leave shortly.”

      One of them appeared in the doorway. “Aye, McEwan.”

      After the footsteps receded and they were left alone, Alexander looked down at Ian. His face was paler than the sheets he lay upon, his motions jerky and stiff. “What happened?”

      “Duncans heard ye were leaving, and they took advantage of the opportunity.” He swallowed, his words slow and his breathing labored. Alexander’s heart panged to see a man he cared for struggling in such a way, and it raised the heat of fury in his chest. “Miles invited Cormac and Marion to dine with Ivor here. I attended the dinner with them, as well as Cormac’s sister. Ivor had troops ready and waiting for us to leave Moraigh, and they attacked the castle while we were dining.”

      Alexander swore. Bloody traitorous idiots.

      Ian tried to draw a deep breath but didn’t seem capable of it. He closed his eyes as if seeking strength, then set them on his chief again. “The Duncans tried to siege the castle but were unsuccessful. They camped, waiting for redcoats to arrive.”

      “Redcoats? Hunt’s men?”

      “I believe that was who agreed to help him. They never arrived. The Duncans tried to break through the door again tonight and made it inside.” Ian swallowed. “As far as the maid could see from this window, at least.”

      Alexander rounded the bed and poured whisky into a glass. He lifted it toward Ian. Ian closed his eyes and shook his head softly.

      Was the man incapable of drinking? He likely wanted to avoid suffering the indignity of accepting Alexander’s help. But Ian needed to drink something. Alexander lifted the cup to Ian’s lips and helped him take a swallow.

      Ian closed his eyes and rested his head back on the pillow. “Miles didna ken Ivor’s plans. He tried to help us escape, but I couldna walk, and Ealann wouldna leave me.” He struggled with words, with gathering breath. “Whatever happens, Miles had naething to do with it.”

      “It pains ye to say so,” Alexander observed.

      “Miles got the lass,” he said.

      A flicker of a smile passed over Alexander’s lips. He had lost too many good men recently and by the look of it, he was about to lose another. His chest tightened, anger coursing through his blood like the fire raging on the other side of the loch.

      “He will be good to her. I am only sad I didna have the chance to fight.”

      There was a sorrow and acceptance in the way he spoke that made Alexander believe he was referring to something larger than the dispute occurring at Moraigh. “Ye did good work over the last few years, Ian. Ye’re important to me, and ye’ve been important to the cause.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “The time has finally arrived. It is why I returned—to gather men and prepare to leave. Bonnie Prince Charlie will board a boat within the next fortnight and land in Essex.”

      “Ye’ll meet him there?”

      “Aye. We’ll be waiting to help lead him to London. Our numbers are lower than we’d like, so it is of the utmost importance not to alert the English.”

      “Now yer numbers could be lowered further.”

      “Perhaps. I’ve brought men with me from Kilgannon. They’re on their way around Loch Gileach now on horseback. I plan to cross the water.”

      “They burned the dock at Moraigh.”

      “Bloody—” He turned to the window. The fire only appeared to be growing, making him antsy. “Why?”

      “I have a feeling it was to keep people from coming back over here.”

      “For what purpose?”

      Ian gave a small smile and said no more. His words had grown so quiet. “Who was Blue Bonnet?”

      Alexander subdued his chuckle. The man had earned a right to this knowledge, especially after all he’d done. “Tavish Duncan,” he said. “I can see now he was likely doing it to aid Ivor or the redcoats.”

      Unlike Ian, who had done so much for Scotland—for a Catholic king—because his heart was pure. Alexander hated losing the man. He reached for the Celtic brooch attached to the top of Ian’s shirt and unfastened it. His plaid had been removed from his shoulder, but whoever did so had left his brooch in place. It was tarnished with age, but the subtle white roses blending into the Celtic design were unmistakable to Alexander’s familiar eye.

      Ian watched as he unfastened his own penannular brooch from his shoulder and replaced it with Ian’s. He pressed his hand to it and cuffed Ian’s shoulder with the other. “This time next week we will be on our way to greet the Bonnie Prince on English soil, lad. Ye’ll be there with me.”

      Ian smiled faintly, understanding in his dulling eyes. “Ye must retrieve yer castle first.” His eyes drifted shut and his chest lifted, his breathing haggard and stiff. He let out one final breath, and his chest didn’t move again.

      Alexander pinched the bridge of his nose, anger storming within him. There was no man more loyal than Ian, and his loss was keenly felt, his death so unnecessary.

      He crossed to the window and opened it swiftly to release Ian’s spirit. His fist found the hilt of his sword. Ian had told him to get his castle back, and that was exactly what he intended to do.
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      Marion walked beside a young mother and her wee lad, their shoulders wrapped in blankets that were likely not sufficient to ward off the cold. They picked their way up the hill toward the mouth of Glen Ellen in the dark, too wary of lurking soldiers to use light. They moved slowly, the sky full enough of stars to light their way.

      “I see a fire,” someone said behind her, and Marion looked over her shoulder to see the ash tree near the well engulfed in flames, the fire climbing toward the castle and stretching toward the loch.

      She stopped. Her inclination was to return, but the women needed her help, her strength. They were all worried for their men and their home.

      Returning could be dangerous. There could be Duncans waiting to finish them off. She closed her eyes and thought of her husband fighting for their home. The men were all busy battling the intruders. They could not also be expected to fight a fire as well. It was clear what she needed to do.

      Marion lifted her skirts and ran to the top of the group where her mother was leading them ahead. She grabbed her mother by the sleeve and gently pulled her to the side. “I need to return to Moraigh.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “The fire. It will hardly matter if Cormac saves our home if it burns to the ground.”

      Mother’s brow puckered, the creases heavy in shadow from the starlight above. “It isna safe, Mari.”

      “Is isna safe for everyone to go. It could be done in a small group.”

      “Because ye willna bring attention to yerself trying to put out a fire?” She scoffed.

      Marion sought patience. “We will hide if there is danger. But ye need to take these women into the glen and move them out of harm’s way.”

      Mother sighed, taking Marion’s hands in both of hers. She must have sensed the necessity of Marion’s plan because she pulled her in for an embrace, squeezing her tightly. “Be safe.”

      “I will come for ye when it is clear to return to Moraigh.” Marion tucked her skirts, holding them to the side so they wouldn’t snag on the bare shrubbery or branches. She searched the women’s faces in the darkness until she found the two she was looking for. She clasped Mrs. Christie’s shoulder. “Will ye come with me? I’m going to try to put out the fire.”

      “Yes, we will.” Mrs. Christie took her daughter, Janet, by the arm. The lass wasn’t much younger than Marion, but quiet in nature and never far from her mother. They were dependable and hard workers, and between the three of them, Marion hoped they could work swiftly and quietly.

      “It is a risk to return,” she said.

      “Aye, lass,” Mrs. Christie said. “We ken.”

      They moved silently down the hill. As they drew closer to the castle, the breadth of the fire became more apparent. Marion’s gut clenched. She feared it was too late, and with so few hands, they wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop the growing flames.

      “We can wet the walls,” Mrs. Christie suggested. “We canna stem the spread over the grass, but we might be able to stop the fire from taking Moraigh.”

      “And pray for rain,” Janet added quietly.

      Marion agreed, and the prayer that had silently been running through her heart all evening became a plea. They climbed the rise toward the well, picking their way over the bodies near the door. Marion’s heart ached for the losses accrued on both sides of the battle.

      The well had been untouched, the fire spreading in the opposite direction from the tree. “We need more buckets,” Marion said while Mrs. Christie cranked the rope and lifted the first bucket of water. Utilizing water from the loch would be much quicker, as they’d done when the animal pens had caught on fire.

      “There are some in the kitchen,” Janet said.

      It was a risk to enter the kitchen, though, and she wasn’t sure it was worth taking. The fire cracked and hissed, smoke billowing and drying her throat. She pulled her dirk from her bodice. “I’ll go.”

      The kitchen door had been left swinging. Marion raised her skirts and slipped along the rough castle wall, pausing at the kitchen door to listen. Faint metal scraping against metal rang in the distance, the sounds of shouting and thuds coming from all around as the battle continued inside, but the kitchen sounded quiet. She slipped inside, wishing she had more than a knife to defend herself. The room was blessedly empty.

      She took a bucket from the corner of the room and dumped the onions onto the floor, then searched for a bowl or anything else that could hold water. A hand came over her mouth and waist, and she was dragged backward against a body, her knife clanging to the floor.

      “Here I thought the lasses had all run away,” a gruff voice said into her ear.

      Marion tried to scream, but his hand was pressed so tightly to her mouth that no sound came out. She tried to bite the fingers that held her but couldn’t seem to get purchase on them with her teeth, receiving instead a mouthful of dirty skin.

      The man’s other arm tightened on her waist, and he lowered his mouth closer to her ear. “It is easier if ye dinna fight. I dinna plan to hurt ye, lass.”

      He waited a moment before slowly removing his hand from her mouth. She gulped in the fresh air and turned her head enough to see who was holding her. Jamie Duncan. “What do ye want, then?” she asked.

      “Ye’ll find out soon.”

      He dragged her with him, holding her arms behind her back, and she wanted nothing more than to rinse her mouth out with the strongest whisky in her father’s cupboard.

      Jamie led her through the kitchen door and down the corridor, and she realized they were moving directly toward the great hall, where most of the sounds had been emanating from. When he stopped in the doorway, her eyes widened at the scene in front of her. Miles lay on the floor in the middle of the room with Ealann bent over him. A group of Duncan men were standing on one side of the room, tied at the wrists with Kieran’s sword pointed at them. Cormac was ripping cloth—what appeared to be Miles’s shirt—into strips and handing them to Ealann.

      Marion’s captor hit the end of his sword handle against the door, and everyone in the room looked up toward them.

      Cormac dropped the shirt and rose immediately. “Release her. She has naething to do with this.”

      Marion wasn’t sure what Jamie thought he would accomplish by holding her captive like this. His men were caught and tied, and far too many of them strewn across the ground outside and here on the floor. He was the sole Duncan not yet captured or slain, and he’d found the best bargaining piece in her foolish attempt to help reduce the fire.

      “Ye can pay for her release,” Jamie finally said.

      Cormac’s jaw flexed. He pointed his sword at Jamie. “This is between me and ye. Leave the woman out of it.”

      The monster of a man tightened his hold on her arms, and she winced. He lifted his sword. Marion’s heart sank, noting the bodies that belonged to both sides of the feud—Young Rupert lying wounded, Miles unconscious, more men dead than she could count. And all for what purpose? Nothing was worth any of this.

      “It is over,” Cormac called. “Ye’ve lost, Jamie. The feud is over. Dinna press it further. It isna worth it.”

      “The feud is far from over.” Jamie swung his sword in the direction of the captured Duncans, where Kieran had gathered their weapons. “If ye think this is over, then ye ken naething of our men.”

      Cormac bit out a frustrated laugh. “Fine. Ye want closure? Ye can have it. A duel for honor. Yer best warrior against ours, outside at sunrise. We’ll have one winner and this bloody feud will end.”

      No. Panic swirled in Marion’s gut. Cormac was strong, but Jamie was a brute.

      “My best warrior against ye?” Jamie asked.

      “Nae,” a familiar voice said from behind them. Marion sucked in a surprised breath as her father stepped around them, his sword pointed at Jamie. “Yer best warrior against me.”
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      Ealann was hardly paying any mind to the absurdity of Jamie’s last effort at saving his pride. Her efforts were bent toward stopping Miles’s bleeding. The wound hadn’t gone too deep in his side, and it appeared not to have punctured anything vital, but Ealann wasn’t fully trained, and she could only give her best guess at how to stop the bleeding. She prayed the knife hadn’t done any permanent damage, that Miles would heal.

      Cormac stood frozen above her, the half-torn shirt on the floor at his feet. He’d helped rip it into strips and unfastened the shoulder strap of Miles’s kilt so they had access to his wound, but now that Jamie had Marion in his filthy arms, she didn’t blame Cormac for losing his focus.

      “Release my daughter,” McEwan said, his sword still pointed at Jamie, “and leave my castle.”

      Jamie looked as though he meant to argue, but McEwan was a formidable man. He released Marion, and she walked away from him with quick steps, disgust twisting her mouth. She picked up a half-drunk goblet from a table and threw back the contents, swishing them in her mouth before spitting them back into the cup.

      Marion put the goblet on the table and a shudder moved over her shoulders. “I tried to bite his hand,” she explained, kneeling on the ground beside Ealann. She reached up and squeezed Cormac’s fingers. “How can I help?”

      Ealann leaned over Miles and picked up the discarded shirt. She removed the fabric from his wound and wadded the shirt, placing it there and holding it to Miles’s side. “Press yer hands there,” she said, indicating the shirt.

      Marion pressed on it gently, keeping it in place to stop the bleeding, while Ealann worked at tying the lengths of fabric together to wrap around his torso.

      Another set of footsteps ran through the hall and Old Rupert appeared in the doorway. Isobel followed just behind him, dirt smudged on her face and her pale blonde hair dark with dust. Kieran gave out a strangled, relieved cry, and she ran to him.

      Jamie looked angry. His men had been disarmed, his chief slain, and the rest of his clansmen dead. “We willna wait for sunrise.” He pointed his sword back at McEwan and the rest of the room grew still. “We will do this now.”

      McEwan didn’t appear as though he appreciated being told what to do, but his readiness to end the feud was as strong as his desire to run Jamie through with a broadsword, undoubtedly. He put his arms out to the sides. “As ye wish.” McEwan turned, shouting, his voice ringing out in the cavernous room. “Outside, under the ash tree. Now.”

      Marion looked up. “The ash tree is on fire. It could be coming toward the castle now. Mrs. Christie and Janet are outside wetting the walls. They could use help.”

      McEwan looked to Cormac, who nodded in an unspoken agreement. Whatever had passed between the men was some sort of decision, and they left the room, following Jamie outside. Kieran directed the Duncan men to follow, his wife at his side.

      Old Rupert crossed the hall to his son and knelt at his side while everyone else left the room to see to the fire or the duel. Ealann wouldn’t leave Miles, but she understood why Marion would wish to be there to support her father.

      “I will come see to him,” Ealann called to Old Rupert, her hands moving as quickly as her injured wrist would allow. Pain sliced up her arm with every movement, but she couldn’t slow her efforts. “I need only to wrap Miles first.”

      “Aye, lass,” Rupert said.

      She hastened, jostling Miles as she slipped her hand beneath his back to wrap him. If he would awaken, she would be able to breathe easier.

      Miles’s bare chest glistened in the torchlight. Fires burned in the hearths on the opposite end of the room and torches lined the walls, lending enough light to make out the bodies and blood.

      Ealann bent over him, her fingers grazing his jaw. “Please awaken.”

      She wished she had smelling salts to revive him, but her vial was in her chamber and she didn’t have time to run for it. She looked about the room for something useful, anything that might shock him into alertness. She reached for a candle on a nearby table and blew it out, bending close to hold the acrid wick near Miles’s face.

      It didn’t work. If the metallic tang of blood in the room couldn’t wake him, though, she supposed smoke wouldn’t be more successful.

      Ealann drew the linen beneath his back and finished wrapping his torso to keep the wadded fabric over his wound. She pulled back the fabric to check the blood flow, and her heart sank at the amount of blood soaked into the white linen. Packing the wound wasn’t working. She put down the candle and retrieved her dirk from her bodice, running to the fire at the end of the room. She had seen Mrs. Lundie cauterize a wound before, but had never been forced to do it herself, and she wasn’t sure she would be capable of it.

      Ealann rested the blade in the flames, the handle facing out. She waited for the steel to become hot enough. She hoped she was making the right choice, but she needed to stop the bleeding or Miles would not survive.

      “I am nearly finished,” she said, catching Rupert’s eye. She looked to his son. “Can ye stop his bleeding?”

      Rupert looked down at his son, his expression lost. His eyes were wide and blank, and it was clear he didn’t have the least idea of what needed to be done.

      “Give me a moment longer,” she said, willing the blade to heat faster.

      The stench from her blown-out candle grew stronger and tickled at her nose. Ealann took the knife, hoping it had heated enough, and ran back to Miles. Her throat grew itchy, and her nose wrinkled against the smell of smoke. She gripped Miles’s bandage and slid it down his waist to reveal the wound. Blood seeped from the cut, and she froze.

      Her mind drew back to the moment she had watched her mother die, the wounds inflicted by their mare’s hooves, and the helplessness that had plagued her. There had been so much blood, and Ealann had frozen then, too, unsure of what to do or how to help her. She’d promised herself she would never find herself wondering what to do again. She would bend her focus to learning and honing her craft so she would know what to do when she was put in a similar situation.

      But now she felt as uncertain and helpless as she had that foggy morning, and she was numb with fear.

      Ealann drew in a breath and sent up a prayer, begging for assistance to unblock her mind. An overwhelming sense of comfort settled on her shoulders, giving her the strength to act, to continue doing something she knew would hurt the man she loved, even if it would save his life.

      When she had talked to Miles previously about having her mother near when she wore the necklace, she had meant only in spirit. As she moved the knife closer to his wound, she felt as if another hand was guiding her, helping her complete the task.

      Ealann pressed the hot blade to his wound, then lifted it away, revealing the seared flesh beneath. Miles let out a sudden cry of pain that shot her in the heart like a fire-tipped arrow. She dropped the knife to the stone floor and bent over him, his eyes blinking open while he drew in quick breaths. She couldn’t imagine the amount of pain he was currently enduring.

      “I had to stop the bleeding,” she said, pulling his bandage back over the wound.

      “Och,” Miles rasped, swallowing. “I dinna blame ye, lass.” He shifted, sending sweet relief through her. He looked up, and she had never seen such beautiful blue eyes in all her days.

      “Dinna move,” she said. “I must help Rupert. But yer wound shouldna bleed anymore, and I’ve wrapped it.”

      He blinked up at her. “Am I alive?”

      She gave a startled laugh. “That isna funny, Miles.”

      “Ye look like an angel,” he said, his voice groggy. “Forgive my confusion.”

      Ealann sobered. There had been far too many angels created in this room tonight.

      Miles threaded his fingers through hers, and his wince didn’t hide his current discomfort. “What would I have done without ye?”

      “Bled far too much,” she quipped. She bent to kiss his forehead. “I need to see to Rupert.”

      “If ye call that a kiss, then I have something to teach ye, lass.”

      She fought a smile. “Ye can teach me later,” she said, rising. She had one more life to save.
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        * * *

      

      Alexander McEwan watched the fire rage beside his beloved castle as McEwans and Duncans alike formed a circle on the grass. He noted a handful of Duncans retreating, taking the opportunity to fall back to the woods. Not that Alexander blamed them. He’d been tired of this bloody feud for years.

      Marion watched him with worried eyes, but he didn’t allow her to fret.

      “Be careful, Father.”

      “Nae, lass. It’ll be grand.”

      She didn’t seem as relieved by that as he had expected.

      Cormac approached him. “It was I who challenged him—”

      “But it is my clan,” Alexander said. He tapped Ian’s Celtic brooch on his breast once, then took his position.

      Jamie pulled out his sword and squared his shoulders, facing him.

      Alexander was eager to let his fury fly. Blue Bonnet—or Tavish, rather—was nowhere to be seen. Ivor was dead. The new Duncan chief, still a young lad, had likely been left home with his mother. When Alexander won this feud, for he had no doubt he would come out the victor, that would be the end.

      Finally.

      Smoke ruined the air. More men filed from the castle, Mr. Crabb and Mr. Christie among them, likely those who had been up on the parapet earlier. He vaguely noticed them running to help with the fire. All would work out. He felt a raindrop hit his nose, and a smile spread over his lips.

      Alexander took a breath. It was time to end this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ealann bent over Young Rupert, searching her mind for an answer. It had been clear from the moment she saw the gunshot to his foot that there was no saving the lower part of his leg. The foot was gone, entirely obliterated.

      She tried to smile and bent over to brush the hair from his forehead. “I will do what I can to help ye.”

      The smell of smoke was growing stronger. Ealann coughed, struggling to pull in fresh air, and pulled Old Rupert aside. “There is nae saving the leg.”

      “I ken,” he agreed. “One of the Duncans had a musket. Rupert told me he was ambushed on the turret. Kieran brought him down here.”

      She shook her head. Tavish had a musket, too, which led to an unbalanced fight when most of the McEwans only had broadswords and strength.

      “What do ye need?”

      She looked up. “Something to cut the bone. D’ye have a saw?”

      “I will find one.”

      “I’ll fetch the vinegar.” Ealann looked over her shoulder, fighting another cough. Fear struck her when she noticed all the smoke billowing in through the door. “I think the fire has moved closer.”

      Rupert looked toward the door and cursed.

      Ealann ran for the kitchen. “Make haste!”

      She fetched a bottle of vinegar, then went back for her knife and cleaned it on her skirt. Ealann untied her shawl and used the knife to cut it into strips. She tied the strips together to make a long wrap, then looked around for something Rupert could bite down on.

      She picked up the spindle of a broken chair, then knelt at Young Rupert’s side. She couldn’t lose him. She couldn’t afford to lose another person she cared about. She was so tired of failing, of her medicine and her knowledge not being enough. She closed her eyes and prayed, begging for help again like she had with Miles.

      If Ealann was meant to be a healer, she could not do it alone. She took a deep breath, unsure if she was capable of the strength it would take to cut through bone. She looked up at Rupert. “Can ye lift him onto the table?”

      “Aye.” He bent, hooking his arms beneath his son and lifting the man. Young Rupert’s bearded face didn’t hide his pain, and he clenched his eyes shut.

      Ealann ran to the nearest table and cleared it, pushing everything off the side and clattering to the floor. Rupert laid his son down, and she gave the man the spindle.

      “Bite as hard as ye can. It will hurt.”

      “But it will save yer life,” his father added.

      She looked up at him. “I need ye to hold him.”

      He nodded to the saw, then her injured wrist. “Ye dinna look strong enough for that.”

      Smoke was growing thicker. They didn’t have much time. He was right, but what other option did they have? Rupert surely couldn’t inflict such pain on his own son. Ealann wasn’t sure she could accomplish this, and it frustrated her.

      “I’ll do it,” he said.

      “He’s yer son—”

      Smoke clouded around them, making the room hazier. “We’re running out of time, and we dinna have a choice.”

      He was right. They needed to finish this and get Miles and Young Rupert outside.

      Ealann tempered her irritation. What if Rupert hadn’t been there? She wouldn’t have been able to save his son on her own. A thought ran clearly through her mind—she’d been alone with Miles and still hadn’t saved him on her own, either.

      Rupert took the saw from her hand. “He deserves a clean cut. Hold him. Talk to him. He likes ye.”

      Ealann nodded. Together they would accomplish this. She pushed Young Rupert’s arm aside and perched on the edge of the table, pressing onto both of his shoulders to keep him down and ignoring the pain slicing up her arm. Holding his pained gaze, she said, “Hold something. Ye can hold me or the edges of the table . ﻿. ﻿. but hold something.”

      He gripped the edge of the table, biting hard on the spindle.

      Rupert started to remove the injured leg, and Ealann stared into Young Rupert’s eyes, praying and lending him her strength. His face contorted in pain, and he screamed until he suddenly went slack, passing out from the amount of pain he endured, the spindle falling from his mouth.

      It was a sweet mercy. Rupert finished removing the leg, and Ealann took the bottle of vinegar and poured it over the wound before padding it with pieces of the shawl to tie them in place.

      It was growing increasingly difficult to see, and Ealann could no longer make out Miles’s form on the other side of the room.

      “We need to move them outside,” she said.

      Rupert lifted his son and started toward the door, and Ealann ran back to Miles. He had pushed himself up into a sitting position and was doing his best to tuck his kilt over his shoulder and into his belt so it wouldn’t drag on the floor. Ealann bent to lift his sword and handed it to him, and he slid it into the sheath.

      “Is there anyone else in the castle?” he asked.

      “Nae one that I ken.” She slid her hand around his waist. “Ye can lean on me, Miles. We need to go now.”

      Miles put his arm around her shoulder and took a step, cringing as he walked. They had made it out of the hall when, behind them, a burning timber beam crashed to the floor, smashing the table Rupert had been lying on a moment ago.

      Ealann startled, her eyes watering from the smoke.

      Fire engulfed the entryway, and Rupert was moving back toward them. “We canna go that way.”

      “Through the kitchen?” Ealann suggested. They stumbled down the smoking corridor in the dark, the torches’ light thin in the haze.

      Rupert carried his son through the kitchen, Ealann and Miles limping behind him. They stepped through the door into a deluge of rain. The inclement weather flooded them, arriving too late to save their home. They looked toward the gathering of people just down the rise, some holding torches that defied the rain.

      Ealann looked at the center of the grouping just in time to see Jamie plunge his sword into McEwan’s chest.
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      Miles practically felt the sword going through McEwan like a punch to the stomach, clenching his injury and shooting pain up his side. The wound still throbbed from Ealann’s healing measures, but he was grateful she had known what to do. He felt weak, and he was certain he wouldn’t have survived if not for her.

      Miles tightened his hold around her shoulders. “We need to move closer.”

      Ealann coughed, evidence of the smoke reaching her lungs.

      They moved closer to the group, passing Rupert where he paused. Miles applied pressure to Ealann’s waist, and she stopped. “If ye can get him to my house,” he said to Rupert, “tell my mother I sent ye, and she will help.”

      Ealann looked dismayed. “The boats were burned—”

      “We have our horses,” Rupert said, eyeing his son as though determining how he would manage transporting him. He looked up at Miles. “Thank ye, to both of ye.”

      He took off, disappearing into the darkness toward where the horses were tied to the trees.

      Miles and Ealann made their way toward the crowd. McEwan and Jamie were both on the ground. Jamie knelt, his chest heaving as he tried to breathe, but he was struggling, his face ashen.

      They stopped beside Isobel and Kieran.

      Marion was bent over her father, and she looked up. “My mother took the women into the glen. We need to fetch her with haste.”

      Cormac lifted his arm. “I will go.”

      “Take a horse,” Kieran called to his already retreating form.

      Isobel reached over to Ealann and took her hand, leaning closer and lowering her voice. “McEwan ran him through first. But I dinna ken if either of them will make it.”

      Jamie collapsed back onto the ground, going limp. Marion still bent over her father while the rain fell, soaking everyone to the skin.

      The fire continued to burn at the castle behind them, the flames licking over the ground while they waited in the tense silence. More men had joined the circle, some of them the ill Duncans, but no one appeared to weep over Jamie. Miles had known Jamie for years, but even he wasn’t filled with sorrow by the loss of such an ill-tempered, rash man.

      Marion stood, clenching her hands at her sides. She seemed frustrated, her eyes hard. She looked to the Duncans gathered on one side of the circle and pointed to Jamie’s still form. “He lost. The feud is over. Can we have peace in our lands now?”

      Miles didn’t wait for anyone else to answer her. None of the ill men had been in the castle, none of them had witnessed the battle that had taken place there, and they probably didn’t yet know their chief was dead. Miles raised his hand, swallowing a wince. “Aye,” he said in assent.

      The others followed Miles’s lead, raising their voices in a wave of uttered “ayes” and answering to Marion’s apparent satisfaction. It would take time for news of the duel and the battle to reach everyone, but word tended to travel quickly enough among clansmen. It was a relief to know the feud was finally at an end. If Miles could count on anything, it was the honor his people upheld. They would honor this duel.

      Ealann slid her arm from Miles’s waist. “Can ye stand on yer own?”

      “Aye, lass. I can.” He didn’t promise he could do it well.

      “I need to see what I can do for McEwan.”

      Miles watched her approach Marion and the chief. She bent to speak to him, but her voice was drowned out by the rain and the distance.

      Kieran looked back at the castle. “Is the damage extensive inside?”

      Miles thought of the beam falling in the great hall and winced. “It was hard to discern through all the smoke. We couldna leave out the main door due to the fire, and the great hall will need some rebuilding.”

      Kieran swore.

      Exhaustion swept over Miles, pure and acute. He felt as if he had been running for days, followed by a hot poker to the skin, and he wanted nothing more than to take Ealann home and sleep.

      Time seemed to pass slowly as Ealann bent over McEwan and spoke with Marion. When she started back toward him, the pinch of her eyebrows didn’t bode well.

      Thundering hooves approached, and the group broke apart when Cormac appeared on a horse, Madam McEwan sitting behind him. She slid down and ran toward the chief, dropping onto the muddy ground with little care for her gown. She spoke softly, and Marion and Ealann stood, backing away to give her privacy. Miles’s thoughts were shamed into silence. He was tired, but he was not facing the grief and loss the McEwan clan was likely about to experience.

      Quiet descended on the group, and Madam McEwan bent over her husband’s chest when his arm fell limply from her neck. Sobs shook her shoulders.

      The Duncans started to leave one by one, returning to the woods and their tents. Miles felt pulled toward the McEwans and yanked away from them simultaneously. It wasn’t his chief lying dead, but it was his wife’s.

      He started to turn away, but froze when he found Cormac looking at him. Miles crossed toward the man, each step sending pain through his body. “I dinna think I should remain.”

      Cormac’s sad eyes looked to Marion and Madam McEwan, then back at Miles. “First, ye have explaining to do. So, my sister married the enemy?”

      Miles didn’t detect a hint of malice in Cormac’s tone. Though levity was absent from the tease. “Aye, and I hope to be a better brother-in-law to ye than Ivor was to me.”

      “So long as ye dinna try to kill me, ye’re already doing better.”

      Miles’s chest tightened, bittersweet. “I need to return to my mother. I can leave ye all to grieve.”

      “Grieve our home and our chief,” Cormac said. “And too many lives lost.”

      Miles looked at the castle. “Everyone is welcome at Dulnain. Yer sister burned the dock and half the boats, but we can send more back.”

      Cormac nodded. “I need to return to the glen to help the other women and the weans return, but we might need to accept yer offer.” His hand rested on Miles’s shoulder and clasped it, then he walked away, leading his horse.

      Miles hadn’t believed he would join another family after Elizabeth’s death. He hadn’t thought he would want to. But looking across the crowd of people at Ealann’s tired eyes, he couldn’t imagine not being with her. He lifted his gaze to the rainy heavens, and comfort settled over his heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dawn broke over the end of the loch. Ealann stood on the rise beside the castle and looked over the water, desperate for a swim. It had been months since she’d snuck away and drowned her feelings in the icy water, allowing it to numb her. Now as she looked over the water, feeling it call to her and draw her in, she didn’t wish to be numbed. She wanted to bask in the peace and serenity that would engulf her tired heart.

      She had spent the last hour in the great hall, where the men had cleared half of the rubble and brought all the injured men they’d found in and around Moraigh—both Duncans and McEwans. They were lined up before the roaring fires now, all seen to in whatever way Ealann could. The rest of the bodies would need to be managed—Tavish included—but Ealann was leaving that to the men.

      Cormac came up beside her and ran a hand through his fiery red hair. He was a mess, soot covering his cheeks and his clothes in utter disarray.

      “Is everyone settled?” she asked.

      “Aye,” he said, and she could hear the exhaustion lacing his tone.

      The women and weans had returned to the castle earlier, and Cormac and Kieran had scouted out the interior, ensuring the fire was out and it was safe to enter. They had opened windows to air out the smoke and located the rooms that remained untouched by flames. Half of the castle had been compromised in the fire, but a good number of chambers were habitable—though most people were forced to share so everyone could have a place to sleep. Ealann had given up her room to the Christie family, for she wouldn’t need it anymore.

      She pulled the wool-wrapped bundle from her pocket and unfolded it, holding it to the light.

      Cormac sucked in a breath. “Where did ye find this?”

      “I took it when Mother died.”

      He closed her fist around the necklace. “It isna safe, Linnie. No’ now, when unrest is high and redcoats are likely to arrive without warning.”

      “I ken,” she said quietly. “I feared they would find it when they searched the castle after Isobel’s wedding celebration, and it was a great relief they didna.”

      “Then why d’ye have it? I tried to find it so I could . ﻿. ﻿. I dinna ken. Hide it? Destroy it? I feared ye’d want to wear it as Mother so often did.”

      She shook her head. “I dinna intend to wear it. I only wanted ye to ken I had it.”

      He pinched the white rose between his thumb and forefinger, lifting it. “I can see Mother so clearly in my mind when I look at this. I can feel her, too.”

      “As can I,” Ealann agreed.

      He dropped it, and it swung from the chain. “Ye’re really married, then? Does this mean ye’re no’ returning to Gilmuir?”

      Ealann wrapped the necklace again and slid it into her pocket. “Miles promised to allow me to keep learning under Mrs. Lundie, so I suppose we’ll see what the future holds.”

      He rubbed his bearded chin. “I have always liked the man. But . ﻿. ﻿. married? To a Duncan?”

      “We will be married in a kirk soon.”

      “I am no’ questioning the legitimacy of the arrangement. I only needed to confirm this was yer choice. Ye’ll forgive me for asking, but ye were held captive at Dulnain, and I am yer brother. That was Ivor’s doing, aye?”

      “Aye. Miles tried to convince me to flee.” Her eyes trailed the loch. “I have felt drawn to Miles since I first met him, Cormac. The sacrifices he made to help me and Ian though, that was when I fell in love with him. I canna explain it,” she said, looking up at her brother, “but my feelings are real.”

      Cormac pulled her in for an embrace, and she closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling, so similar to a hug from her father. “Then I share yer joy,” he said. “I only wanted to be certain.”

      She leaned away, and Cormac looked from her to the water. “Dinna tell me ye’re planning to swim.”

      Her eyes flicked to him. “No’ when I am this tired.”

      He chuckled. “Heaven help Miles for putting up with the likes of ye.” His grin belied his words. “Are ye coming inside?”

      “I will soon.”

      Cormac left her, and she felt inside her pocket for the ridges of the white rose pendant. She had felt so undeserving of love or joy, so devoted to her craft, since the moment she watched her mother’s spirit slip from this world. The events of the last week had taught her that nothing was in her control. She could only do her best with the resources she had available to her.

      Just as with her mother, and with all the others she hadn’t been able to save who died on this hillside or inside Moraigh’s walls, Ealann could not save everyone. She was not a weaver of magic. She was a person with knowledge that only extended so far.

      Miles stepped through the charred front doorway and made his way toward her. His arms went around her waist, and he rested his chin on the top of her head. She felt so held. “Cormac told me to find ye out here.”

      “I am not melancholy, merely reflective,” she defended. “He likely didna believe me when I told him I wasna intending to swim. He never liked when I did that back in Gilmuir.”

      Miles’s chuckle rumbled and she felt it against her back. “After the evening ye’ve endured, ye’d be allowed to be melancholy. The losses have been too numerous.” He turned her in his arms, resting his hands on her shoulders. “I spoke with one of the men who traveled with McEwan. They stopped at Dulnain before they came here.”

      “Who did? Everyone in their party?”

      “Nae. Only the chief and a couple men. They found Ian ﻿. ﻿. ﻿.” Miles stared at her with such intensity, his blue eyes reflecting the morning light, that she knew immediately what he was trying to tell her. Her heart fell to her feet, and she lost the ability to stand, her legs crumbling until her knees hit the hard, cold ground.

      Her heart was tired.

      Miles bent slowly, kneeling beside her. “I’m sorry, lass. I ken he was important to ye. But the chief was with him when he died. McEwan told the men of it when they were crossing the loch.”

      She let out a shuddering breath. “Perhaps if I ken’d more about the herbs—”

      “Ye canna do that,” he said gently. “Ye canna take his death upon yerself.”

      Her heart squeezed, but she knew Miles’s words to be true before they left his lips.

      “I ken.” She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “I do ken that it is out of my hands, and I can only do what I can. But that doesna stop me from wishing or wondering if I coulda done more.”

      “That is all well so long as it doesna harm ye. It is good to continue to learn and to hone yer craft. I will support ye doing that so long as ye dinna take responsibility upon yer heart every time ye fail. Just like yer mother’s death wasna yer fault, Ian’s death wasna yer fault, either. Ye’ve done much good for many people. Dinna dilute that by moaning over yer perceived failures.”

      His words resonated in her heart, reminding her of what she had already decided for herself. She could not take the blame when it was not in her hands. A weight lifted from her shoulders, and she straightened her back. She looked into his blue eyes and found peace. “Thank ye for loving me.”

      “It is easy to do.”

      “Can we go home now?”

      “Aye. My mother is likely at her wit’s end worrying over us.” Miles stood and reached for her. She took his hand, and he winced.

      “How badly does it hurt?”

      “Och. It doesna hurt at all.” He flashed her smile.

      She swatted at him. “Ye’re such a tease.”
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      Cormac stood near the desk in the study and stared down at the empty chair. McEwan had left such a large role to fill, and Cormac wasn’t quite ready for it. He’d sat in that chair countless times since McEwan had left for Edinburgh, but now that McEwan would never return, it felt different.

      Marion was with her mother now, and they would soon need assistance to arrange the funeral, to hire the bellman and the pipers, notify the clansmen, arrange the wake and the service. Cormac was certain Marion would want control of those things, but he was prepared to help her however he needed to.

      A knock pounded at the door, and Cormac moved closer to the window so he wouldn’t be caught analyzing McEwan’s chair. “Enter.”

      Old Rupert appeared and closed the door behind himself.

      “How is yer son?” Cormac asked.

      “He is finally sleeping. Miles’s mother has seen to it that he was made comfortable, and their maid is watching over him now.” He cringed and dropped into a chair. “I helped them move Ian’s body so the bed can be aired and it can be prepared for burial. Poor lad.”

      Cormac rubbed his temples. “There has been far too much loss.”

      Rupert’s tone grew ominous. “Aye, and there could be more, yet.”

      A cloud of foreboding fell over the room. “What do ye mean?”

      “When McEwan was in Edinburgh, he met with the Frenchman and learned that the time has arrived. The Bonnie Prince is coming to England.” A chill swept through the room and Rupert’s voice lowered. “They intend to land on the coast of Essex. McEwan agreed to gather troops and travel down to help the French when they land.”

      “The French are coming?”

      “Aye, they are sending a fleet.”

      Cormac dropped into the chair, the air leaving his chest in a rush alongside his reservations. “How soon did he promise men?”

      “When I spoke to McEwan at Kilgannon, he told me his man in Edinburgh intended to send word when it was time. With the redcoats so near, we need to be cautious.”

      “The redcoats are no’ here, though.”

      “Perhaps they’ve already gotten wind of the French plan and have been called back to England.”

      “I suppose that could be the case.” Cormac looked up at Rupert. “Is that why those men came with McEwan? I thought they came to help defend Moraigh.”

      Rupert nodded. “Isobel came directly to me, and we set off straight away for Kilgannon. By the time we reached the house, McEwan had already arrived there. I was prepared to go all the way to Edinburgh to find him, but I was glad I didna have to. He was gathering men for this French support, so he woulda been here in a matter of days.”

      Cormac leaned forward and folded his hands on the table, unsettled. They had already lost so many men, and the Jacobite cause wasn’t his. He closed his eyes, unsure what to do. Should he honor the late chief’s wishes, or do what he felt was best for the people?

      Silence fell over them, and Rupert watched him with interest. “I dinna ken what ye intend to do, but ye should ken that the people will look to ye for guidance now. Whatever ye decide, the choice is yers.”

      “Ours,” he said quietly. “I’ll need to consult my wife.”

      Rupert seemed surprised by the admission, but he didn’t argue. “I need to return to my son.”

      “Do ye intend to bring him back here?”

      “Eventually, aye. I want to give him time to heal before he moves again.”

      Cormac understood. Meanwhile, he needed to find Marion.
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      Isobel stood in the smoky hall and stretched her arms high above her head. She’d been scrubbing blood stains out of the stone floor all morning, now that the beam had been cleared and the broken table chopped into firewood. Her back was sore. She dropped her scrubbing brush in the bucket and lifted the handle to take it outside and fill it with fresh water, trying to remain quiet so as not to disturb the injured men asleep on one side of the room.

      It had been a few days since the battle ended. The Duncans were mostly gone from the woods, though a few stragglers remained. Ealann had visited the Duncan camp periodically, but her reports were favorable, and the men didn’t bother anyone at the castle. For the first time since Isobel was a wee lass, it truly felt like they had peace. After the suffering and loss she’d endured at the hands of angry Duncans, she was inordinately relieved.

      The sun shone high overhead, the storm now fully receded. It smelled like snow was on its way, the cold seeping through the layers of wool she wore and prickling at her nose. Isobel dumped her dirty water at the base of the burned ash tree and pulled a fresh bucket from the well. A figure slipped out of the trees and started making her way up toward the castle. Ealann.

      Isobel carried her bucket toward the door and waited for her friend to reach her. “Ye’ve been visiting the ill men again?”

      “I took them some herbs. Most of them are better, though they are still plenty weak.”

      “Do ye ken what their illness was?”

      “I dinna have any notion of what it could be. I wondered if it was bad meat because of how swiftly it ran through them and how weak they became, though.”

      Isobel gave a shudder. “At least they are better now.”

      Ealann pushed her copper hair out of her eyes with the back of her wrist.

      “Is yer wrist still bothering ye?” Isobel asked.

      Ealann looked down at it. “No’ terribly. I’ve been able to rest it for the last few days.”

      Isobel was glad. She put her bucket down. “How do things fare at Dulnain?”

      Ealann gave a soft smile. “Happy. I have written a letter to Mrs. Lundie and her daughter Anna to invite them to come to Dulnain, which I hope is an attractive plan to them. It would be nice to remain here while I continue to learn.”

      “That would be lovely. I certainly would be glad to have ye nearby.”

      Ealann looked to the loch. “When I came here, I wanted naething more than to leave.” She drew in a deep breath and released it shakily. “Now I canna imagine living anywhere else.”

      Isobel understood. She’d come to Moraigh years ago, after her parents were killed in a fire started by Duncans. The castle had become her haven, and now where she lived with her husband. The angry black lines marking where the fire had reached clawed over the stone. “It willna be easy to rebuild the damaged portions of the castle, but I think we will build it stronger.”

      Isobel faced Ealann again and noticed men on horseback in the distance, riding from Glen Ellen. Their red coats were a stark contrast to the winter landscape surrounding them, and her stomach clenched, the sight of English soldiers making her ill.

      “What is it?” Ealann asked, evidently noticing her concern.

      Isobel pointed toward the glen. “We should warn Cormac.”

      Ealann followed her gesture. “Oh, bloody—” She pinched her lips together. “I will tell him straight away.”

      “I will find Kieran.”

      Ealann ran inside, and Isobel skirted the edge of the castle, moving toward the stables where her husband could often be found. She stepped inside and crossed to Teine’s stall, where Kieran was spreading a bed of hay on the ground.

      A grin stole over his face when he spotted her. “What did I do to deserve a visit?” He set the pitchfork against the wall and ran his hands down his kilt before slipping them around her waist.

      Isobel rested her hands on his chest. “Captain Hunt is here. I thought ye might want to be with Cormac.”

      Kieran swore. “Will we ever have a break?”

      “Dinna ask that or ye’re only going to bring more bad luck upon us.”

      “Ye dinna truly believe we have bad luck.” He leaned forward and kissed her. “After the way ye slipped past the Duncan camp and made it all the way to Rupert’s croft, ye canna possibly believe ye have bad luck.”

      She wasn’t able to dim her smile. “I suppose I agree with ye.” She gripped his shirt and pulled him down for another kiss, then turned away. “Come, we should make haste.”

      “Och. Bloody redcoats.”
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      Because of Ealann’s warning, Cormac was seated in the study with Marion, awaiting Captain Hunt and his men, before the soldiers stepped through Moraigh’s charred doorway. Kieran stood near the study door with his arms crossed over his chest, a formidable sentry.

      “We’ve discussed this,” Marion reminded him quietly. “Ye’ve naething to feel guilty for.”

      Cormac nodded. She was right. Together they were chosen by McEwan to replace him in leading the clan, and now they had the authority to make decisions for the McEwan people. Cormac and Marion unanimously agreed that fighting for the Jacobite cause—a cause that was not theirs—was foolish, especially after losing so many lives.

      They had nothing to be afraid of regarding the redcoats, because they were not Jacobites.

      The door swung open and Kieran let Captain Hunt into the room, then stepped inside and closed the door behind them all.

      Cormac stood. “I thought ye were sent elsewhere. Dinna tell me they made ye return so soon.”

      Captain Hunt gave a lopsided leer, his scar puckering his cheek. His gaze flicked to Marion in a way that made Cormac want to give his other cheek a matching scar. “We’re only stopping through on our way north.”

      Reports from Ealann and Isobel were that the Englishmen had come from Glen Ellen, which was to the north, so his explanation didn’t make much sense. They were clearly going out of their way for this visit.

      “It was my impression that Ivor was expecting ye,” Cormac said carefully.

      Captain Hunt’s face tightened. “We were meant to join him, but our attention was needed elsewhere. You can trust me when I say I am sorry to have missed the recent ordeal. I’ve since learned Ivor was unsuccessful in his endeavor.”

      “Aye,” Kieran said from near the door. “Unsuccessful is one way to state it.”

      “I think ye might find that the new leadership at Moraigh also means a new direction for our people,” Marion said smoothly. “With my father’s reign coming to a close, so have his particular interests.”

      Hunt stared at her. “That is unexpected.”

      “Are yer men hungry?” Cormac asked. “Our home has suffered after the fire, but Mrs. Crabb is still in the kitchen, and she is managing well enough with what resources we have left.”

      “Yes. I think we will stay for a meal. We have a long road ahead of us.”

      “To the north?” Marion confirmed.

      He held her gaze a moment before nodding. “Yes.”

      North. That meant they were visiting more Highland lands. More Jacobite suppression, surely. Cormac swallowed.

      Kieran stepped forward. “I’ll show ye and yer men to the hall.”

      Captain Hunt stood, bowed, and followed Kieran from the room.

      Marion blew out a relieved breath when the door closed behind them, then crossed to Cormac and sat on his lap. She held his gaze, her hands resting on either side of his face. “Dinna fash. Ye made the right call. It was wise to inform him of how our allegiance has changed so he will finally leave us in peace.”

      “Perhaps in regard to Hunt, but I dinna like the idea of people counting on our men and our men not arriving.”

      “When Father’s man sends the messenger to notify us that they’re ready, we’ll send the message back that we’re no’ coming. Ye already gave the Kilgannon McEwans the option of joining the fight, and they declined. That proves this was Father’s fight.”

      “Yer father’s and Ian’s.”

      She cringed. “Dinna mention Ian. I canna think of him without my heart aching.”

      “Ye and Ealann, both. She canna speak of Ian without growing emotional.”

      “I imagine they bonded while they were trapped at Dulnain. She was already close to him before they were taken prisoners.”

      “Aye. And now she’s a bloody Duncan,” he said, though he was smiling.

      “Ye like Miles,” Marion reminded him.

      “I do. But it is still difficult to reconcile my sister married.”

      “Well, all ye have to reconcile is that yer sister is happy.”

      “I am happy for her. Before we ken it, she’ll be riding horses again.”

      “Perhaps, but dinna pressure her.” Marion leaned in and kissed him. “Well done, chief.”

      He shook his head. “I am no’ ready for that. Surely ye’re no’ either.”

      “I must smile about it or I shall cry,” Marion said, her eyes growing misty. “I didna expect to lose my father so soon.”

      “How is yer mother?”

      “Still willna leave her room yet. She needs time.”

      “She can have all the time she needs.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ealann watched the redcoats ride away from Moraigh before she slipped from the castle and walked down to meet Miles at the edge of the loch. He hopped onto the bank and held the edge of the boat still while she climbed in.

      “We need to fix the dock.” She observed the charred poles jutting from the water.

      “Perhaps the woman who destroyed it can do so.”

      “I am willing, if ye’ll help me,” she said. “I dinna ken the first thing about building a new dock.”

      Miles climbed into the boat after her. “Nae one travels between Dulnain and Moraigh as often as we do, lass. If anyone has felt the negative repercussions of yer actions, it is ye.”

      “I dinna regret it. Jamie was a soulless fool, and I only meant to protect Ian from his ire.”

      Miles reached across the boat and took her hand, letting the oar handles rest on his lap. “Ye dinna have to explain to me. I ken why ye did it.”

      She squeezed his fingers and released his hand, and Miles turned his attention to rowing. Wind whipped over her hair and pulled loose locks from her coiffure. Her green wool skirt kept her warm, and she pulled her tartan arisaid tightly around her shoulders.

      Miles turned the boat away from Dulnain and started down the narrow loch.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “To my favorite place.”

      She watched him row, the muscles in his arms bunching and shifting as he pressed and pulled the oars through the water. The sun began to lower on the horizon behind him, shining into her eyes. When they reached the center of the loch, Miles stopped, allowing the boat to drift.

      Ealann looked about them. “Where are we?”

      “My favorite place.”

      “The center of the loch?” she asked.

      “It is where I met ye.”

      Ealann’s heart stuttered. She had not yet been married to Miles for an entire week, but already she knew that he was a large portion of her happiness. She leaned forward, reaching for him, and the boat began to rock.

      Miles’s eyes widened. “Och, lass. Ye’re going to flip us into the water.”

      “I can swim.”

      “Aye, but I canna.”

      She paused. “Ye canna swim?”

      “No’ well.”

      “Then if I was to pull ye into the loch, ye’d sink?”

      “Or I would climb back into the boat,” he said reasonably.

      Ealann grinned. “Or I could swim ye to shore.”

      “Nae. Dinna tease.” He put up a hand. “Stay where ye are.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “So ye dinna want me to kiss ye, then?”

      His lips flattened. “Ye’re fighting unfairly now.”

      “Aye,” she agreed, leaning forward again. She moved slowly this time, but the boat still continued to rock.

      Miles was rigid while she shifted to a closer bench, now within reach. “That was reckless.”

      “We didna flip,” she defended.

      “Yet,” he muttered.

      Ealann reached for him, resting her hand on his jaw and pressing her lips to his. Despite their exhaustion, grief, and healing wounds—both emotional and physical—the last few days with Miles had filled her heart with joy and purpose. If Mrs. Lundie wanted to remain in Gilmuir, Miles had already agreed to spend time there with her every summer until Ealann was satisfied with her knowledge.

      He’d also recommended a correspondence, but since Mrs. Lundie only sent recipes for beautification, Ealann wasn’t interested in that.

      Miles set the oars over his lap and took her in his arms, the boat rocking while they situated. Ealann stilled. “As much as I enjoy a swim, it is far too cold for it now.”

      “Then perhaps ye ought to remain on yer side of the boat,” he murmured.

      “Fine.” She leaned back, and he pulled her closer again, kissing her thoroughly before releasing her.

      Ealann shifted carefully until she was far enough away to be out of reach of the oars while Miles rowed.

      “It is peaceful here,” he said.

      “Is that why ye love it?”

      “I meant it, Ealann. This is my favorite place because I met ye here.”

      She narrowed her gaze at him.

      “I wondered if ye were a selkie because of yer beauty and yer knowledge, but I also felt a pull to ye I couldna identify. I had been so closed off to the possibility of letting another woman into my heart that I didn’t ken how to explain how I felt when I met ye.”

      She blinked at him, unable to reconcile his words.

      “Then when Ivor had ye thrown in the cellar with Ian, I wanted to run him through with my sword, and I ken’d then that I might have feelings for ye. But I chose to feign I didna, so I wouldna have to face Elizabeth.”

      “Ye canna face a woman who isna alive,” she said softly.

      “Nae, but I looked at her portrait often, and I didna think I could do so after having thoughts of ye.”

      “But now ye can?” she asked. The portrait of Elizabeth hadn’t moved from his chamber, and Ealann didn’t want it to. The woman was every bit a part of Miles’s past as Ealann was his future.

      “Aye. I can. I love ye, Ealann.”

      She started forward again and the boat rocked. Miles put up a hand. “Dinna move, lass. I’ll kiss ye plenty when we are home.”

      “Verra well. Ye’ll need to warm me. I’m frozen through.”

      He grinned. “I can think of a few ways to accomplish that task.”

      Miles rowed them back to the banks of Dulnain, where Ealann took his hand, allowing him to help her from the boat.

      She had always received peace from the water, but now she found that peace could follow her everywhere. It lived in her heart and home and with the man she loved with her whole heart. The peace of the loch was part of her.

      Perhaps she was part selkie after all.
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        7 years later

      

      

      

      Miles sat in his favorite chair beside the fire in his drawing room and watched Madam McEwan bounce Isobel’s bairn on her knees. Hope, the child, had her mother’s fair hair and her father’s smile, and she was every bit the loved little cherub her sister, Faith, was.

      “I’ve had a letter from Rory,” Kieran said, swallowing the remainder of his whisky before setting the glass on the mantel. He moved to sit beside his wife on the sofa, a grin spreading over his lips.

      Marion looked up. “He isna still in France, surely?”

      “Aye, but he is.”

      Cormac shifted his sleeping son on his lap, and Marion leaned over to brush a raven curl from the lad’s forehead.

      “What news did he send?” Ealann asked.

      Kieran stretched his arm over the back of the sofa, clearly enjoying whatever he was about to share. “He told me of his escape.”

      “But it was so long ago,” Marion said.

      “Aye, and it was a near miss. Evidently, when he arrived at the docks, redcoats were everywhere. They were informed that he meant to leave, for they were asking around for him and checking every passenger.”

      The room grew silent. It was many years ago now, but the reminder of that time in their lives never failed to resurface a somber feeling.

      “Henri, the man who took him to the docks, didna allow Rory to leave the carriage. Instead, they returned to Henri’s house, where his wife was tasked with dressing Rory . ﻿. ﻿. in her clothes.”

      “Nae,” Cormac said. “He didna.”

      “He did,” Kieran said, laughing. “And it worked. He shaved and wore a gown and some rouge and slipped directly beneath Captain Hunt’s nose.”

      Miles laughed. He would need to share this story with his mother in the morning. It was a shame she’d retired already this evening and missed it.

      “Did he have to remain that way the entire voyage?” Ealann asked, pressing a hand to her swollen belly.

      “He didna say. But he surely blesses Henri for the idea.”

      Miles reached over the armrest of his chair and took Ealann’s hand, squeezing her fingers tenderly. She squeezed them back.

      “We ought to take the weans home,” Marion said, rising. “We often stay far longer than we should.”

      “Linnie wouldna want us to leave,” Cormac said with every confidence.

      Ealann yawned. “No’ usually, nae.”

      Cormac laughed. “But now that ye’re growing a wee bairn of yer own, ye tire easily?”

      She gave him a flat look. “Aye. It isna easy, ye ken.” Miles had seen her tire over an hour ago, but the subtle shakes of her head had told him not to send everyone home yet. After seven years of marriage, they were elated to bring a bairn of their own into the world, but it had been harder on Ealann than either of them anticipated. Her belly was round, and she rocked slightly, not bothering to rise while everyone wished her a good night and Miles saw them to the door.

      Cormac hovered at the door while Marion, Madam McEwan, Kieran, and Isobel led the weans toward the dock. He lowered his voice. “Ye’ll send word when the bairn comes, aye?”

      “Of course.”

      Cormac clapped him on the shoulder, then left to follow his family back to Moraigh.

      Miles closed the door, bolting it and returning to his wife. She’d ceased rocking, her cheeks puffing slightly and her eyes closed. “Ye’re frightening me a little,” he said, wary of her strange behavior.

      “I do believe it is time to wake Mrs. Lundie.”

      Miles froze, his body unable to move. They’d invited Mrs. Lundie to stay until Ealann had the bairn, and waking the woman so late at night would only mean one thing. “It is time?”

      “Aye,” she said, smiling. “It is time.”
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        * * *

      

      Ealann sat propped up in her bed, holding her sweet son in her arms and allowing his tiny, velvet-soft fingers to curl around one of hers. “He looks like ye,” she said, carefully laying the bairn between her and Miles on the mattress.

      Miles glanced down at him. “Och. Me? The lad has yer hair.”

      “Aye, but he has yer nose. We shall hope he also has yer temperament.”

      Miles grinned, leaning down to press a kiss to the top of his downy head. “Good night, my sweet, wee Ian.”

      Her heart exploded with love, and she pressed a kiss to Miles’s lips before laying her head back on the pillow and letting sleep take her.
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      While a fair amount of this book was a product of my imagination, it is largely rooted in fact. The Jacobites spent decades fighting to reinstall James Stuart on the throne, and they were met with opposition from many sides—from the English army, the Black Watch, and from other Scottish clans who opposed James. While this series has focused mostly on the religious reasons—the Jacobites wanting a Catholic king—the dispute was far more nuanced than that. Some supported the House of Stuart because it originated in Scotland, some non-Catholics supported James Stuart’s rightful claim to the throne, others were purely political and opposed the union which had combined Scotland and England and formed the United Kingdom in 1707.

      The Myths of Moraigh books take place in the few years leading up to the final Jacobite battle. The French really had an invasion planned in February of 1744, but half of their fleet was sunk in a massive storm on the coast of France and the invasion was canceled. Time and again the Jacobites attempted to reinstate a Stuart king on the throne, and they failed each time. King George sent the redcoats to the Highlands to suppress the Jacobite support, and they formed the Black Watch (a Highland regiment) to assist in subduing the rebellious Jacobites. Fort William, where Captain Hunt was recalled to in this story, was the hub for Jacobite suppression forces in the Highlands

      In 1744, after the failed French invasion, Highland chiefs came together and sent a letter to Bonnie Prince Charlie, stating they and 3000 of their men would support another attempt at putting him on the throne. It was the start of the final Jacobite attempt that ended at the battle of Culloden. Prince Charles made it out of Scotland after Culloden with the help of an amazing woman called Flora MacDonald, never successfully taking the British throne for his father.

      Writing the history of the Jacobites was tricky, because I wanted my characters to be true to their beliefs, but I also didn’t want them to all go on to fight at Culloden the following year and either die or lose their castle and be stripped of their lands while they rotted in prison (the men and women). I made the choice to have my main characters be wary of the Jacobite cause instead—they had watched their parents, aunts, uncles, and loved ones fight and die for this cause their whole lives and had come to accept that it was a losing battle. Because of this, Cormac pulls them out of the fight, saving their lives and their home.

      Following the battle of Culloden, British parliament passed the Act of Proscription in 1746 in an effort to further annihilate the clan system and Highland culture. It forbade wearing tartan, which rid Scotland of kilts (except for the British army, which allowed Highland regiments to continue wearing the kilt) until the act was repealed in 1782, by which time people had been out of the habit of wearing kilts for nearly forty years.

      None of my characters are real people in history, but they represent a lot of true stories I came across about clan disputes, territory disputes, Jacobite unrest, and beliefs at the time. Though many of the Highlanders were still Catholic (thus their support of a Stuart king), they still held on to some of the pagan superstitions of their forebears, the myths their ancestors had passed down over the years. Selkies, fairies, healing springs, and kelpies were all used to explain natural phenomena or to give people something to have hope in. Healing springs are still found in Scotland today, stuffed with trinkets or offerings from those who’ve used their waters for healing purposes.

      I thought their culture was a beautiful mixture of stories passed down through generations with faithful belief in God, which is why I chose to center the series around Scottish mythology, balancing those light components with the heavy political unrest.

      And, finally, the clan dispute. I searched Scottish history for an example of a clan dispute that was resolved peacefully, because that was what I wanted for my characters, and found—you guessed it—nothing. They did not resolve anything without battles and blood, and I had to stay true to that when crafting this story. There were multiple cases when disputes were solved with a sort of duel, each clan sending a representative to fight on their behalf. The winner would end the feud, and that was it. They had a sense of honor that would allow for this resolution to be satisfactory, much as duels have been used throughout history to satisfy a man’s honor. I chose to use that method in my story because it satisfied the need for blood and a battle with the least amount of casualties.

      Scottish history is so rich, and in my months of research I only seemed to scratch the surface. While it can be a difficult balance to stay true to the times while appeasing a modern audience, I tended to lean toward what my research proved people would have said/done/believed. I hope you were able to learn something new and enjoyed this little trip into the Highlands with me!
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