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Chapter One
Kent, England—1758
 Not all of Malcolm Byerly's passions put him at risk of imprisonment. Music and learning were safe enough pastimes, and both were eagerly pursued, substituted for the love denied him by his nature. If the closest he could come to romance was sweet love songs played upon the strings of a violin, at that he could excel.
 From the longing in his soul sprang melodies of passion and harmonies of desire, things of which he could dream and never hope to have. It was far too dangerous. Better to be alone than to forfeit honor, or worse, to partake of forbidden fruit.
 Sometimes, when he tucked the instrument beneath his chin, he unleashed, not lighthearted expressions of love, but sorrows and disappointments, the mournful cries of his violin giving voice to loneliness in a language few would understand. On the fateful night that set him on the road to destiny, the notes formed on the strings were fluent in that dialect—the language of heartbreak and despair.
 He'd paused to scribble notes in the margin of a music sheet when the bells tolled in the courtyard, marking the hour and summoning him to the dining hall. He sighed, regretting the interruption. Alas, the school's rules were very strict and tardiness was not tolerated in the students or the staff. The headmaster made it perfectly clear that teaching young minds was both a privilege and an honor, and that discipline couldn't be properly taught if not properly practiced. Putting away the violin and vowing a quick return, Malcolm left his sanctuary and joined the throng heading for the evening's repast, the notes of his latest composition echoing in his mind.
 The usual faculty members were seated on the long benches on either side of his assigned table, mostly older, gray-haired men who'd been with the school many years. They were the bachelor teachers who, like himself, resided in the dormitories. Bitter old maids, Malcolm usually thought of them. A few were closer to his age of twenty-three and too new to their scholarly profession to be so cynical.
 The place that had stood empty for weeks was now occupied by a handsome man whom Malcolm hadn't seen before. As he approached the table, curious blue eyes peered up from beneath a cascade of dark brown hair. The easy smile that followed ignited a spark of recognition from deep within. Something long buried bloomed to life—attraction. Without knowing quite how, he was certain this was another like himself—a lover of men.
 Malcolm seated himself beside the stranger, willing his pounding heart to calm, when their legs met under the table. A jolt of pure desire shot straight to his groin.
 A shy smile crossed the brunet's face. "I've been told you were the gentleman playing the violin earlier in the dormitory. You're wonderful. I'm Kinnerley, Thomas Kinnerley. And you're Malcolm Byerly, if I'm not mistaken." He appeared young and fervent, all bright eyes and cheerful smile.
 Malcolm's cheeks flushed hotly and he struggled to accept the compliment with grace. "Thank you. My apologies if I disturbed you. Before the evening bell is the only time I can practice."
 "Oh, no!" the man assured him. "I never learned to play myself; I'm fascinated by those who can. That song you were playing, how melancholy. What was it?"
 Malcolm's blush deepened, and he felt somehow exposed that another had been privy to what were, in essence, his most personal thoughts. Since the other teachers never commented on his music, he'd assumed they didn't listen. "It's nothing. A little something I'm working on," he said, hoping the man wouldn't think him boastful.
 "A composer! How marvelous!" Thomas Kinnerley beamed, causing a squirming, not entirely unpleasant feeling in Malcolm's belly.
 A stern look from one of their dining companions hushed them. Apparently, Thomas' enthusiasm was to be frowned upon, much as the elders frowned upon everything else. Malcolm solemnly swore that when he was their age, and a bachelor still, that he wouldn't be so angry and bitter with the world around him.
 He focused on eating and the others' conversations, occasionally distracted by the beguiling brush of Thomas' leg against his own. His cock throbbed throughout the entire meal. What harm could there be in privately enjoying the accidental contact? He discovered a few moments later that it wasn't accidental.
 After several of their peers had left the table, Thomas leaned in, pressing his leg to Malcolm's more directly. He quietly suggested, "Perhaps some evening I can come to your room whilst you play?"
 Malcolm froze. Thomas couldn't mean... He studied the new teacher, from the heated sidelong glances and the suggestively lifted brow, to the slight, smirking upturn of lips. The hand that fell on his thigh removed what few doubts remained of Thomas' intent.
 Breath caught in his throat, Malcolm scanned the table for possible witnesses. Thankfully, those remaining were too far away or engaged in their own conversations to notice. "I'm sure that would be highly inappropriate!" he hissed, reluctantly pulling his leg from Thomas'. His traitorous body naysayed him, creating an unmistakable bulge in his breeches.
 Thomas gave Malcolm's thigh a light squeeze before removing his hand. "I merely wish to hear your music," he said. A wink and a brazen look added heat to the words.
 Malcolm stammered, "I... I'm not like that!" Terrified of being overheard, he sank lower on the hard wooden bench, praying this far too forward admirer would go away before the whole world knew his secret.
 Thomas was either naive or unafraid of the consequences. Malcolm, however, had no intention of skulking back to his father's house, tail between legs because he'd been dismissed from a post, or worse—bearing the accusation of sodomy and facing the full punishment of the law.
 "Your words lie," the young teacher persisted. "I know what you are and what you want."
 Struggling with the urge to flee, Malcolm pleaded with his eyes for understanding. "What I want is to finish my meal and retire to my room—alone."
 From down the table, another teacher laughed, obviously misunderstanding what little had been overheard. "That's the problem, Byerly; you spend too much time alone. If you've no need of a wife, I know of a reputable place not far from here. The ladies are comely and affordable, even on our salaries."
 Few topics captured the attention of the older, single teachers housed at the school, a beacon of higher learning where the sons of the wealthy and titled received their educations. Women, or rather prostitutes, were one of them. Soon the remaining men were expressing opinions on the subject or making suggestions about their favorite ladies. All except for Malcolm and the new arrival.
 "I'm very tired tonight," Malcolm stated loudly enough to be heard by all. "I believe I'll retire early. If you'll excuse me, gentlemen." Outwardly, he rose and calmly walked away; inwardly, he was running, too afraid to take a chance. Thomas didn't follow. Malcolm's emotions bounced from relieved to disappointed.
 The next night, he deliberately came to the table late, risking the wrath of the headmaster. An empty place remained at the opposite end from Thomas, who was already smiling and nodding, conversing with another. Good, maybe there'd be no repeat of last night's advances. How dare the man make such a suggestion so openly! Nevertheless, in the pit of Malcolm's gut lingered the bitter pill of regret. Deep down, he wanted the attention, wanted what Thomas offered, not daring to admit it. That path would lead to ruin.
 Occasionally, Thomas' blue eyes found his, full of longing. A kindred spirit. After all these years, he'd met someone like himself whom he found desirable. Malcolm hardly touched his meal; he was too busy waging an inner war with his conscience. Did he dare cast aside years of hiding and take a chance? Could he and Thomas be so discreet that none would be the wiser? After excusing himself for the evening, he wasn't surprised to hear footsteps behind him in the courtyard that separated the dining hall from the dormitories.
 Taking a deep breath and exhaling sharply, Malcolm waited. He turned to see an eager, expectant face; eagerness that he intended to crush.
 "I'm sorry for my forward behavior last night," Thomas began, "when I saw you, I knew you were like me, and I..."
 Malcolm didn't allow him to finish. "Thomas," he began, a shake of his head sending curls bouncing around his face. "I'm not like you. You're bold, I'm not. You're daring, I'm a coward." A quick glance ensured they were entirely alone before his eyes found his would-be suitor's and held them. Very deliberately, he spoke the words that would destroy what could well be his one chance at happiness in this place. "What you seek cannot be found here."
 Unwilling to witness Thomas' pain—the same pain and rejection he'd always felt in his own soul—Malcolm turned and fled, slamming the door to his tiny room. The rough wood bit into his back and he leaned against it, burying his face in his hands. Why did it have to be this way? Why couldn't he, like his brothers, want the love of a woman instead of a man? Why couldn't he be content to marry and father children?
 After that evening, he and Thomas were politely civil, limiting their talk to matters of the school and other innocent topics. Gradually, the yearning in those blue eyes faded. Months passed, and a new empty space appeared at the table when a teacher left for a private post. A few nights later, a replacement arrived, an energetic blond with a hearty laugh and an infectious grin. Malcolm liked him immediately and, apparently, Thomas did, too.
 Malcolm watched the two leaning together as they chatted, an ache of loneliness building in his chest. What would it be like to give in to temptation, to know the feeling of being held, being loved?
 All he knew of such were the boastful stories of his peers about female conquests, and that didn't involve love, just lust. Forcing his eyes to remain on his plate, Malcolm turned deaf ears to the murmuring voices around the table, Thomas and the blond's in particular, chewing food that turned to sand in his mouth.
 The torturous ritual continued for weeks. By day he taught classes; each evening he sat and watched what he'd thrown away, pretending not to care. During that time, no tender songs emerged from his violin, only requiems of desolation and emptiness. One night, he arrived at the table to find two places conspicuously empty, as they remained throughout the meal. Oddly enough, at a table full of gossips and "brothers' keepers," no one mentioned the missing men and all eyes studiously avoided the vacant seats. Appearances in the dining hall were mandatory. Though bold, surely Thomas wouldn't risk a reprimand, knowing such an absence would be noted?
 Unable to tame his curiosity, Malcolm asked, "We're missing two of our ranks tonight. Are they ill?"
 The table grew uncomfortably quiet. "You mean you haven't heard?" the man sitting beside him spat. "Seems we had two sodomites in our midst. Caught them at a molly house. Don't you worry; we know how to deal with the likes of them." A beefy hand rested on the table, the knuckles torn and swollen.
 Malcolm swallowed hard, his eyes darting from one stern face to the next. Some of the teachers nodded agreement while others kept their eyes downcast. A dark bruise marred one's cheek, a long, deep gash another's. What had they done? And why had Thomas and his friend gone to a molly house? Anyone could have seen them! Didn't they only need each other? Malcolm knew of such places, safe havens for men who desired other men, but was too reticent to ever visit one. It appeared now to have been a wise decision.
 Thankfully, no one watched him too closely, or if they noticed the embarrassed flush on his cheeks and the horror in his eyes, they mistook it for indignation at having been exposed to such vile men. He dropped his hands beneath the table to hide their trembling. Afraid to press further and reveal his true interest in the men's fates, like a coward, Malcolm joined Thomas' accusers. "Serves them right, too, if you ask me," he said, while inwardly praying for the two lost souls, thinking, That could have been me.

By unspoken agreement, the offenders were never mentioned again. That didn't stop Malcolm from thinking of them often, wondering what became of them, and whether the few moments they'd shared had been worth it.

Although he'd rejected Thomas, Malcolm still felt a kinship to the lovely brunet with the expressive blue eyes, and deeply mourned the man's loss. Thomas had been a good teacher. In the evenings, alone in his rooms, conjured images of the illfated lovers filled Malcolm's mind, and when his bow caressed the strings of his violin, the result was aptly named, Thomas' Lament.

Night after night, he sat at the table, looking from face to face, trying to guess who had passed judgment and who had stood idly by, and what he himself would have done had he been present. How Malcolm came to dread those times and the painful memories dredged from the depths of his consciousness where he tried to keep them safely locked. Upon whose hands did Thomas' ruin reside?

Fate had spared Malcolm, but for how long? If any discovered his true desires, would they care that he'd not acted on them? Probably not. Suspicion alone would prompt action. He never learned precisely what his fellows had done. Most likely the accused had been beaten, if the injuries he'd witnessed were anything to go by. And the careers of both men were over, their reputations damaged beyond redemption. Had they been dragged through the streets, cursed at and spat upon, as Malcolm had once seen done?

The punishment could be quite severe if they'd been caught in the act. The two men could be pilloried or, at this very moment, be languishing in prison. For Malcolm, the fact that he hadn't been among the jeering crowd mattered little. He knew he was too weak and afraid to take a stand. He'd told the Thomas the truth when he'd confessed, "I am a coward."

Soon, his mind was creating trouble where none had existed before. Were his peers watching him? Did they suspect? Guilt and fear were a gnawing constant, growing with each passing day. He needed to leave Kent before he, too, fell victim to self-righteous peers.
 * * * * "Master Byerly, you have a letter." Malcolm looked up one early spring evening into the sweet face of his deliverer, who unknowingly handed him salvation. He stared down at a flowery script he'd not seen in years, recognizing it immediately—his former teacher's, from whom he'd learned music.

Dearest Malcolm, the letter began, I've found a position for you in Scotland...
 Dear Master Edward, who'd shocked one and all by leaving a prestigious position in Kent for the wilds of Scotland, had remembered him.

There is a family of my acquaintance in need of a tutor for their sons. Forgive my presumption, but I recommended you, dear student and friend, remembering how fondly you'd once spoken of your ambition to visit the Highlands.
 Relief flowed through Malcolm, and he didn't try to hide a smile, something he hadn't done in so long that his cheeks ached for the effort. "I've received a letter from my mentor!" he announced to the men he'd secretly begun referring to as the angry mob.
 It was with great satisfaction the he tendered his resignation. The letter that enabled him to do so was tattered and worn from nearly constant handling by the time he traded familiar surroundings for the unknown of the Scottish Highlands. All his life, he'd done what was expected, head kept down to avoid notice. Now he feared that wouldn't be protection enough. For once in his life, he'd do something daring, something bold.
 Packing his precious violin, a few books, and other meager possessions took no time at all. To avoid his sire's admonishments that he'd soon return in shame, upon leaving Kent, Malcolm sent a letter back home to be delivered long after his departure.
 He left with his head held high, determined never to look back.
 * * * *
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Chapter Two
Edinburgh, Scotland
 Lying upon a down-filled mattress in a rented room, Aillil Callaghan plunged his cock into a willing body, also rented. He moaned and gripped the slender hips of the man riding him, thrusting into tight heat. Unseen muscles squeezed mercilessly, and he fought a losing battle to prolong the pleasure. After weeks of abstinence, having found what he needed, he never wanted it to end. That abstinence was also the reason it would, and soon.
 The evidence of his partner's arousal smacked against his belly, full and needy. Aillil wrapped a tight grasp around it, stroking in time with their bodies' rhythm. His partner moaned approval, head thrown back and eyes closed. Low, pleading cries filled the room.
 Aillil's hips surged, driving harder and urging them both toward release. That this man was a paid companion was unimportant; anyone who found themselves in Aillil's bed would not leave it unsatisfied. The ropes beneath the mattress creaked and groaned.
 His lover cried out and impaled himself completely. Aillil's fingers slid through spatters of liquid warmth. Speeding the pace, thrusts hard and deep, he followed a moment later into ecstasy with a hoarse shout. When the capacity for coherent thought returned, he wondered for the hundredth time why he couldn't feel this way with a lass. It definitely would have made life less complicated.
 The room quieted, labored breathing blending with the noise of the bustling city outside. Aillil's satisfied flesh slipped from the moist heat surrounding it and the prostitute collapsed onto the mattress in a sated heap, staring up at the ceiling. Sweat gleamed upon his bare skin, and his chest rose and fell with each heavy breath.
 It was over now; Aillil had gotten what he came for. All too soon, it would be time to leave, which pained him more than he cared to admit. His companion didn't know that this was to be their last encounter.
 Seldom did an opportunity present itself to escape his father's watchful, disapproving eyes, and the flimsiest of excuses sent Aillil to Edinburgh to sample such delights. It wasn't necessity that forced him to stray far from home to find a willing bedmate, for many comely lads and lassies offered themselves regularly. No, it was pleasure without fear of emotional entanglements that prompted visits to a certain establishment on the edge of the city where Aillil was well known. A room and a man could be rented for a few hours, or for the night, without the fear of discovery to be endured elsewhere. The house hadn't flourished for over forty years by being indiscreet, and paid lovers demanded monetary compensation, little more.
 A year ago, he'd met the man lying beside him, who'd be an equal if not for one fateful moment in history. He rolled onto his side to study his partner. Duncan was handsome and of good family, reduced to current circumstances by a father who'd chosen the losing side in the rebellion.
 Aillil secretly admired the risks taken in the name of Bonnie Prince Charlie, who would have been Scotland and England's king had the battle gone differently. Now this lad was paying the cost with nothing to show for his ancestor's sacrifices, not even his own family name. It had been reduced to a curse by many and a warning to still more of what happened to those who fought the English and lost. Damn the Englishmen and their meddling! They'd won! Couldn't they be happy that they'd overthrown the rebels? Must they ruin innocent lives, too, like they'd ruined Duncan's, by killing his father and stripping away the family's possessions, leaving him and his widowed mother destitute?
 "What are you thinking, Aillil?" Duncan asked, intruding on those dark thoughts.
 "That I'll miss you when you leave," Aillil answered in Gaelic.
 Duncan turned to face Aillil, propping his head on his arm. One brow rose in question.
 "You don't know what I said, do you?" Aillil asked.
 "No." A shadow of grief passed over Duncan's face. "You talked liked my grandfather did when he was alive."
 "You are a Scotsman born and do not understand the language of our people?" Aillil shook his head.
 "My mother forbade me to learn. She said the English would arrest me if I did." Curiosity must have bested caution, for Duncan finally asked, "What did you say?"
 That a man raised in poverty had learned the conqueror's language so well was testament that his poor mother had tried to do right by him. Most of the common folk's attempts at English were near incomprehensible. Not Duncan's. His speech and bearing befitted the son of a clan chief. He deserved far more than he had, which was nothing, especially since his mother's death had left him all alone in the world. What remained of his clan had been driven from the Highlands, the bulk of them leaving for the colonies.
 "It's nothing," Aillil replied, running the tips of his fingers down Duncan's nearly-hairless chest. Gooseflesh followed in their wake. "I'm merely wondering what would have become of you had the uprising been successful."
 If possible, the light in Duncan's eyes dimmed even more, and Aillil regretted defiling their sexual bliss with such weighty matters, He had much to say and little time in which to do it, for this was to be their farewell. Before parting, he wanted to remind Duncan of his heritage, and send him on to a new land and new future, a proud son of Scotland.
 .
 "If not for that defeat, I'd one day be laird and not earning my keep by spreading my legs," Duncan answered. "Not that I wouldn't still offer myself to you," he was quick to add, meeting Aillil's eyes briefly before turning away.
 "I'm sorry; I didn't mean to upset you." Aillil captured Duncan's quivering chin in one hand and lifted it to stare into woeful eyes. "You're merely doing what you have to in order to survive, a harsh lesson many a Scot has learned of late. There is no shame in that."
 Looking into those eyes and at the slim, nude figure lying next to him, Aillil felt a flash of guilt. Duncan was a just few years younger than he, in this house because of a family that had fallen from favor. If his own father had been a stronger man, would this have been Aillil's fate, too? Or would the backing of the Callaghans have been enough to sway the balance in favor of the Scots, as he'd always believed? It saddened Aillil that, regardless of how much pleasure he tried to bring to their meetings, it was still more than free will that brought Duncan to his bed. And now it was time to let go.
 "At least your family stood up for what they believed in." Aillil's voice held a bitter bite. "My father is a traitor, promising support and later withdrawing it when the enemy made a better offer. Unfortunately for him, the Crown is nothing if not fickle, giving its blessings and snatching them away for no cause. Father placed his faith in vows too easily broken, the promised title and lands never came, and what little the clan had has been diminished. The English are without honor!"
 That decision and its consequences rankled, though Aillil had been a lad himself at the time. "When our neighbors united, the chief of Clan Callaghan quietly withdrew, taking the coward's way out. In return, what did he get? The power of the clans is naught. The justice the lairds once dispensed is no more. He is merely a figurehead, a puppet whose puppeteer resides in another land." Callaghan Clan hadn't been party to the rebellion, and still they'd lost several choice holdings in the aftermath, simply on suspicion. For greed was more like it. Purposely leading the conversation where it needed to go, he said, "It would be better to face exile in the colonies."
 "Aye, I hear the colonies aren't that bad." Duncan's eyes lit with interest. That was good to hear and did much to dispel Aillil's guilt.
 "I despise the English, and those so weak that they went along like sheep to the slaughter. Your family had the right of it, Duncan! Better any Scotsman on the throne than an Englishman."
 His companion remained silent, gazing at him with curious eyes, and Aillil had to remind himself that, while close to the same age, they'd been raised differently. Duncan knew little of the proud traditions Aillil had been taught before his grandfather's death, of loyalty and of dying to uphold clan honor.
 Those thoughts served to darken his mood. "My grandfather was a great man. He believed the Callaghans should have joined the fight. When he grew sick and weak, my father usurped his place and kept him locked in his room, declaring him mad." Aillil exhaled a slow, heavy breath. "The night Grandfather died, I heard pipes."
 "Pipes? They're outlawed!"
 Aillil nodded. "Something else the bastards took from us. I heard them that night and slipped from my bed to find them."
 Duncan stared, transfixed, reminding Aillil of how he himself had once watched his grandfather telling tales of days gone by.
 As eagerly as a small child, Duncan prodded, "Did you find them?"
 "Aye, I did. In the yew grove I saw robed figures dancing in the moonlight. One approached and told me that they were sending my grandfather on his way, the proper way, the old way."
 "Pagans!" Duncan hissed.
 "Druids," Aillil corrected. "A religion that existed here long before Christianity." Outlawing Druidism hadn't stopped its followers; they still existed, practicing in secret. Aillil's grandfather had oft spoken of them. "We gave up too easily. My father should have fought."
 "At least the Callaghans still have their lands and can speak their name without shame." Duncan's quiet words barely reached Aillil's ears.
 Shadows stretched across the floor, a reminder that the sun was setting. Duncan lay silently on the bed, the lids over his big, sad brown eyes beginning to droop. The workers of the house weren't ill treated, but this one looked tired, and like he could use a few good meals and a friend. With the night came the house's busiest time, and Duncan could be called upon to service several more customers before finally seeking his own bed and rest.
 Well, rest and peace Aillil could give for a time, and he welcomed an excuse to prolong the inevitable parting. Tomorrow, Duncan's life would be busy, indeed. "Go tell your master I'll pay for the whole night, and bring us back a meal." He reached beside the bed to the skin pouch worn on his belt, removing several coins to place in Duncan's outstretched hand.
 Originally intending to save it for later, Aillil decided to tell his news now. His eyes roved over the body had pleasured him well this past year—pleasure he was going to miss. "This is the last time we'll be together; I'd like to make the most of it."
 The coins scratched together in Duncan's tight fist, a small, desperate sound that matched his stricken face. "Have I displeased you? If there was something more that you wanted, you had but to ask." His eyes strayed to the floor. "Do you wish someone younger?"
 "Nay, lad. You've not displeased me." Aillil smiled his reassurance. Duncan had never been less than perfect. "I'm merely displeased with your surroundings." When he'd first started these clandestine visits, he'd sworn against the meetings being anything more than physical. In spite of that vow, he'd come to care for Duncan and could no longer bear to see the son of a clan chief living like this. Had the lad been a lass, Aillil would have found a house in a nearby village and installed him as mistress long ago.
 "I'm not a lad." The words lacked conviction. After a moment, Duncan's shoulders slumped. "I feel like an old man sometimes."
 Aillil knew what he meant, feeling that way far too often himself.
 Duncan rose from the bed and picked up the clothing he'd discarded in haste earlier.
 "You were truly a lad when they were commonplace. Were you taught how to wrap a kilt?" Aillil asked.
 "No," came the mumbled reply.
 Aillil stood, picking up the yards of plaid fabric that fashioned his clothing. He rounded the bed to drape it around Duncan's shoulders.
 "You should know how to do it. They'll take everything from us if we let them. Go, fetch us some meat and cheese, holding your head high like the noble Scotsman that you are."
 Duncan stared, eyes wide and terrified. "I'll be in such trouble if I'm seen in this! There are spies everywhere!"
 With a sigh, Aillil removed the rough woolen garment, letting it drop to the floor. "I don't have the right to make you suffer for my convictions. Too many others have done that to you already." He wouldn't be like his father, leading others to ruin. "I am not your laird and will not bring the Sassenach down upon you; especially now when you're nearly beyond their reach."
 "What do you mean?" Duncan stammered, trembling likely inspired by more than the evening chill. "Despite your generosity, I haven't saved enough for a new start elsewhere."
 Aillil had originally wanted to restore Duncan's dignity by letting him save and earn his own freedom. Lately he'd come to realize that the longer Duncan remained here, the harder it would be to let him go. "Your kin took a ship to Wilmington. I've paid your passage to the colonies; they'll welcome you, a strong young man with a bright mind."
 Hope flared in Duncan's eyes that helped alleviate Aillil's doubts. He felt it prudent to caution, "It won't be the life of a laird, but it's better than what you have here."
 The hope warred with disbelief on Duncan's face. "You don't mean that. You've really bought me a ticket?"
 Aillil nodded. "Aye, I did. You've pleased me more than you can ever know, and if I had my way, you'd fill my bed every night. Be that as it may, it's not right to keep you here for my own selfish reasons. You should be free to pursue a better life."
 Wary eyes searched Aillil's. In that moment, Duncan appeared younger than he had in a long time. "I truly did enjoy our time together, and will miss you greatly. Thank you," he said. He threw on his clothing before bounding from the room.
 Aillil didn't know exactly why he was being thanked: for freedom, their nights spent together, or for restoring the man's pride. It didn't matter. That Duncan had found something to be grateful for was the important thing. With any luck, soon he'd be grateful for a second chance at life in a new land, far from the painful memories of what might have been.
 Relaxing back on the bed, Aillil flexed a sore arm. Duncan's ilk weren't the only reasons for visiting Edinburgh. There were men here willing to teach the sword, another thing the English had banned. He'd learned in his youth, but without regular practice those skills would be lost. If and when a threat came, Aillil didn't intend to be helpless, and what he learned he planned to one day share with his brothers— against their father's wishes if need be.
 He'd also some private business to attend involving a few investments. While his father insisted on throwing good money after bad, Aillil preferred to wager his on propositions with better odds. Odds that had fallen in his favor, reaping a tidy windfall. When he was named laird, that ever-growing sum would help restore the glory of the clan, without reliance on the English. Minus the cost of one ticket to the colonies and enough coin to tide Duncan over, of course. All money Aillil spent was his own. He refused to take his father's, or rather, the clan's, for personal use, unlike others he could name.
 He was bound and determined that there would never be another Callaghan Coward in the family, who thought only of themselves or the English. He'd not repeat his sire's mistakes, and if given the opportunity, he'd personally see to it that no Englishmen were left on Scottish soil. At least no live ones, for Duncan, and for every other Scot who'd suffered for Sassenach greed.

The English were an evil not to be tolerated.

[Back to Table of Contents]

Chapter Three
Malcolm stood in a great stone hall in the Scottish Highlands, far larger than the dining room of the school where he'd taught, which he'd considered massive. The room would have easily accommodated all the numerous students previously under his care, but only four youngsters sat at a long table that stretched before the hearth—his new charges.

The oldest was a lad caught in that brief moment when childhood ends and adulthood begins. Skinny and gawky, not yet grown into his height, he appeared open and friendly, with a studious air that reminded Malcolm of past prized pupils. Dark, unruly hair fell into intelligent brown eyes that studied him with undisguised interest. A somewhat largish nose nearly overwhelmed otherwise delicate features.

Across from the first youth sat a pair of twins, about ten years of age, stockier of build. Their hair was lighter than their older brother's, leaning toward auburn. Also reminiscent of former pupils, the taunts they threw at each other were warning enough that they were going to be a handful.

The last one, much smaller than the others, huddled into the tall, thin young man's side. Several times the child's thumb approached his mouth, and each time a muffled "Ahem" from the older boy sent it scurrying back under the table out of sight. Unlike his brothers, this boy's hair was light, nearly a match for the oak table at which they sat. His eyes were dark, like his brothers', and thoughtful.

At the head of the table, arms folded behind a broad back, was the single most intimidating man Malcolm had ever seen—Laird Eoghan Callaghan, Malcolm's new employer and father of the four boys. Bushy, graying brows rose and fell above the same hawkish nose that repeated itself on the face of each son. His hair was more neatly kept than the boys', darker, and shot through with streaks of silver. It fell loose around his shoulders. He paced back and forth from hearth to table, reminding Malcolm of a former headmaster delivering a lecture.

"I do not know how things were at your last post, nor do I care. In this house, I expect the strictest of discipline," the laird intoned, laying down the laws in what sounded like a well-rehearsed speech. "There will be no coddling." He shot a disdainful glare to the youngest boy, who ducked behind his brother. "Rory," the man said by way of introduction.

Laird Callaghan nodded his graying head toward the twins. "Dughall and Dughlas. I expect my sons to behave respectfully and cause the name of Callaghan no shame." One's cheeks flushed; the other affected a look of false innocence.

Turning toward the oldest, behind whom Rory was hiding, he continued, "There is a time for study and a time for other things that don't require one's nose to be stuck in a book. Niall."

Malcolm was shaking in his boots, and barely managed to venture, "I'm pleased to meet you all. We'll get along splendidly, I'm sure." The oldest boy nodded and the twins snorted, only slightly quieter than their father. Rory slid farther behind his brother's back, almost completely disappearing from view.

"You're not here to get along," Eoghan spat, "you're here to teach them. I'll not have it said that Callaghans are the ignorant savages the Sassenach think us to be."

Unsure whether or not he was included among the "Sassenach" Eoghan referred to, Malcolm caught Niall's sympathetic gaze. Ah, an ally already; that was promising. The smirks from the twins said they'd be harder to win over, and more than likely Rory would follow suit with his older brother, judging by how tightly the youngster clung.

Malcolm opened his mouth to reply when all coherent thoughts fled. Leaning in the doorway, arms folded across a wide expanse of chest, could easily be one of the ignorant savages the laird had spoken of. A wild mantle of black hair fell over the man's eyes, and a full, woolly beard hid half of his face. He was dressed in a tartan kilt, forbidden since the rebellion of 'forty-five, and a shirt that may, at one time in its distant history, have been white. The same prominent nose as the rest of Callaghans, the only facial feature clearly visible, suggested he was close kin.

"An Englishman, Father?" A deep, menacing growl emerged from the unkempt reminder of more primitive times.
 A huge hand swept aside the curtain of hair, revealing a coldness in the newcomer's piercing, dark-eyed stare. Malcolm's blood froze at the hostility that flowed from the stranger in great, pulsing waves. Eoghan Callaghan was demoted to the second most intimidating man Malcolm had ever met.
 The four boys looked up, smiles of welcome proving they were far more comfortable with this man than with their own father, who hadn't received more than a frown. He had called Eoghan "Father." Was he a brother? Tiny Rory, with two front teeth missing from his grin, jumped from the table to launch himself at the new arrival. The harshness melted before Malcolm's eyes as the mere slip of a boy was caught midflight, to be tossed high into the air and re-caught. "Aillil!" the child shrieked in obvious delight.
 In his scruffy woolen tartans, the newcomer looked more animal than man. It was when he smiled at the youngster that his face transformed, appearing less world-weary and almost handsome.
 There was no mistaking the disapproval in the laird's eyes when they swept over the scene.
 "I thought it time they learned their enemy, and how to fight the battle properly," Eoghan replied, tone and stance screaming, My word is law, do not question me!
 Turning to Malcolm, Eoghan explained through clenched teeth, "My heir, Aillil."
 Aillil. The big bear of a man dressed in forbidden clothing was named Aillil. Setting the child down, the moving mountain approached the table, calling out a cheerful greeting to each of his brothers. When his eyes raked Malcolm, they turned angry and threatening.

What have I done to earn such wrath? Malcolm wondered. How can someone I don't know hate me with such undeniable passion?

When Aillil reached Eoghan's side, he glowered at his slightly shorter sire. "Father," he said. His curt greeting lacked the affection he'd shown for his brothers. "I have news from Edinburgh. I'll await you in your study." He spun on his heel, shooting one more venomous glance at Malcolm before departing the way he had come.

Without a word, Eoghan followed.
 Malcolm was flabbergasted, wondering what he'd gotten himself into. Should he worry about being murdered in his sleep? He'd come here to escape persecution, not find more.
 "Pay them no heed," Niall said, tugging on a sleeve to get Malcolm's attention. "Aillil hates all things English and chafes at the restrictions put on us by the crown. He's still a decent man. You've naught to fear from him. Father doesn't hate the English, it's more that he's embarrassed at the power they hold. Both are too busy to bother with you, or us and our studies."
 Looking down at four youthful faces, one eager, one shy, and two mischievous, Malcolm prayed the boy was right. * * * *

Aillil was passing the entrance to the great hall, intent on the back staircase that led to his room, when he heard his father's clipped words. That tone was used to speak to underlings or misbehaving sons, never an equal. Curious, he stepped inside, leaning in the doorway to observe before barging in, a valuable lesson learned a long time ago, still forgotten on occasion.

The room designed to hold the laird's extended family and clan, in addition to numerous attendants, held a handful of people: Aillil's father, brothers, and a stranger. It took a moment to realize that the man hanging onto every word was the new tutor. The last had been a dismal failure. Aillil remembered his own instructors fondly. He'd fostered for a time in Glasgow with another prominent family, once the custom in the Highlands, and provided with the finest educators. The scholars from whom he'd learned bore little resemblance to the barely literate, drunken sods his father usually employed. It would be a miracle if his brothers reached maturity with even a cursory education. This new teacher had best be more qualified than the last.

Regardless of the man's credentials, he didn't warrant the attention of the laird himself. It should be a seneschal addressing so mundane an issue, for such were the duties of that lofty position. Yet, there stood the chief of Clan Callaghan, wielding what little authority was still his to command. Once the castle had boasted two seneschals, stewards of the household who, in turn, would have others reporting to them. That was before the glory days had ended with the defeat of Bonnie Prince Charlie.

The immense stone structure that housed them had been the dwelling of the Callaghans for generations, the furnishings nearly as time-worn as the stones. Most of the few remaining servants had been with them since Aillil was small; tutors were another matter. Either the louts had drinking or other problems, angered a local father by taking advantage of some lass, or the twins ran them off with their antics. Aillil hoped, for his brothers' sakes and the household's, that this new teacher was made of sterner stuff. Why his father wouldn't send them for fostering, to attend school in Glasgow or Inverness, was beyond him. Then again, the current laird, so accepting of English rule, had few friends among the local clans, unlike Aillil's late grandfather, who was highly respected in better days.

Eoghan did have a maternal cousin in Inverness who might agree. However, Aillil wouldn't trust that man with a hound, much less his brothers.

Presence still unnoticed, Aillil studied the stranger. He was small of stature and quite pleasing to the eye, with hair the color of a red fox's fur and fine-boned, inquisitive features. A stirring began beneath Aillil's kilt. The man was undeniably attractive, that is, until he opened his mouth and an English accent emerged. Aillil's eyes narrowed and rage began to build. How dare his father add insult to injury by inviting a Sassenach into their midst, entrusting Callaghan minds to the care of a hated Englishman!

Bristling with anger, he fixed his sire with a piercing glare known to back down many a rival. "An Englishman, Father?" His condescending gaze fell on the new tutor, saying exactly what he thought of the man, comely or not. There were bonnie Scotsmen aplenty without falling afoul of the likes of a Sassenach.

The hatred aimed at the enemy was interrupted by Rory, who laughed and ran into Aillil's arms. Never one to resist the lad, he tossed the boy in the air and caught him, unable to keep a smile at bay. Aillil's anger never stood a chance against the charms of the fair, happy child.

Disapproval shone in his father's eyes when Aillil chanced a glance to the head of the table. Eoghan hated that Rory was favored by his brothers. Their mother had died giving him life, and he was such a sweet and gentle soul that the older boys couldn't help spoiling him. Eoghan certainly never spared the child a second thought, and Niall had long ago assumed responsibility for the lad.

Next, it was Aillil's filthy tartans that received a once-over. Being on the road for days left little time to worry about appearances. Seeing the stranger watching the interaction so closely rekindled his fury. What he needed to say to his clan chief would be done away from prying ears.

"Father, I have news from Edinburgh," he lied. Nothing he'd learned there would be shared with a traitor;
 furthermore, the man owed him an explanation. "I'll await you in your study." Casting one last, scathing glance at the red-haired teacher, Aillil turned and left the room, knowing Eoghan would follow.

He met no one on the way to his father's study and wondered if they'd lost any more servants in his absence. Aillil stepped inside the room where Eoghan spent a good portion of each day, dearly wishing to see his grandfather sitting behind the desk. An affectionate smile and a kind word would have been his welcome.

The room that generations of Callaghan lairds had used for conducting business looked exactly the same as it had in his grandfather's day. "How I wish you were still here," he whispered, staring at the portrait hanging over the hearth. From inside an ornate frame, the wise old man who could do no wrong, in Aillil's eyes, smiled down. By all accounts, Fionan Callaghan had been a great leader, well loved by their own clan and respected by others. If he were still alive, he'd be horrified at how far the mighty Clan Callaghan had fallen.

Footsteps warned Aillil of his father's approach. "I hope this is important."
 Back turned, Aillil ground out, "You dare to bring a Sassenach into our midst?"
 "Who is laird here, Aillil? What right have you to question me?"
 There was truth in those words that Aillil had no wish to acknowledge. Had his father retained the hereditary power of the clan chiefs, such insolence would be harshly punished. That power was now gone, given away for the promise of an earldom that had never materialized. Still, if Aillil pushed too far, being heir would offer no protection. With five legitimate sons, and likely several illegitimate ones, Eoghan could disown him and have ample spares.
 "I sincerely hope no one saw you dressed as you are!" his sire continued. "Do you wish to bring the wrath of the English upon us? You fault me for bringing in a mere teacher when you openly defy the law. If you've no respect for our good name, at least consider your brothers. You risk more than yourself; you risk us all."
 "What I do does not affect you or them and well you know it," Aillil growled, thoughts straying to Duncan's bleak fate. Duncan's father had probably believed the same thing before the battle of Culloden, and those decisions nearly resulted in the end of Duncan's clan. More softly, Aillil added, "No, Father, no one saw me." At least, no one who is friend to the English went unsaid.
 "You'd do well to consider the consequences of your actions. It's one thing to flaunt defiance here in the Highlands; in the city it is quite another. I owe you no explanation, nonetheless, I will tell you that this teacher came highly recommended, and he's the younger son of an English baron." Eoghan's heavy footsteps traversed the length of the room, halting directly behind Aillil. "You may not care for the king's men when they come; I do. We must keep up appearances! We must remain above reproach. What better way to appear to embrace their ways and customs than to hire one of their own to teach my sons?"
 Aillil fully believed that his father did more than appear to accept the English, and he wondered how destitute the clan had to become before coin ceased to flow into the king's coffers in an attempt to win an English title with bribes. Bribes paid for by the sweat of the clan's brow. The family's outside holdings had dwindled to nothing, and all petitions for restoration had been ignored. What would it take for Eoghan to finally understand that the English took, they didn't give?
 "You will accept this tutor and do what you can to see that he stays," Eoghan commanded. "You don't want your brothers to grow up ignorant, do you?"

Ah, yes, hide behind my brothers, you weakling. Aillil replied, "If he stays away from my path, I'll stay away from his." With that pronouncement, he turned and faced the man whose likeness he bore.
 They glared at each other and parted ways, Aillil wondering how two men who looked so similar could think so differently.
 * * * *

Entering the hall for the evening meal, Aillil was somewhat cleaner, and still wearing a kilt. To him, the great kilt symbolized a true Scotsman; he refused to give it up, although weavers willing to create new garments were getting harder and harder to find. Taking his usual place beside the laird, he glanced down the table. The tutor sat at the opposite end, with many empty places standing between them. How depressing. When Fionan was alive, the table was filled to capacity, the room lively with conversation. There would also be music, which Aillil sorely missed.

Over the past few years, all the young, able-bodied men who'd normally grace the hall had been conscripted into the English military, and the seneschals and the harper had died, never to be replaced. The outlawing of the great war pipes put an end to the traditional role of piper, and the clan no longer retained enough power or wealth for their laird to need bodyguards. Eoghan's death would mean one less Scotsman to worry about, in the king's eyes.

Also noticeably missing was the laughter of females. After Aillil's mother died, his father hadn't remarried, meeting his needs by visiting a mistress instead of bringing her into the castle. It was Aillil's private belief that the man hoped for a match with a titled Englishwoman.

Ailsa, the only girl child to survive infancy, had been married off into a lowland clan with whom Eoghan sought to curry favor. Thankfully, the man chosen for her was an amiable sort and had wasted no time falling in love with his new bride. For that alone, Aillil was in his debt.

Now it was Aillil, his father, brothers, and the teacher, with a few servants hovering nearby. The shame of it! The once magnificent castle was now little more than a keep, the curtain wall that had repelled centuries of rivals a crumbling ruin. Most of the rooms were empty. A dismal, dreary place it was.

Their meal, a rich venison stew, was eaten in silence. Eoghan frowned on dinner conversation unless visitors were in attendance. The quiet was broken by an occasional murmur from one of the lads questioning their new teacher. Aillil couldn't blame them. All they ever saw were the lands and villages surrounding their home. They knew little of the outside world. Speaking to someone from another land was a novelty.

No, the fault lay with the Englishman. Why had he come here? Did he hope, like a predecessor had, to abscond with their valuables? Did he wish to dally with ignorant backcountry wenches smitten by the flattery of a foreigner? Quite possibly the man was running from something. A criminal, come to hide? Were Niall and the others in danger? Or could the man be a spy, sent by the English?

Aillil scrutinized the stranger, convinced he meant the clan harm. When a buxom maid approached, the teacher's eyes didn't rove to her ample bosom or ogle her backside, as expected. Instead, he merely smiled and offered polite thanks for the filling of his cup before inclining his ear to Niall. Hmmm, did the man like lasses with a little less meat on their bones?

An Englishman. There were plenty of good Scottish teachers. Aillil didn't quite believe his father's reasoning. Why an Englishman? This one also seemed a bit young for his profession. Lack of experience didn't bode well for longevity. Most tutors lasted a few weeks before they fled the castle or were banished, and many of those had been seasoned men who shouldn't have run screaming from the pranks of the twins, no matter how creative those pranks might be. They were boys, after all, and a touch high spirited at times. Studious Niall was probably a perfect student, and Rory never emerged from Niall's shadow long enough to cause trouble.

Midway through the meal, Aillil saw something he'd never thought to see: shy Rory talking to an adult other than himself! His small, tight-lipped brother scarcely spoke to the servants, and never to their father, and there the lad was with a mirthful face, eyes alight with laughter. The teacher's words were softly spoken, but Aillil managed to hear, "I'll show you later tonight." His hackles rose. The Sassenach wouldn't be the first man to turn perverted desires on a helpless youth. An unfortunate, brief stay at his father's cousin's in Inverness had taught him that.

He kept a close watch, and when the boys left the table behind the Englishman, Aillil waited a few scant moments before following, keeping out of sight. They didn't mount the stairs that led to his brother's quarters, going instead toward the oldest part of the structure—the tower that once provided defense against invaders. Up the winding staircase he climbed, quietly placing his feet on each stone stair. He heard voices and paused, listening closely.

"Is that it?" Rory's childish voice was full of excitement. "Can I touch it?" Niall asked.
 Gentle laughter from the teacher was their answer. "Be
 patient. If you're good and do exactly as I tell you, you'll each get a turn. Here, Rory, you first." The voices ceased and Aillil held his breath, waiting for the first sign of distress from above. If the man harmed those boys in any way...

"No, Rory," the English-accented voice said. The words were kind and patient with no hint of rebuke. "It's very delicate; you must hold it like so." After a moment he continued, "There, like that. Now, give me your other hand."

Aillil couldn't believe the others would allow anything to happen to the youngster they all doted on. Still, they were quieter than he'd ever heard them. Even the twins were silent, a rare occurrence. After several uneventful moments had passed, he decided he'd fretted for naught and turned to leave when the teacher's next words slammed into his protective instincts. "Gently now, stroke it very, very gently. It responds best to a firm, easy hand."

No! Mounting the remaining stairs two at the time, Aillil bellowed, "Unhand him this instant!" The door to the tower room struck the wall behind it with enough force to rattle teeth, and he swept inside, consumed by righteous fury and ready to tear the vile offender limb from limb. Five sets of wide eyes stared at him, five mouths hung open. Instead of the expected perversion, his youngest brother sat on a stool in the middle of the room, muted candlelight reflecting off a... violin? In Rory's other hand was a bow.
 * * * * 
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Chapter Four
Aillil's rage hovered momentarily, then careened around the room seeking a target. At last, the truth penetrated that primitive part of his brain that would kill to protect kin, and the teacher's instruction was understood in its rightful context. His anger dissolved. The words were merely cautioning Rory to carefully handle a valuable possession.

Lack of guilt this time didn't mean the Englishman wouldn't try something later. Feeling no apology was warranted, Aillil offered none. Rory, used to their father's stormy moods, doubtless saw nothing amiss in the outburst, being too young to understand the implications. The twins, also used to harshly shouted words, normally deserved, resumed inspecting the teacher's belongings. Niall said nothing, regarding Aillil thoughtfully. Cogs could easily be imagined turning in the boy's mind.

"Aillil!' Rory announced happily, shattering the tension. "Masser By-lee gaun teach vy-lin!" His missing teeth caused him to sputter.

The teacher watched with wary eyes, and Aillil was amazed to see that, rather than retreat to the farthest corner of the room, the slightly built man had put himself between what must be perceived as a threat and his students. Interesting. Equally interesting was the fire that flashed in those wide-set green eyes. Ah, the Sassenach wasn't without spirit.

"Very good, Rory," Aillil replied, suspicious eyes pinning his nemesis. "I believe I'll stay and watch—if your teacher has no objection." He raised a questioning brow. With the four boys all nodding enthusiastically, the man couldn't graciously object.

"If you wish." The Englishman's freckled nose rose haughtily and he returned to instructing Rory. There was no mistaking the stubborn set of his jaw. Although pride probably dictated that the youngsters be spared any scathing comments, it appeared to Aillil that the matter was far from over.

When the bow at last connected with the strings, the instrument squalled like an angry cat. Aillil winced, fighting to hide his reaction.

The teacher never flinched. "Everyone does that the first time." His low, encouraging tones lessened Rory's pout. "I'll tell you what, you finger the strings and I'll wield the bow."

Standing behind the stool, the teacher reached around Rory, long, slender fingers covering the boy's on the strings. Aillil watched like a hawk, anticipating a wrong move. Rory was touched no more than necessary, and Aillil couldn't help noticing that his bashful sibling didn't pull away from the contact. This time, the stroke of the bow produced a pure, sweet note. Cold chills rose on Aillil's arms and along his spine.

The sound, while very different than his beloved pipes, was breathtaking. Aillil had once scoffed at his own violin teacher after a few lessons, preferring an instrument more befitting a Highlander. That pipes were no longer an option for public playing had him rethinking his options.

One by one, the boys took turns with varying degrees of success, while the others sat on the floor, observing. Even Dughall and Dughlas, usually in constant motion, sat still for a time. When they'd all taken a turn, Niall spoke up. "Master Byerly, would you please play something for us?"

The Englishman shot a defiant look at Aillil, who inclined his head. Sitting down on the stool, the teacher swept red curls away from his face with one hand before securing the violin against his neck. He closed his eyes, exhaling a slow, heavy breath. To Aillil, it appeared to be a ritual. The first notes began, slow and soothing, quickly escalating into a lively tune. It wasn't the merry ditty the boys had attempted; it was something much more complicated. The teacher's nimble fingers darted over the stings in a well-practiced blur.

Aillil grudgingly admitted that the violin was skillfully played. While in Glasgow, he'd had the privilege of learning the sword. The sword master, a diminutive man, scarcely larger than the teacher, wielded his weapon with such grace that it was more of a dance than fighting moves, and cold steel in his hands became an extension of himself. No challenger stood a chance of victory. Seeing the Englishman's confident playing reminded Aillil of that man. Each was a master in his own right.

All too soon it was over, and Aillil was surprised at his own disappointment. He was about to ask for another song when Niall spoke up. "Thank you, Master Byerly. It's time for us to be abed." The wiry youth herded the complaining younger boys from the tower room, leaving Aillil alone with the Englishman.

The moments ticked by. Aillil had reached the conclusion that an apology was due, after all. The man may yet transgress, though currently he appeared innocent of the heinous act Aillil had thought him guilty of. "Teacher, I..." he began.
 "Malcolm Byerly." Raising his eyes brought him face to face with someone he'd hated hours earlier. Now he wasn't sure. How could he hate someone his brothers seemed to adore? But trust? Another matter entirely.

"Byerly," the man repeated, glaring daggers at Aillil and easing off the stool. "My name is Malcolm Byerly. And regardless of what you might believe, not all Englishmen force their attentions on helpless children." His voice was surprisingly melodious, even laced with scorn.

"I care for my brothers," Aillil said, voice equally stern. With Duncan heading for a new life, Aillil had no pressing business elsewhere and was free to keep an eye out for his brothers' interests. And that included keeping an eye on their tutor.

They stared each other down, the tension building. Aillil thought it must look quite amusing, the angry redhead being so much smaller. Before taking time to consider his actions, Aillil seated himself on the stool, staring into shocked green eyes. His mouth opened and out came, "My turn now."
 "What?" Ignoring the teacher's surprised gasp, Aillil reached up and plucked the violin and bow from unresisting hands. Positioning them as he'd once been taught, he drew the bow across the strings, knowing the same vile squawking each of the novices had produced was expected. Instead, the instrument sang true. Aillil regarded the Englishman expectantly, pleased at remembering lessons from long ago. For now, he chose to feign a certain amount of ignorance.

The tutor resumed his place behind the stool, directing Aillil's fingering of the strings. His touch was lighter and far more hesitant than it had been with the boys. The tune they played was simple, and completed with few sour notes.

Aillil smiled despite the present company. While it would never replace his treasured pipes, a violin could be played without fear. The look he turned on the shocked Englishman brooked no argument. "You will teach me to play."
 * * * * Malcolm seethed. The nerve of that arrogant beast! Barging in, suspecting the vilest of sins, and interrupting a music lesson! The big brute had nearly scared the poor boys to death! To top it all off, he had the audacity to expect to be taught himself!

The small chamber on the topmost floor of the tower offered little room for Malcolm's agitated pacing. He'd have kicked the oaf out on his tartan-clad ass if not for the watchful, worshiping eyes of the boys. They seemed to think highly of their rude, savage older sibling; why, Malcolm couldn't fathom. Picturing the shaggy man, laughing and playing with Rory, cooled his temper. No one who adored a child could be completely bad. Despite that lone redeeming quality, Malcolm still hoped the man would tire of the strict discipline required to learn a musical instrument and return to the wilds from whence he apparently came. The less contact they had, the better.

The violin was cleaned and placed on the table beside the bed with great care. Well used when Malcolm had bought it, it still had cost a good deal of a teacher's salary. It was worth every penny. He quietly prepared for sleep before stretching out on his narrow bed, thinking back to the Callaghans and their introduction to the instrument. Of the five of them, the big, intimidating Aillil alone showed any true interest. Niall preferred listening, and the twins simply couldn't sit still long enough to make it through a single song. Rory was very young and timid, and in time could show some promise.

Sleep eluded Malcolm for many hours as he mulled over his changed circumstances. Had he really improved them by abandoning his post in Kent to come here? Visualizing the hate-filled faces of the men who'd condemned Thomas, and weighing them against the elder Callaghans, he worried that he'd traded devils he knew for one or, in this case, two, lesser known. Not only was Aillil an open threat, when not actively trying to be a nuisance, the damnable man was attractive, in a rugged, untamed way. When slumber finally came, it brought with it the memory of the barbarian's solid back pressed against Malcolm's groin.
 * * * * "Very good, Dughall," Malcolm praised, beaming at his most challenging student's latest attempt to read aloud. The poor child's nose was quite literally buried in the book, a sure sign that what had first appeared to be an unwillingness to learn wasn't entirely due to a stubborn nature, though that certainly didn't help. He'd improved markedly in the past two weeks, but still had a long way to go to catch up with his better-visioned twin.

A muffled snigger sounded when Malcolm discreetly picked a bug from his sleeve and tossed it out the window. Apparently Dughlas had taken advantage of the distraction to place it there—the fifth so far today. Each and every time, Malcolm discarded them as unobtrusively as possible. If he didn't react, eventually the boys would tire of the game and find some other way to test him. He had every confidence that he'd counter whatever they came up with. Really, did they think themselves the only ones he'd ever instructed?

When Dughall stumbled over a word, Malcolm stepped in. "Possible means something can happen, probable means it's likely that it will happen." He went on to explain, "It's possible that you and Dughlas won't get into any mischief today, while it's probable that you will."

A bark of laughter from the doorway caused him to look up. His smile faded when he saw Aillil leaning against the doorframe, arms folded across a tartan-covered chest. Several times during the day he'd caught the Callaghan heir watching him, more than likely attempting to find some fault with the lessons. With a smug bit of pride, Malcolm noted that all four of his students held great promise with their studies, promise that would be fulfilled under his tutelage. There were many things he was unsure of; his ability to teach wasn't one of them.

Lessons finished, he dismissed the boys, who fled the room for an afternoon outside. When they were safely out of sight Malcolm acknowledged Aillil's presence. "Is there something you wanted?"

Aillil straightened from the doorway, crossing the room in a few long strides. "After the evening meal, you'll come to my rooms with your violin." The words, although more confidently spoken, were an unwitting reminder of poor Thomas' bold proposition. Malcolm hadn't thought of Thomas' advances in weeks, having hoped he'd successfully banished the incident from his mind. It seemed the guilt and pain were still there, waiting for a reminder. Trust Aillil to provide one.

"And if I don't?" Malcolm had plenty of experience facing down bullies, even large, obnoxious ones. Body taut as a bowstring, he stood his ground.
 "You will," came the arrogant reply. Before Malcolm could argue Aillil turned and left the hall. Malcolm's hunger fled, and he no longer looked forward to their evening meal.
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Chapter Five
That night Malcolm entered the great hall with his students, all laughing at something Niall had said. The boys fell silent. Four frightened gazes fixed on a group of men sitting at the table with Eoghan. One of the men looked up, an arrogant sneer on his face.

When Malcolm had lived in his father's house, he'd once gone fox hunting with his brothers. The dogs had looked at the fox like that. Malcolm turned away, shooing his students to the opposite end of the table. He placed himself between them and the stranger.

Normally, meals in the hall were relatively tranquil. Tonight was different. The visitors were loud and boisterous, especially the one whom the boys seemed to fear. He appeared of an age with Eoghan, with a shifty glint in his eye that hinted of dishonesty and a cruel twist to his lips. Malcolm might have considered him handsome if the young Callaghans' behavior hadn't been evidence that the man was dangerous.

The boys had settled far away from the strangers, and Aillil, despite earlier demands for a private concert, was noticeably absent. Niall, Rory, Dughall, and Dughlas usually couldn't resist an occasional comment, quieting when reprimanded by Eoghan. Tonight, they said not a word. Malcolm glanced up several times to see the gimlet-eyed stranger staring at them, and unease formed a knot in his belly. As soon as was polite, he made excuses and escorted the boys from the room. Once they were safely secured in their quarters, he returned to the tower for his violin. It mattered little that he hadn't actually agreed to the meeting; he wasn't about to back down from a challenge.

He'd scarcely mounted the stairs to the sons' wing when a voice he'd heard way too much of during the past hour taunted from above, "What do you plan to do, lad? You're no match for me." What was that man doing here? Who was he speaking with?

Niall, normally so steady and sure, stammered, "I'll tell my father." The words were strangely devoid of confidence.
 The other voice was a vile hiss. "Your father knows, boy. How do you think I knew where to find you?"
 Malcolm froze, holding his breath. Thus far, he'd heard two voices. When frightened, Rory cried, ceasing only when comforted by Niall. He strained to hear, but the only sounds were the stranger's evil laugh and Niall's pleas. If Dughall and Dughlas were up there they wouldn't be quiet; they'd be hurling insults. Only the stranger and Niall, then.
 He momentarily debated slipping back downstairs for help until a frightened "Please, no!" spurred him to action. How dare the lout accost the boy! Back flattened to the wall, Malcolm crept up the stairs, reining in white-hot rage. The grizzled man from the hall was nearly Aillil's height, and openly carried a sword. Unarmed and with little knowledge of fighting, Malcolm fervently hoped that either the stranger would flee when confronted by another full-grown man, or that he could create a diversion, allowing Niall to slip away.
 Timing each footfall precisely so the arrogant sneers covered any sounds, he crept up to the top stair. On the landing stood the man he'd expected, with a sinister, mocking grin on his lips, made more hideous by flickering lantern light. The stranger had one hand wrapped around Niall's upper arm, fingers digging cruelly into flesh.
 When the slender youth struggled, a sword was raised, the point aimed at the vulnerable spot where throat met neck. Niall whimpered and raised his chin to evade the sharp blade. Eyes wide, he stammered, "I promise not to tell anyone if you'll release me."
 Malcolm's blood boiled, urging him to attack. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. One miscalculation and that sharpened steel could end Niall's life in an instant. Rushing in would make the situation worse. Think, Malcolm, think!
 Rory burst from the door to the boys' chamber, screaming, "Niall!" He charged his brother's captor, beating leather-clad legs uselessly with childish fists. "Let him go! Let him go!"
 The stranger laughed again, looking down his long nose at the diminutive assailant. "You're a bit too young for my tastes. Another time, perhaps." His words were slurred and he swayed precariously. On top of already despicable behavior, the bastard was drunk! That could either be a liability or an asset.
 Despite obvious fear, Niall shouted, "Rory, get back to the others!" He earned himself a nick with the blade for his efforts. A thin rivulet of red appeared, dark against a pale cheek.
 Rory backed away, eyes never leaving his brother's face. Go back in the room, go back in the room, Malcolm chanted silently, hoping to minimize the damage. The child shouldn't have to witness this, and it was better to have just the one boy to worry about.
 "Please, Rory," Niall pleaded. The words brimmed with weary resignation.
 The stranger and Niall watched Rory hesitate and finally obey.
 "Now, where were we?" the predator purred. He eased down the hallway toward an open door, dragging Niall.
 With every step they took, Malcolm's heart beat faster. Thankfully, the man was preoccupied and hadn't noticed him. At this point, he doubted his mere presence would have any influence, and he desperately tried to conjure a way to save Niall.
 His opponent was armed and appeared skilled in the use of the weapon held so purposefully against the young man's throat. Unfortunately, tearing arrogant beasts limb from limb with bare hands had never been covered in any of the books Malcolm had read. The element of surprise was his best weapon.
 Knowing that all was lost if they reached that room, Malcolm jumped from the shadows, violin brandished high overhead. "Ahhhhhhh!" he screamed, drawing the man's attention. Niall ducked, and Malcolm brought the precious instrument crashing down with all his might on an unkempt mass of graying hair.

Twang! went the strings. The violin shattered, wooden shards rattling off the walls and floor.
 Niall's attacker released his hold and collapsed in a dazed heap, sword clattering against the stone at his feet. "Niall!" Malcolm bellowed, "go to your room. Now!"
 "But, Master..."
 "Now, Niall!" Malcolm crouched, bow trained on the moaning man's head. In his other hand was the neck of the ruined violin, all that remained intact. The anger flowing through his veins demanded an outlet, and driving the sharp wooden point like a dagger through the disgusting predator escalated from possibility to probability.
 When the door closed behind Niall, Malcolm drew back to strike. Unyielding arms wound around his body, jerking him away. He kicked uselessly, feet no longer touching the floor. "Let me go!" he shrieked.
 "Go with my brothers" was growled against his neck. "I'll handle this."
 Wondering once more if he'd traded one devil for another, Malcolm looked up into the terrifying countenance of Aillil Callaghan. The hatred he'd seen that first day was nothing in comparison, for hell had no fury like that stormy expression. A moan from the injured man reminded him of his mission. Following the way that Niall had taken, Malcolm had barely made the safety of the boys' room when the first scream sounded.
 The piteous wails curdled his blood, but he neither knew nor cared what Aillil was doing. Whatever it was, it wasn't enough.
 Soft firelight from the hearth showed Niall kneeling on the floor, a smear of blood marring one cheek. Rory was wrapped tightly around him, showing no signs of letting go.
 "You were so brave," Niall crooned to his brother. His eyes met Malcolm's. "Thank you," he mouthed, before rising and crossing the room to sit on the bed with Rory. Malcolm's concern didn't blind him to the dark brown robe that Niall pushed beneath the bedclothes, something he appeared to be trying to hide. In light of what had happened tonight, there were more pressing issues to address. Anything else would have to wait.
 The twins, thankfully, were sound asleep, curled together like two pups upon a second bed.
 "What happened?" Malcolm asked, bending down for a better look at the injured cheek.
 Niall looked up from stroking his brother's back and murmuring soothing words. "I needed the privy," he said, eyes darting away. "Fergus was waiting outside the door."
 Ah, the robe was for warmth. It still seemed odd that Niall would hide it.
 The attacker's words came back to taunt Malcolm. "Does your father really know?" Regrettably, he'd heard of such situations back in England. What was the world coming to when parents sold their children for gold or political favor?
 Niall shrugged. "I doubt it. Fergus has a reputation for being the king's lackey and he's a friend of Cousin Marcus'. Father turns a blind eye to him far more than he should."
 Doing nothing was condoning the sin in Malcolm's eyes. Looking from one boy to the next, Malcolm asked, "Has this happened before?"
 "He's grabbed at us, made comments," Niall said, shaking his head. "This is the first time he's tried more than that."
 Malcolm fought hard to focus on Niall and tune out the curses and screams coming from beyond the door. Someone was hurting, badly, and he doubted it was Aillil. As much as Malcolm despised and feared him, the big man's arrival couldn't have been timelier. They may not have much in common, on this issue they were in perfect accord—children were to be protected.
 He looked up at the sound of a shocked gasp. "Master Byerly," Niall exclaimed, staring at the broken shard still clutched in Malcolm's fist. "Your violin!"
 Malcolm looked down. His bow was in one hand, in the other the shattered remnants of his instrument. His violin! He'd completely destroyed it! When he saw Niall, safe and sound and tightly clutching Rory, he couldn't regret its loss.
 "It's nothing," he lied. "I'll simply get another." * * * *

Aillil towered above a cowering form, holding Fergus Gordon with the scoundrel's own sword. Everything he'd accused the Englishman of by virtue of birth was true of a fellow countryman. A memory came back of his younger self facing this same man while visiting his relative in Inverness. Like today, another's intervention had proved a saving grace. Now a man full grown, ten years of fear and loathing demanded retribution. His muscles clenched of their own accord, and he fought the impulse to run the sword's tip against Fergus' throat. Oh, how Aillil wanted to drive that cold steel home, dealing with the threat once and for all! How dare the man touch Niall! How many others had the lout forced unwanted advances on?

One eye was swollen shut, and when next Fergus' lascivious grin was cast, it would be missing a few more teeth. Hopefully, the satisfying crunch Aillil had heard when slamming the man against the wall had resulted in injuries that would keep his brothers safe until the mongrel crawled back to Inverness. His father wouldn't be pleased that the king's spy now carried a grudge, but Eoghan wouldn't suffer a son to be abused in such a manner.

Any wrath would fall on himself and the teacher; Eoghan could remain blameless. Well, if Aillil couldn't end the cur's miserable life, at least he could teach him a thing or two about offending a Callaghan. "Get up, you cowardly scum. Face someone who can fight back!"

One bloodshot eye glared. Apparently, Fergus hadn't learned his lesson.
 "What's going on here?"
 Fergus' cronies, that's all Aillil needed! No wonder his father had sent him on a contrived errand, with prying eyes in the castle tonight. Eyes Eoghan didn't want to see tartan plaid and ears he didn't want to hear Aillil's opinions. Well, too late to worry about that now. Depending on who stood at his back, Duncan may have company relocating to the colonies, a price Aillil could pay for holding true to Highland customs.
 Surprisingly, when he looked down, the arrogance was wiped from his captive's features. Hmm... maybe not a crony after all.
 Aillil turned to face a man he'd fostered with and who'd once dressed in yellow and green tartan. "He attacked my brother, Ronald," Aillil said, waiting to see if his childhood companion was still an ally or if years and politics had turned friend to foe like so many others. In younger days, had Ronald also been forced to fend off Fergus? Aillil had been too ashamed to discuss the incident, and his rescuer had never brought it up afterwards. It was highly likely that Fergus had escaped unscathed.
 Pale, intelligent eyes shifted from Aillil to the man at their feet. "Fergus?" Ronald bellowed, voice surprisingly deep for a man barely the size of Niall.
 "The lad agreed!" Fergus declared. "He changed his mind when the Englishman appeared!"
 The self-appointed arbitrator asked Aillil, "Is this true?" If Ronald had to ask, maybe he hadn't learned to avoid Fergus himself all those years ago. But a sword master's son might not have presented so vulnerable a victim.
 Aillil growled, unable to contain his anger that such could be thought of Niall. "My brother is not yet a man. Would you call him a liar?"
 Ronald's eyes met Aillil's, reading the truth there. He hissed, eyes full of hatred trained on Fergus. "You! On your feet. You'll not spend another minute here!" Of Aillil, he asked, "Is the lad unharmed?"
 Aillil nodded, not trusting himself to speak. Slowly, he lowered the sword.
 "My apologies to you and your family. Be assured it won't happen again." Stronger than he appeared, Ronald reached down one hand and pulled Fergus to his feet. "Be gone with you!" he shouted, hauling the much larger offender toward the stairs, ignoring the man's plaintive whining. He stopped and turned, extending his free hand.
 Aillil sighed, relinquishing the sword. How was it that an honest Scotsman defending his family couldn't possess a blade lawfully when a low dog like Fergus could?
 Ronald resumed his trek toward the stairs, dragging the balking Fergus. Before passing out of sight, Fergus' piercing, angry eyes met Aillil's. "Tell that little Englishman this isn't over. He denied me my sport, t'will be him who replaces it." He spat a mouthful of blood on the floor, arms wrapped protectively around his ribs.
 Ronald growled something unintelligible, yanking Fergus brutally by the arm, and the two disappeared from sight.
 Several moments passed before Aillil managed to catch his breath and tamp down his outrage. In his grandfather's time, a man like Fergus wouldn't live to see the dawn; the issue would be settled with a sharp length of steel. Too bad Fionan wasn't around when Aillil had first made the cur's
 acquaintance. Now it seemed that a man wasn't safe in his own home. Aillil briefly entertained the notion of following through anyway and damn the consequences. No, that would bring more hardship for the family. Instead of justice, it would be called murder.
 With a quick glance to ensure Fergus was gone, Aillil stepped quietly to his brothers' door. He paused before entering, listening to the sounds from within. A voice that had to be the teacher's—for none of his brothers could carry a tune—sang an unfamiliar, sedate melody. A lullaby?
 He opened the door and eased inside, eyes falling across the occupants. Of the five, only the teacher and Niall were awake. The twins were tangled together, snoring softly, and Rory was curled across Niall's lap. Wide green eyes turned to him, full of dread. "Is he gone?" the teacher asked, cleaning the blood from Niall's cheek.
 "Aye." Aillil swallowed, pride going down with the bile. "I owe you my thanks, Sassenach."
 "You may thank me by not calling me that. My name is Malcolm." The words were gently spoken, but there was defiance in the Englishman's eyes.
 Aillil met the challenging scowl, finally shrugging and looking away. "You have the right of it, Mael Caluim."

"Mael Caluim?"
 "Aye," Aillil said without explanation. "I must be gone a few days. Watch over my brothers."
 When Malcolm replied, "I will," Aillil did not doubt his word. Despite being small, the man possessed all the fierceness of a hound protecting a new litter of pups.
 "So will I," Niall chimed in.
 Aillil looked to his brother. "Are you unharmed?"
 Niall's face reddened. "I am, thanks to Master Byerly."
 It was highly unusual that Niall refused to meet his eyes. "And what were you doing out of your room with the likes of Fergus Gordon afoot?"
 "I needed the privy," Niall replied, a bit too quickly.
 Aillil knew the lad was lying, though he'd never believe for an instant that Fergus had told the truth about an agreement. Was the lad sneaking out to see a lass? Niall was of an age, after all, and had often spoken of village girls who'd captured his attention. It was time to have a long talk—when he returned. "No more prowling," he ordered, knowing the warning would be obeyed.
 "Aye, Aillil."
 With a final nod to Malcolm, Aillil left the room, following Ronald and Fergus down the stairs. Only when convinced they were well and truly gone did he return. Intent on his own room and provisions for a trip to Inverness, he tripped and nearly fell. A mass of wood shards littered the floor, gleaming in the lantern light. He picked one up, laying it flat upon his palm, and turned it over, puzzled. It was then that he remembered his earlier challenge. So that's what the teacher had been doing here! He recalled the blood that marred Fergus' hair when he'd come upon the scene, and could easily visualize the blow that had caused it.
 Being grateful for the intervention didn't stop him from mourning the loss of Malcolm's violin, for clearly that was what now lay broken upon the floor. He recalled how the Englishman looked playing it, eyes closed, face rapturous. It was very likely a prized possession, still the man had sacrificed it to protect Niall. Aillil would never admit aloud that he had enjoyed hearing the gifted musician, and looked forward to playing himself, since his beloved pipes were forbidden.
 The more he thought about it, the more he had to admit, albeit grudgingly, that the red-haired Englishman had displayed very Scotsman-like behavior. The soft-spoken teacher, no, Mael Caluim, had the soul of a warrior. When Aillil left that night to ensure Fergus was headed back to Inverness, he was certain his brothers were in capable hands. * * * *

Fergus was delivered to the clan chief in Inverness, and Aillil met privately with Laird Gordon, adding his voice to Ronald's. He left with reassurances that the offense against his brother would be severely punished.

Recalling the incident brought a forgotten image to mind. Aillil had rushed down the stairs at the sound of Niall's frightened cries to see Malcolm charging the much larger Fergus like some avenging angel. Absolutely magnificent, that pale, freckled face was a mask of rage, hair streaming behind like one of the heroes Aillil's grandfather had spoken of around the fire on a winter's night. Aillil wouldn't have believed it had he not seen it with his own eyes. An Englishman braving a ready sword to protect a Scottish child? Didn't the English hate all Scots? Malcolm didn't appear to. Maybe it was simply fear of the laird's wrath that prompted such heroics.

But no, Malcolm's fury appeared genuine. That, like his brothers' unmistakable acceptance of the man, was inconceivable. Never before had a teacher so clearly cared for them. In retrospect, if any had, they might still be employed.

After leaving Laird Gordon, Aillil wandered the streets of Inverness, locating a storefront he'd noticed before, but never occasioned to visit. Now was the perfect time. Malcolm had made a personal sacrifice to defend Callaghans, and Aillil felt honor bound to repay that debt.

He wandered around the small shop, explaining what he wanted. The wizened shopkeeper smiled and replied, "I hae just th' thin'," leading him over to a table where a
 magnificently worked violin sat. Another identical instrument lay next to it. "Brithers," the man said, "frae wood o' th' same trees."

Both instruments were artfully crafted, and Aillil admired the two, lifting each for closer inspection. He closed his eyes, picturing the warmth of the wood contrasting with the copper of Malcolm's curls. Oh, what sweet refrains could be created with such an instrument. In spite of his limited knowledge, Aillil knew the violins lying before him were superior to the one that had met its end against Fergus Gordon's head.

Unable to decide between them, he compromised. "I'll take them both." One would replace the broken one, the other he'd keep for himself. He added bows to his purchase and arranged for delivery before returning home.
 * * * * 
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Chapter Six
After Aillil returned from Inverness, no mention was made of the incident that had prompted his absence, save to Eoghan, who had little to say on the subject. The days were filled with lessons for his brothers, while his were occupied with visiting the surrounding villages on clan business. Occasionally, he participated in a sparring match to keep his skills sharp, whenever a worthy opponent was available, albeit with rusted weapons kept hidden in remote barns and not swords suitable for practice. He'd work with whatever was at hand, however inferior, for he had no intention of growing lax.

While Eoghan would frown upon such common behavior, Aillil also wasn't above helping the locals with plowing or chopping wood. With so many men pressed into the English military, many was the farm that was lacking.

Whenever he was at home, he and the teacher were civil toward each other, though little had changed otherwise. Aillil still found himself seeking fault, and the Englishman steadfastly avoided unnecessary contact. The loss of the anticipated violin lessons reduced the time spent in each other's company, time Aillil wanted. Because of the music, he sternly reasoned. In the evenings after their meal, he'd loved to have heard a tune, and eagerly looked forward to the arrival of the new violins.

The more Aillil watched, the more he realized that Malcolm was unlike the Sassenach his grandfather had told him of, and vastly different from the ones who came a'calling, hands extended for gold.

That's why it caught him off guard to see the man slinking down the stairs, taking great care to muffle his footsteps. Aillil flattened as much as possible into a recessed doorway, alarmed by the odd behavior. What was Malcolm doing creeping from the sons' wing? Where were Niall and the others? Peeking out from the doorway, Aillil watched the teacher cross the great hall, clear green eyes darting this way and that when he passed by. Where was he going? Eoghan's rooms and study lay that way, which must mean the little sneak was intent on either spying or stealing.

Aillil followed, his heavily muscled body less suited to stealth than the teacher's lithe, lean one. Instead of Eoghan's rooms, once he'd crossed the great hall, Aillil's quarry opened the entry door and slipped outside, running for the barn. Aillil hesitated a moment before pursuing, no longer concerned about being seen. What had the man done? Had he stolen? Had he harmed one of the lads?

The teacher was fast, but no match for Aillil's longer strides, and was quickly overtaken. Aillil's full weight crashed into him, tumbling them both to the ground in a pile of loose hay. "Get off me, you great oaf! What do you think you're doing?" Malcolm bellowed.

Looking down at the man lying so provocatively beneath him prompted lewd thoughts. "I'm stopping your escape," he barked, ignoring the pleasant friction caused by Malcolm's squirming. Loose red hair fanned out around the man's head like flames. If the Englishman was a thief he was a comely one. Without thinking, Aillil ground his hardening cock against his captive, surprised to find an answering hardness hidden beneath the teacher's breeches.

"Let me up," Malcolm cried, struggling to get free, "this instant!"
 "Not until you tell me why you were running away!"
 The teacher stilled, glaring with fiery eyes. "I wasn't running away!"
 The pounding of feet sounded, fast approaching. Aillil rolled away, bracing for the inevitable questions. He looked up into the grinning faces of his brothers. "Thanks for catching him for us, Aillil," Dughall said. "He has to hunt us now."
 "What?" Aillil's confused gaze darted from his brothers to his red-haired nemesis, who was eyeing him with great annoyance.
 The Englishman sighed, wiping hay and dirt from his clothes. "We're playing Fox and Hounds," he explained, twirling a russet curl around his fingers. "I'm the fox, obviously."
 "And we're the hounds!" his brothers chorused.
 A game. It was a game. Aillil stammered an apology to "the fox," who appeared quite unhappy.
 "Since your brother was the cause of my untimely demise, I think this game needs two foxes," Malcolm suggested with an evil grin.
 The boys nodded their approval, and Aillil found himself wishing he'd minded his own business.
 That night after falling asleep, he saw the handsome Englishman lying in a bed of hay, hair fanned out around his head. Instead of anger and indignation, a look of passion crossed those pale features, and his nude body welcomed Aillil into its depths.
 Aillil woke with a start, heart thumping, to find a pool of cooling warmth on his belly.
 * * * *

More and more Aillil found himself in the doorway of the great hall, watching four heads bent over their studies, or rather, noticing them while observing their tutor. The teacher passed from one to the other, bending to look at their work and muttering words of encouragement or correction. His melodic tones never rose above a murmur, and no insults were hurled. Instead, he was quick to praise and slow to find fault. His hand rested lightly on the shoulders of his students when he spoke, and they didn't flinch as Aillil had seen them do with past instructors. They appeared totally at ease in the man's company.

The Englishman stepped into a beam of bright sunlight streaming in through the open shutters, causing his hair to glow. One long strand escaped the queue at his nape, falling across his face and obscuring his eyes. A graceful, longfingered hand swept it back, tucking it behind one ear. Aillil was captivated by each movement.

Malcolm was intriguing, and his slender, compact body ignited a fire beneath Aillil's kilt, far more than Duncan had. Duncan had merely provided physical relief, regardless of how much Aillil cared for him. The diminutive Englishman inspired so much more than that. Besides, Aillil's sleep had never been interrupted by visions of paid companions, nor had Aillil ever awakened shouting Duncan's name. Malcolm's had been yelled from his bed several times.

Could Malcolm be a lover of men? When he'd ignored the maid, Aillil was put on guard where the youngsters were concerned. The red-haired Englishman paid them no undue attention, either, and his defense against Fergus spoke volumes. His manners could not be faulted, were he talking to the laird or to the lowliest servant. Aillil had manipulated some of the more comely women of the village within the man's grasp, and he'd shown no interest in anything other than playing the violin or teaching. But Aillil saw the passion lurking beneath that meek exterior, and instinctively knew the heart of a lover dwelled within. Malcolm wasn't a cold, emotionless shell. What would it take to crack the stoic surface and bring out the fire? What did the man crave when he was abed at night? Once his passions were ignited, would a lover be scorched by the heat?

At that moment, green eyes locked onto Aillil's. The ragged gasp was unmistakable, as was the sudden blush on pale cheeks. Had the Englishman any idea what lustful visions were being conjured of him? Aillil's mouth turned up in a smirk. Ah, so that's why the little teacher hadn't been tempted by the maid or the village lasses.

Aillil recalled the answering hardness during their literal tumble in the hay. It seems he had his answer after all. Malcolm looked away, under the guise of inspecting Niall's penmanship, but not before betraying the secret.

The man sought another man for bedding, did he? Aillil was tempted to offer himself for that honor, and probably would have if taking a male lover close to home hadn't been unwise—especially a foreign lover. His cock had no such reservations and throbbed beneath his kilt.

A memory came to mind of Duncan, mouth stretched wide to engulf Aillil's flesh. Now, instead of Duncan, it was Malcolm kneeling before him, green eyes peering up from beneath lashes that were a few shades darker than Malcolm's hair. Aillil shifted his weight to one foot and smoothed his kilt down to hide a growing bulge. Unwilling for his brothers to see, he turned and left the room. He'd wait until later to speak with the teacher. The messenger had arrived earlier from Inverness. It was time to present his gift. Aillil pointedly ignored the fact that he'd lived for an excuse to get the man alone ever since that day of Fox and Hounds.
 * * * * Exhausted, Malcolm trudged the stairs that night to his solitary tower room. Normally, he took them two at a time, hurrying to spend a few precious moments playing his violin before retiring to bed. He sighed. It was gone now, damaged beyond repair, and acquiring another would require months of saving. Despite agonizing over its loss, he knew he'd done the right thing and would gladly do it again if necessary.

The nights were getting warmer with each passing day. His tower room, with its thick walls, remained chilly. While it might not be true in other households where he'd served, at Callaghan Castle a tutor didn't rate a maid to start the fire each evening. He counted his blessings that the wall sconces were lit at night, guiding the way. If he wanted a fire, however, he'd have to provide it himself. Tonight when he pushed open the door, bright flames flickered in the hearth, and the tiny room was cozy and inviting for the first time since his arrival.

He closed the door gently, grateful for the pleasant surprise without questioning it. His breath caught when he noticed the shadowy figure sitting on the bed. No doubt Aillil had seen his earlier reaction and now knew what he'd fought to keep hidden. Backing up to the door, he blindly groped for the handle, anticipating a beating or worse.

Before his tired eyes could register movement, Aillil was standing beside him, callused hand capturing a wrist. Malcolm panicked, knowing those strong hands could snap his arm like a twig if the big man were so inclined. He swallowed hard, eyes roving upward. The expected hatred was absent from Aillil's eyes, replaced by something Malcolm couldn't name. His heart thudded against his ribs, and his breath came in short, harsh pants. Was this how Thomas had felt after being caught?

The moment stretched into eternity, his and Aillil's eyes locked together, and he dared not turn away. The hand remained upon his wrist, not restraining, merely resting there. Once able to think more clearly, Malcolm was reminded again of the poor, unfortunate Thomas, for different reasons. The hunger on Aillil's face was the same as Thomas' at their first meeting all those months ago. Aillil's eyes were filled with promise, and despite his dread, Malcolm's body began to respond.

" Mael Caluim," Aillil began, voice a gentle rumble. "Why do you call me that?" Malcolm asked, snapping from his thoughts enough to wonder if this pronunciation of his name was an insult, like Sassenach. Had one hated slur been replaced by another?
 "Malcolm is English, Mael Caluim is Scottish."
 Malcolm couldn't believe they were having this conversation calmly when most of their previous exchanges had been bitter and heated. Aillil was speaking to him casually, like an equal. "What?" Had he heard correctly? Aillil wanted him to have a Scottish name?
 The words were spoken in a soft, lilting accent, free of the guttural dialect he'd noticed among the common folk. At some point in time, Aillil had received a proper education.
 "If you're going to live among the Highlands you need a Highlander's name." Aillil snorted. "Malcolm comes from Mael Caluim, one more thing the English took from us to call their own. Or would you rather have a Sassenach name?" Amusement danced in his eyes.
 "I would be called anything except Sassenach," Malcolm replied.
 He still expected to be beaten or worse for the revelation of his secret, a secret Aillil might share. There was no mistaking the hard length of flesh that had ground against him when he lay beneath Aillil during Fox and Hounds. Had Aillil noticed being answered in kind?
 Aillil released Malcolm's arm and returned to the bed. Malcolm briefly reconsidered bolting through the door and running, before recalling that he'd nowhere to run to. Besides, his curiosity wouldn't allow him to leave without knowing why Aillil was here. The room hadn't been warmed for naught. Liquid fire pooled in Malcolm's groin as he watched the play of shadows over his bed and the man standing next to it. For one brief moment he imagined himself sprawled upon the mattress, watching Aillil shed a mass of woolen tartan to slide beneath the blankets.
 Shaking his head to clear the vision, Malcolm took a deep breath and let it out slowly, composing himself. A lifetime spent in hiding couldn't be easily overcome.
 Aillil plucked something from the bedside table and turned back around. By the fire's dim light, it took Malcolm a moment to realize what it was—a violin. Aillil drew closer, and Malcolm realized that it was not an ordinary violin, it was the most stunning example he'd ever seen. He simply must hold that artfully crafted wood and release the music that had been locked deep inside him since the moment his own had been destroyed.
 "Ma...may I?" His voice trembled. All thoughts of himself and Aillil on the bed together scattered. He reached out a shaking hand.
 Aillil smiled in answer, extending the instrument. Malcolm took the offered treasure, fingers reverently caressing its smooth surface. He would never be able to afford such luxury; the fine workmanship that had gone into its creation destined it for someone of means. Stepping nearer to the fire's light, he examined it closely. It was absolutely flawless. The creator was truly a master. He turned wistful eyes to Aillil, who handed him a bow before settling on the bed. Aillil's eyes twinkled in the firelight.
 Malcolm longed to play more than anything, but wouldn't be hurried. Instead, he took the time to acquaint himself with the instrument, tuning strings and running his fingers reverently over the neck, like he might with a lover, had he possessed one. When at last bow joined fingers on the strings, the sweetest, clearest notes emerged. Malcolm closed his eyes and smiled in rapture. The room, Aillil, and all else disappeared except for himself and the violin.
 Malcolm had no idea how long he played or what melodies, and he may have continued forever had not a hand fallen on his arm. He looked up with an apologetic grin, the wonderful moments shattered by reality. No matter how he might wish it were his, it wasn't. He handed the violin back to its rightful owner, holding on to it for as long as possible.
 Aillil took it from his reluctant hands. "Thank you for tuning it for me," he said. Malcolm saw something he'd never expected to see from the big, rough man—a smile, aimed at him. From behind that broad back came another violin. "Now, I believe yours requires tuning before we continue our lessons."
 Eyes darting back and forth between the gift and the giver, Malcolm's heart raced. It had to be a joke, an exquisite offer made so Aillil could reclaim it and laugh. Ebony-hair framed eyes filled with sincerity, allaying any fears. "Don't you like my gift?" When Malcolm didn't answer, too overwhelmed to speak, Aillil said, "Yours was lost defending my brothers, it's the least that I could do." The corners of his eyes crinkled when he smiled, making him appear less sinister.
 Fingers trembling in nervous anticipation, Malcolm accepted the precious gift, barely managing to squeak out, "Thank you." He marveled at this exquisite piece of workmanship, afraid to close his eyes lest it disappear. Until today, he'd never seen anything so fine, let alone hoped to own it. His brow furrowed and he studied both violins, realizing that, far from being unique, his was the perfect match for Aillil's.
 "They're brothers," Aillil explained. "Go on, tune it! I wish to learn a song."
 Malcolm took great care with his tuning. Once satisfied, he drew the bow across the strings, slowing the melody to allow his student to observe. Aillil watched for a moment before joining in.
 They practiced for a while, Aillil missing a few notes here and there, and then he'd watch intently before trying again. Occasionally Malcolm would assist with finger placement or technique.
 Malcolm had to admit that the man was a natural and picking up the art far faster than any former student. Aillil had undoubtedly benefited from instruction at some point in time, but all the lessons in the world couldn't replace true talent. When they were too weary to continue, the fire had long since burned to embers. Light and shadows caressed Aillil's profile. It was then that Malcolm considered that he'd been alone in a room with his adversary for hours and was none the worse for it.
 "Why are you giving me this expensive gift?" he asked, still suspicious of the man's motives. One didn't give gifts without expecting something in return, in his way of thinking, in spite of what had been said. What would be Aillil's price? "Your brother was in danger; I intervened because it was the right thing to do. I expected no payment."
 A look surprisingly like pain crossed Aillil's features. "I have no love for the English, for they've brought great harm to my people. Most care naught for us other than how they can use us for their gain. You're not the first Sassenach teacher in the Highlands; you are the first of my knowledge who didn't treat the Scots like ill-bred, unteachable imbeciles.
 "You came to Niall's rescue when many would have passed by, pretending not to see. I am grateful." Aillil stared into the dying fire. "You filled the role I would have played had I been there a few moments earlier. For that, you've gained my respect." He looked up, locking eyes with Malcolm.
 Was that actually admiration on the big man's face? Not knowing what else to say, Malcolm replied, "If that is truly the case, I'll offer my thanks. We may have our differences, but we both care a great deal for your brothers. They worship you. I believe I know them well enough to understand that they do not give their affections lightly."
 "No, they don't," Aillil agreed. After a moment he added, "In addition to saving my brothers, there is something else I require of you."
 A knot of worry twisted to life in Malcolm gut, thoughts of what Thomas had wanted and the way Aillil had looked at him earlier running through his mind. "What is that?" he managed to say around the lump in his throat, struggling to keep his voice steady. What would he do if the future laird wanted what Thomas had wanted? Could he decline and hope to remain at the castle?
 Luckily, Aillil asked something Malcolm could readily give. "Continue to teach me. When I asked before, I wasn't exactly courteous."
 Malcolm caught himself before shouting "No!" Should he agree? Did Aillil really want lessons, or was this another way to inflict torment? Goodness knew the man had spared no expense in replacing a broken violin that, even new wouldn't have compared to Aillil's gift. All things considered, the last few hours had actually been pleasant, and there were far worse fates to be suffered than teaching music in the evenings. In fact, for the first time in years, Malcolm hadn't felt alone.
 He remembered the longing in Aillil's eyes when the boys had played, the barely perceptible twitching of his fingers. Maybe the man did truly wish to learn. After much thought, Malcolm answered, "It would be my pleasure."
 * * * *

Aillil unwound the length of plaid from around his body, hanging it over a chair, and opened the shutters on the single window, letting the breeze in along with the night sounds he'd missed during the long, cold winter. Some might find the air crisp; he found it refreshing.

Gazing out into the darkness, his thoughts strayed to the Englishman up in the tower, eyes tightly closed, face serene while playing the violin. He wondered if that was what the man looked like when coupling. Hand wrapped around bared flesh, Aillil stroked languidly, his imagination supplying a willing partner. Duncan had loved to ride him, controlling the motion and the speed. Now it was the flame-haired teacher Aillil saw above him, smile wicked and loose hair cascading in ringlets over pale shoulders.

In his mind, Malcolm's body squeezed his cock with each forceful thrust, and he fought back moans when the inevitable trembling began in his belly. For a moment his hand stilled, squeezing almost painfully tight. He came, loosing his cries into the night. Thick milky spatters appeared on the stone floor.

His fantasy Malcolm looked down with a satisfied smile. Another reason for the teacher's sudden arrival in the Highlands whispered into Aillil's consciousness. The man could be escaping a lover. That wasn't a pleasant thought, for Aillil was starting to consider the red-haired Englishman as his own.

He sighed. If he never planned to act on that wanting, why shouldn't Malcolm have a lover, providing it was discreet, particularly if that lover was a clansman? Aillil forcefully evicted that thought from his mind. He must keep a safe distance and maintain control, focusing on the day he'd become laird and restore the honor of Clan Callaghan.

Later, when he drifted off to sleep, it was to the image of auburn-lashed lids closed tightly over green eyes, and red hair falling softly against white skin.
 * * * * 

[Back to Table of Contents] 

Chapter Seven 
 "Why do you bear such hatred for the English?" The question would have been insulting had it not been asked so earnestly. Aillil stared into the face of his fellow "fox," seeing genuine curiosity in the green eyes studying him. How could a Sassenach possibly be ignorant of the animosity that flourished between their peoples?

From his perch on the barn's gable, Aillil watched the "hounds'" fruitless search for their quarry in the meadow some ways off, carefully considering a reply. He answered with a question of his own. "You're an Englishman. When you hear of Scotland, what comes to mind?"

After a moment's silence, Malcolm answered, "I think of a beautiful, untamed land and of brave men who'd fight and die for their freedom."

"And I suppose the English..." Aillil began, preparing to defend his land and countrymen. He stopped mid-sentence when the words sank in. What?! Malcolm didn't think of ignorant savages who didn't deserve to live, like most Sassenach seemed to?

Malcolm shifted nervously under Aillil's scrutiny, the barest tip of a pink tongue peeking out from between his lips. The answer may have been the truth then, just not the whole truth. Finally Malcolm confessed, "Although you'll probably tease me mercilessly, I think of courageous men in kilts, swinging their broadswords at their enemies. I think of strength and honor and a people who wouldn't sell out their own loved ones for money or prestige."

Oh. That was unexpected. It also proved the teacher didn't know his employer very well. "You don't think of lawless barbarians who don't deserve the land upon which we live?"

Malcolm's long, freckled nose wrinkled in disgust. "No!" he spat. "Why would I think such a thing?"

Why, indeed. "What do you know of the Highland ways and traditions?" All his life, Aillil had believed the English were evil, greedy beings who wanted nothing more than to take Scotland from its rightful owners for their own gain.
 A mass of curls partially obscured Malcolm's face. When he looked up a gleam of pure passion shown in his eyes. "You wear kilts, play bagpipes, and speak Gaelic. I've also heard tales of those heroic men, William Wallace and Robert the Bruce. Your people have a colorful history, as old as time itself."
 Aillil regarded him thoughtfully. "You honestly don't know, do you?"
 "Know what?"
 "By English decree, we are forbidden to wear kilts, play pipes, carry arms, and speak our ancestral language. All the things you think of are no more."
 Malcolm turned away, staring off into the distance. "I knew of it, and don't personally agree."
 Little in life surprised Aillil; that attitude certainly did. "Why would you say that? Why would you care?'
 Several times in the past Aillil had witnessed Malcolm's anger: when Fergus had attacked Niall, when Aillil had knocked him to the ground during their last game of Fox and Hounds, and when accused of improper acts with the boys. Never had Aillil thought to see that fierce temper aroused for his own people.
 "Because it's wrong!" Malcolm exclaimed, face now mottled red by rage, not embarrassment. "To take away an entire society's beliefs and customs is beyond cruel."
 Aillil stared at Malcolm as if he'd lost his mind. Here was an Englishman, an enemy, righteously indignant of the wrong done to the Scots. If he weren't hearing this for himself he wouldn't believe.
 "The ways of different peoples are unique and should be protected." Malcolm used the same tone he did for lecturing his students. "English influence has pervaded many lands. In time, we'll all be the same, losing the most precious things each have to offer."
 "What things?'
 "Well, music for one." Malcolm's normally sedate demeanor had shattered completely. He spoke with great conviction. Wild gesturing with his hands punctuated his words. "The tunes I play on my violin come from many sources—German, Russian, English, Italian, and now I've added Scottish to my repertoire. Each is special in its own way. To lose that diversity, that seasoning for the stew that diverse points of view add, would be a travesty."
 "And you don't want our lands?" Didn't the man covet a plot for himself?
 Malcolm's look of horror was nearly comical. "Good heavens, no! What would I want with your lands?" He was quick to add, "Not that they're not fine lands, mind you. I am a third son, never expecting to own an estate and never training for the responsibility. That duty, thankfully, fell to my oldest brother Rupert, along with the obligation to produce heirs."
 Heirs. Now, there was a sore spot for Aillil. Why he felt compelled to bare his soul to the Englishman, he'd never know. "I'd be more than happy to live out my days a bachelor, naming Niall my successor. Father won't hear of it. I'm expected to marry one day and carry on the family line."
 "You've no wish to wed?" Malcolm blurted, a bit too loudly. He slapped a hand over his mouth, looking toward the fields. The boys were drawing closer, but didn't appear to have heard.
 "Nay. That matters little to my father." Already having said more than was wise, Aillil felt no inclination to explain that he could never find contentment with a woman. "I should count myself blessed that he hasn't arranged a match already." Thinking of who his father might intend made him want to run and hide. None of the man's acquaintances had very appealing daughters, not that it would make much of a difference. Some of their sons, on the other hand...
 Their conversation lagged, Aillil brooding over his future and watching the boys wander ever closer to their position.
 Malcolm broke the silence. "It's a pity, really."
 Aillil was still mulling over their last topic, visualizing some horrifying future bride. He shot his companion a sharp look. "What's a pity?"
 Staring out over the fields, voice wistful, Malcolm declared, "I've seen you in your kilts, but I'll never hear the bagpipes play or the native Scottish tongue. When I was small, my mother told me stories of Scotland, and from that time I've wanted to come here, to see these wondrous things for myself. Now I'll never know them."
 An excited, "Over here! I've found them!" from down below interrupted their talk.
 Resigned, Aillil grasped the roof beam, preparing to climb down. In Gaelic, he said, "If you want these things you shall have them, my little fox." In English, he added, "It would seem that we've been treed."
 * * * *

"Ye found ay lassie, hae ye?" Old Maeve asked, circling Aillil and running observant eyes over his neatened appearance. He ran his hand over his freshly trimmed beard, ignoring her question. He should have known better than stopping by to see her after a visit to his barber. She always read too much into everything.

"'Ye gaun tae ay lot o' effort. Maun be ay lassie," she prodded. He knew her well enough to know that she wouldn't relent without receiving an answer.

"Nay, Auld Mammy," he replied. "Why does desiring a good grooming require a lassie's influence?"
 The woman who'd known him since birth smiled knowingly and chortled. "Aye, abit time ye gae courtin'."
 Courting? Is that what he was doing? Yes, he'd like to bed the Englishman, that didn't mean he was trying to win him, did it? For what end? An image appeared in his mind of Malcolm, stretched out, waiting.
 Aillil snorted. How absurd! He wasn't courting Malcolm; it had merely been a long time since his last tryst with Duncan. It would be the same with any available man. Wouldn't it?
 Thankfully, Old Maeve changed the subject, filling him in on all the village gossip.
 "Well, I should be going," he said when a group of children appeared, clamoring for her attention.
 It wasn't like her not to get the last word in, and before he could leave, she said, "T'is be th' ane fer ye, I ken."
 He ignored the comment. She often spoke of things she couldn't know. If she was truly all-seeing, she'd see that no lass could ever be for him.
 The day was temperate and he'd nothing pressing to attend to. A visit to the loch for a bath would be nice. The old woman's words came back to him, "About time you went courting."
 That was ridiculous. The decision to bathe and trim his hair and beard had absolutely nothing to do with a certain flamehaired Englishman. Nothing at all.
 * * * *

Malcolm leaned back against rough tree bark, a sharp contrast to the soft bed of grass he sat upon. A cool breeze tugged at his hair. The boys had talked him into interrupting their studies to spend time outside on this pleasant summer day. He was extremely pleased with their progress. After a morning spent playing Foxes and Hounds, which the foxes lost spectacularly, they'd spent the afternoon reading. It was such lovely weather and, after much pleading, he'd finally agreed to a walk to the loch. The twins had last been seen chasing each other through the tall grass.

Watching the four younger Callaghans brought to mind the older one. For all his bluster and supposed hatred of the English, Aillil was intelligent and seemed to be trying to curb his uncivilized tendencies, at least around the boys. He was also a natural with the violin. Malcolm snickered, wondering if Aillil realized he'd been learning English compositions.

Niall glanced up from his book at Malcolm's laugh. He smiled, turning back to his task. Of course, Malcolm's most promising pupil chose to spend all free time reading, Rory nestled against his side, repeating the words spoken aloud. Listening to the pleasant lilt of Niall's voice made Malcolm's eyelids begin to droop.

He was near to dozing when a frightened scream jerked him awake. On his feet in an instant, he ran with all his might toward the anguished cry of, "Master Byerly! Help!"

"Master Byerly, wait!" Niall shouted. The warning came too late to be heeded.
 Dughall stood on the bank of the loch, frantically waving his arms and yelling, pointing at his twin foundering in the water.
 With no thought for himself or the fact that he couldn't swim, Malcolm dove into the muddy depths, frantic to reach Dughlas in time. The moment he hit the surface, he sank like a stone, the frigid water closing overhead. Kicking frantically, one foot connected with something solid and he pushed against it. He crested the surface, sputtering and gasping, then plunged back into the icy current.
 Ignoring the searing pain in this chest, thoughts only for Dughlas, he opened his eyes in the murk, determined to rescue his student. This time when he kicked, he found nothing to push against. Desperation set in, and he flailed helplessly, fighting the overwhelming need to breathe.
 He was beginning to lose the battle against his aching lungs when something hard and heavy landed on his neck. Yanked abruptly upward, he sucked in a mouthful of sweet, fresh air, never caring how his miraculous surfacing occurred. That is, until he came face to face with the murderous expression on Aillil's face. A hard, muscled arm encircled his chest, dragging him to the shore. Once able to stand upright in shallow water, his savior regarded him critically for a moment, angry glare softening slightly before it snapped back into place. Aillil stared over Malcolm's head to where the boys stood. None would look at Aillil, and the twins were scuffing their bare toes in the grass.
 "I tried to stop him," Niall pleaded in defense. Rory eased behind his older brother until a thatch of honey-colored hair was all that could be seen of him.
 "Look at me!" Aillil demanded, turning an evil eye on the dripping Dughlas, who rounded on his twin.
 They pointed accusing fingers at each other. "He told me to!" they shouted in unison.
 "Do you realize Malcolm could have drowned?" Aillil's voice was thunderous. It was then the words registered. Malcolm, he called me Malcolm

The truth hit. The twins had played a prank! Niall's warning suddenly made sense. Malcolm had nearly drowned trying to save a lad who was having a joke at his expense! Oh, there would be extra assignments in someone's near future! Of course, first he'd have to wait his turn. Their older brother was laying down the law far better than Eoghan had on that first day at the castle.

A splash of bright color on shore caught Malcolm's attention, and without thinking, he looked down to confirm what he saw. Oh my! The firm body holding him close, seemingly having forgotten to let go, was totally naked! When he choked again, it had nothing to do with inhaling water and everything to do with the well-built, nude form pressed tightly against him.

Aillil paused his brothers' scolding to ask, "Are you all right, Mael Caluim?"
 "You're... You're naked!" Malcolm stammered.
 "Are the English so puritanical that they bathe clothed?"
 When Malcolm tried to speak, the words wouldn't come, and he didn't start breathing normally again until Aillil was safely rewrapped in tartan.
 * * * *

The next day, on one of Malcolm's free afternoons, a sharp knock sounded at his door. Book in hand, he answered, expecting Niall or one of the twins. He was shocked to find Aillil. Something had been different about the Highlander the day before; now he realized what. Not only was the man clean, the formerly unruly whiskers had been neatly trimmed and the mass of long, black hair fell in well-groomed waves instead of a tangled mass. He was attired in the usual tartan plaid, but it was no longer stained and dirty, nor was the shirt that he wore underneath. Cleaned up, Aillil Callaghan was a handsome man. If not for that unfortunate nose...

"Come with me," Aillil said simply. The arrogance with which he'd once commanded Malcolm was gone.

Should I or shouldn't I? Aillil's footsteps had faded into the distance before Malcolm's curiosity got the better of him. He placed the book face down upon the bed and followed Aillil to the wing of the residence that the Callaghan heir shared with his brothers. In theory, the boys all had their own quarters, with many unoccupied rooms remaining. In practice, they chose to stay together. Aillil passed their floor, climbing one more flight of stairs before leading Malcolm down a narrow hallway. They entered a chamber roughly three times the size of the tower room, with sturdy, masculine furnishings. Malcolm stepped inside, trembling, wondering if he'd made the right decision in coming here. He'd not brought his violin, so it couldn't be for a lesson. The massive bed that took up one corner of the room inspired visions of Aillil stretched nude among the blankets. A fluttering began in the pit of Malcolm's belly.
 Aillil closed the door, and Malcolm was seized by indecision. What did the man intend? What did Malcolm want him to intend?
 "You lamented never hearing the piob mhor. Father and my brothers are away. The servants will not care," Aillil said. He crossed the room to a rough-hewn chest, kneeling on the stone floor. Malcolm was awarded a spectacular view of Highlander backside as Aillil rummaged through the chest— and what a nice backside it was, in his opinion. His cheeks blazed when the kilt rose, revealing a hairy thigh.
 Aillil turned with a grin eerily reminiscent of Dughall and Dughlas after one of their escapades. He held a woven sack, which slowly opened to reveal... well, Malcolm wasn't sure what it was until Aillil placed a thin reed between his lips and began to blow, inflating a bag that appeared to be made of animal skin. The bag was tucked beneath one arm, where Aillil squeezed it against his body. Two narrow tubes protruded from the monstrosity, and callused fingers traveled the length of a long, wooden pipe.
 The first shrill notes caused Malcolm to jump. Once accustomed to the instrument's droning, the lively tune made his toes tap. Aillil's eyes sparkled with merriment, his fingers dancing upon the flutelike appendage. Malcolm had heard of bagpipes, with their haunting trills, never dreaming he'd actually get to see or hear one. It didn't take experience to recognize that Aillil was a gifted piper.
 The song ended and another began, this one slow and despairing. Caught in the bagpipe's spell, Malcolm wondered where the melodies came from, who wrote them, and why. The bleak anguish lurking within the notes brought to mind, Thomas' Lament.
 Aillil's eyes drifted closed, and Malcolm could easily image him traveling to the some mystical land, borne on the wings of music.
 The Highlander was a sight to behold, chiseled features and large nose lending an aristocratic air, while keeping him from true beauty. But such passion! Never had Malcolm thought to find someone who understood his own love of music, how much a part of him it was. Watching Aillil play, he could easily believe that, musically, he'd found his match.
 The mournful song stirred something in his soul, touched a part no one before ever had. Yes, Aillil was brash, opinionated, and rude, there was no denying that. The rough edges hid a caring, honest soul. Aillil also possessed an abundant hardness that had pressed insistently against Malcolm's that afternoon in the hay. The fact that he didn't want to marry proved further evidence that he might want a man in his bed, not a woman.
 Thomas had been tempting, very tempting, but resistible. Aillil was an enticement less easily denied. If Aillil
 approached, Malcolm didn't know if he could say "no," or if he'd want to. The intimidating Scot might still be an English hater who clung to outdated customs that others had long since abandoned. He also had a blatant disregard of the crown. Something had changed over the past few weeks, and he no longer seemed determined to take that hatred out on any Englishman in sight. Malcolm fought a blush at the memory of that day in the water, held securely in arms that now skillfully played a bagpipe.
 Aillil's words came back to him. "Father and my brothers are away. The servants will not care." He'd arranged this! Aillil had taken Malcolm's desire to hear the traditional Scottish music and had manipulated a way for it to happen!
 The last note faded and, eyes still closed, Aillil removed the pipe from his mouth and began to sing.

Chi mi 'n t-iasgair aig ceann nan lionan......
 Malcolm may not have understood the words; he didn't have to. The solemn tune went straight to his heart. Pipes and Gaelic. Aillil gifted him with bagpipes and the Scot's native tongue. Never could he remember receiving such a precious a gift, except for the violin which, oddly enough, had also come from Aillil.
 * * * *

"Come, Master Byerly, why not?"
 Aillil entered the great hall to find four sets of pleading eyes locked onto Malcolm, who was backed against the wall,

the "fox" held at bay by the "hounds."
 "I'm sorry, I simply cannot," the cornered man
 stammered. Any closer to the wall and he'd become part of it. "Cannot what?" Aillil asked. Malcolm's sighed, his relief
 unmistakable. A little space opened up between his back and
 the wall.
 Rory's thumb retreated from his mouth long enough to
 form the reply, "Wone tak us t' loch." It was promptly
 returned. Aillil scowled and the hand dropped to Rory's side. Pushing back an image of a wet, naked Malcolm, body
 glistening in the sun, Aillil looked to Niall, normally the voice
 of reason. "After what happened before, I cannot blame him.
 Have Angus take you, if he's not busy. If he suffers a good
 dunking, Old Maeve will be sure to thank you, and he'll be no
 worse for the wear." Old Maeve was a formidable woman. To have her husband return home unexpectedly clean would curry much favor, and she was a powerful ally to have, more respected in the surrounding villages than Eoghan, and far more current on local gossip. Which was a double-edged
 sword, on occasion.
 Eyes downcast, lower lips pouched out, the four boys
 chorused, "Yes, Aillil," and left the great hall, presumably in
 search of Angus. They wanted to take Malcolm to the loch,
 did they? An idea sprang to life. He told himself he merely
 wished to prevent a drowning, that lascivious thoughts had
 nothing to do with the plan.
 "Thanks, Aillil." Malcolm turned to walk away.
 In his most commanding tone, one he practiced for when
 he became laird, Aillil asked, "And where do you think you're
 going?"
 Malcolm became one with the wall again, his wide-eyed
 terror reminding Aillil of a deer caught in the path of a hunter.
 "T...to...to...practice my violin?"
 Aillil shook his head and crooked a finger. "Nay, you're
 coming with me."
 "Where are we going?"
 It took all Aillil's self control not to laugh. Malcolm seemed
 to be rethinking taking the boys to the loch as the safer
 option, not knowing Aillil's intent. "To teach you to swim.
 Sooner or later, my brothers will lure you to the loch. Let it
 not be said that I didn't prepare you. "
 * * * *
 Malcolm gave the water a critical eye, rolling up the legs of
 his breeches. He heard a rustling from behind and turned to
 see yards of tartan fall to the ground. Malcolm was paralyzed,
 unable to turn away from the vision of hard, sculpted
 muscles, partially hidden by a generous covering of dark hair. His mouth grew dry and his cock sprang to instant
 attention. It ignored his admonishments to behave, forcing
 him to turn away lest Aillil see.
 He was contemplating a plunge into the toe-numbingly
 cold stream to remedy the situation when the pounding of
 feet served a warning. Malcolm whipped around in time to get
 a nice view of a naked Highlander running past, laughing and
 diving into the water. A plume of water splashed the shore. Malcolm waited, trying to wipe away the vision of that
 powerfully built body and long, full cock hanging against a
 furred thigh. A moment ago his mouth had felt dry; now, it
 watered. He looked to where Aillil had disappeared, concern
 growing as the moments passed. Leaning over to peer into
 the water, he shouted, "Aillil? Aillil!"
 A wet hand snatched his ankle, yanking him, fully clothed
 except for boots and waistcoat, into the water. One minute he
 was standing on firm ground, the next he plunged
 underwater. Panic struck and he scrabbled for purchase on
 the slippery bank. His arms connected with hard bands of
 steel that surrounded him, lifting him from the small stream.
 "Shh... stop that. The water isn't deep here. Did you think
 you came with Dughlas, who seems intent on drowning you?" Malcolm stopped thrashing, regaining his feet. He stood
 waist deep, water streaming from his hair down a shirt that was now transparent, revealing the stiff peaks of both nipples. One lay beneath Aillil's fingertip. A rumbling growl of laughter sounded in his ear. "Cold? We'll have to do
 something about that."
 Aillil waded into deeper water, dragging Malcolm, who tried
 unsuccessfully to escape the iron grip. "I won't hurt you," the
 big man murmured in soothing tones, easing the hold a little.
 Malcolm slowly relaxed, allowing Aillil to lead him farther into
 the stream. When the water was up to his chest, he yelled,
 suddenly turned flat on his belly. Two large hands supported
 him, one on his chest, the other so low that it nearly brushed
 his cock.
 "Hold still, stop wriggling, or I might think you a fish," Aillil
 scolded.
 Malcolm wanted to trust Aillil even if every instinct bade
 him to fight. After all, they'd been alone numerous times and
 nothing untoward had happened. If the man meant him
 harm, he'd had plenty of opportunity.
 "That's better. Now, you've seen others swim, have you
 not?" Malcolm nodded. "Good, now move your arms like
 you've seen them do."
 Malcolm's first tentative strokes were awkward and jerky.
 The two hands supporting him became one and the other
 guided his motions. "That's good. Now kick your legs." Malcolm kicked hard and fast. Churning water shot
 skyward, drenching them both.
 Aillil bellowed, "Stop! Are you trying to drown me?" Malcolm stilled. At a grunt of approval from Aillil, he tried
 again, more gently. It had been a long time since he'd been a student, and Aillil's praise when he finally was able to remain on the water's surface made him feel like he was at the top of his class. When he stopped moving, the cold seeped in,
 inspiring shivers.
 Aillil flung a heavy arm about his shoulders and led him
 toward shore. "Here, let's get you out of those wet clothes." "But... but..." Malcolm protested.
 Aillil smiled, helping him onto the bank. "There's none here
 to see. Just you, me, and yon blue sky." As he spoke, he
 busied his hands with peeling off the wet garments. Malcolm
 had to admit the sun felt good. After the shirt came the
 breeches. Malcolm grabbed Aillil's hands to stop him. "I didn't
 drown you, did I? You trusted me a few moments ago, trust
 me now."
 Malcolm eased back onto a sun-warmed rock, selfconscious about being naked before another man. Amazingly,
 even in such a chilled state, his body reacted to Aillil's touch.
 He rolled away to the sound of a faint chuckle. "You can hide
 if you like; I'll still know it's there."
 Frozen in place, Malcolm waited for Aillil's condemnation.
 The moments stretched like hours, the lull growing too much
 to bear. Malcolm whispered, "How long have you known?" Another painfully long silence followed. He heard Aillil
 climb onto the rock, felt the heat of the big man's body. When
 Malcolm's nerves were at the breaking point, Aillil replied,
 "Known? Not long. Hoped? From the moment I saw you." A firm hand on his shoulder urged him to turn. Malcolm
 hesitated, then gave in, settling onto his back and looking up
 to meet Aillil's gaze without flinching. He was caught off guard by what he saw. Far from mockery or accusation, there was open admiration in those dark eyes, and the man's lips were quirked up in a smile. Malcolm saw it for a scant second, for those lips descended, and for the very first time, he didn't
 run away.
 Maybe it was the sun upon bare skin, maybe it was the
 wantonness of being naked out of doors, maybe it was the
 knowledge that none would be the wiser. Or maybe it was
 that Malcolm needed to know what it was like, what the songs
 he loved to play spoke of. The kiss was soft, a brushing of
 lips, until the tip of Aillil's tongue flicked the seam of
 Malcolm's mouth.
 "Open your mouth for me," Aillil urged. When Malcolm
 opened wide, Aillil laughed. Malcolm's snapped his lips
 together and looked away, heat rising up his face until his
 ears burned. Aillil's hand on his cheek brought his gaze
 upward again. "Not like I'm going to look inside," he clarified,
 "just enough for me to do this..." A questing tongue invaded
 his mouth. Malcolm followed Aillil's lead, sweeping his tongue
 lightly against Aillil's. A shiver shot down his spine straight to
 his groin.
 "Much better," Aillil murmured against his lips. After that,
 Malcolm heard nothing else, not the bleating of sheep in the
 field or the burbling of the stream. All he knew was Aillil's
 hands upon his skin, their tongues twining together. He no
 longer tried to hide his hardening cock. A discreet glance
 revealed he wasn't the only one so affected.
 Slowly, he raised his hand, resting it lightly upon Aillil's
 chest. A moan of approval encouraged him, and he began to stroke the taut muscles, running fingers through a thick mat
 of coarse hair.
 His logical mind said that he should be afraid, should grab
 his damp clothes and run like a hound-chased rabbit. His
 heart said that being with Aillil was so right, so tranquil, and
 all timidity fled, leaving him bold and daring. His hand
 wandered lower, and when it passed over Aillil's belly, Aillil
 grasped his wrist, stopping the exploration. "Not now, my
 little fox. Am I correct in my belief that you've never been
 with a man?"
 * * * *

The flush on Malcolm's cheeks was all the answer Aillil needed. "I thought not."
 "Have you?" Those clear green eyes refused to look at Aillil, and Malcolm's complexion passed red, nearing purple.
 Aillil answered honestly, "Aye, many times."
 Malcolm did look at him then, sadness in his eyes. "What's it like? Is it all the poets say? Is it worth dying for?"
 Aillil thought of his past adventures, some whose names he'd never bothered learning, and some of whom he counted among his friends. Would he have died for any of them? Would he have died for Duncan? "Not in my experience," he replied after much deliberation.
 "Then what's the point?" Malcolm appeared crestfallen.
 Again, Aillil thought of his past lovers; not of his feelings toward them, but how they might have felt about him. A few had spoken of love. He'd taken the words for meaningless nonsense. Could they have been sincere? Would those men have died for him? "I suppose that if you truly cared for one another, it might be," he conceded.
 Malcolm's sadness turned to shock. "You bedded men you didn't love?"

Was the man that naive? "You think men couple because of love? Nay, it is for pleasure, an easing of physical needs. Love is for silly maids who require wooing to be bedded."
 "You've never loved? Ever?" The sorrow had returned to Malcolm's face and words.
 "I have used a man's hand, or mouth, occasionally his arse. It brought me pleasure, nothing more. I assure you that I wasn't filled with the sudden inclination to write sonnets."
 Aillil released Malcolm wrist and gazed out over the stream, lost in his thoughts. While he'd never loved any of the men he'd bedded in the past, was it possible that he could have, given time? He knew without a doubt that loving a maid wasn't going to happen. Could he love a man? He'd been quite fond of Duncan. In time, would that have deepened?
 Malcolm's next question was surprising. "Does it hurt?"
 "Does what hurt?"
 "When a man enters you, does it hurt?"
 Aillil snorted. "No man has ever entered me."
 "When you said..."
 Everything that needed to was conveyed in one meaningful glare.
 "Oh!" Malcolm exclaimed. "So you..."
 "My lovers have serviced me." Aillil believed that explanation sufficient. "And if you prepare a man's arse properly with your fingers and oil first, it hurts very little." He grinned and waggled his eyebrows. "Some claim to like a little pain."
 Malcolm's own brows knitted together and creases appeared on his forehead. "You said you've taken a man's mouth. Do they not bite?"
 Aillil threw back his head and laughed. "No, little fox, they do not bite. Well, sometimes a bit. If they're careful it adds to the pleasure." He fixed his gaze on Malcolm, inspiring another blush. "Sometime I should show you how it feels. Enough talk of others. I can think of far more pleasant ways to spend our afternoon."
 Aillil leaned in again, and when his tongue sought entrance into Malcolm's mouth, it was granted.
 * * * *

Unbeknownst to either of them, despite Aillil's assurances, they weren't alone. When they leaned in to share another kiss, curious eyes observed. In the shadows of the wood a watcher stood, confused by what he saw. He'd always believed that men who wanted other men were vile, reprehensible creatures like Old Fergus, who sought boys for his bed.

Niall studied his teacher, concerned that he'd been overpowered. Aillil didn't care for Master Byerly much, but he wouldn't hurt the man, would he? No, the red-haired Englishman was not bound or confined. A soft laugh carried on the breeze, a pleasant sound, too high-pitched to belong to Aillil. Did that mean that whatever was happening on that rock was consensual? Aillil and Malcolm both desired other men? Didn't only bad men do that?

This was different from what he knew of Fergus, for these were two good men, men he trusted, and neither seemed unhappy about their circumstance. Strange, very strange. They appeared more content together than he'd ever seen them alone. He'd followed his older brother often enough in the past to know that no mistresses dwelled nearby. Now he knew why.

He finally decided on the one person who could explain it. Sparing a last glance at the pair sunning on the rock, Niall eased back into the wood, making his way to the nearest village.

***.
 "I have one thing more to show you," Aillil said, once they'd dressed. Malcolm's sun-dried clothes were warm against his skin. A well-muscled arm wrapped around his shoulders, guiding him through the meadow and toward a stand of trees in the distance. Aillil led him down a worn path and into the midst of a ring of evergreens. Their branches swept the ground, offering ample concealment from prying eyes.
 "This was once a sacred place." Aillil stood tall and proud, and Malcolm pictured him as a Scottish hero of legend. "The Druids used this grove for their ceremonies, and when my grandfather was named Laird of the Callaghans, it was within this circle of trees." Aillil's face twisted into a scowl. "My father chose the great hall, instead."
 From everything Malcolm had learned of Eoghan, he wasn't much for tradition, unlike his heir, who held to fast to bygone ways heedless of the possible cost. "And what of you? When your time comes, will you be named Laird Callaghan here?"
 "Aye." A gentle breeze stirred the branches and ruffled Malcolm's hair. A smile emerged from within the dark nest of Aillil's beard. "The yews agree with me."
 Without his former arrogance, Aillil was a most pleasing companion, and Malcolm could clearly see him in the role of laird, receiving clansmen's oaths of loyalty within that grove.
 Aillil smirked when he caught Malcolm watching, lips descending. Malcolm, now much more self-assured, met Aillil halfway. When their tongues joined, the breeze wrapped around them like a blanket, the fluttering of leaves like the voices of the ancients. When they parted, Aillil was smiling. "My little fox," he said, "I believe the spirits who are said to dwell here approve."
 Aillil's eyes roved to the tops of the trees. He sighed and stepped away. "As pleasant as the afternoon has been, the sun is setting. Come, we've been gone long, and my brothers will think us lost."
 They made their way back to the castle with the sun low in the sky. Aillil pointed out native plants and flowers along the way, describing medicinal uses for some. He was a totally different man from the intimidating English-hater Malcolm had met that first day. Instead, he was more like the hero the younger Callaghan boys spoke of. When they arrived back at the stone structure that was their home, Aillil turned to Malcolm. "The Highlanders are not so harsh as the Sassenach," Malcolm flinched at the word, "still, we must be discreet."
 Aillil's playful smile softened the blow. "Discreet we must be, but mark my word, Mael Caluim, we will be." He planted his lips against Malcolm's briefly before stepping from shade of the apple trees that stood within a stone's throw of the castle. Malcolm paused, fingers tracing where Aillil's lips had been before following.
 That night, when the boys were in bed and Malcolm ascended to the tower room, Aillil was waiting inside the door. He dropped to his knees without warning, opening Malcolm's breeches. The moment his lips touched Malcolm's cock, it sprang to full hardness.
 "Ahhhh!" Malcolm exclaimed, grabbing the door frame for support. Indescribable feelings surrounded his flesh. Aillil was right, the light scrape of teeth was exquisite, and in no time at all Malcolm was biting his fist to muffle his cries. He expected Aillil to pull away when he came. Instead, the Highlander took him in deeper, moaning and accepting the offering.
 Malcolm stood braced against the doorway, incapable of rational thought. Aillil rose and pressed his hard length against Malcolm's flagging one, sealing their mouths together. The kiss was nearly brutal, and filled with a musky, unfamiliar taste. Aillil lifted his kilt and bucked against Malcolm's belly, desperate moans filling the air. He stilled, groaning into Malcolm's mouth while spattering them both with seed. They leaned against each other for support, panting in the aftermath.
 Finally Aillil straightened, smoothing down his garment with one hand and cupping Malcolm's cheek with the other. "Goodnight, my little fox," he said, imparting another kiss. He opened the door and slipped through, taking Malcolm's heart with him.
 Malcolm stood in the doorway, breeches around his knees, until the sound of boot heels could be heard no more.
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Chapter Eight
By the light of the hearth fire, Aillil watched, mimicking Malcolm's finger placement on the strings of his own violin. With Eoghan in Inverness there was no need to hide, either violin or newfound esteem for his brothers' teacher.

Each and every night after the boys retired, Aillil and Malcolm found a secluded place to practice. Sometimes they made use of Malcolm's room, sometimes Aillil's. They each learned the other's favorite tunes, but the best sessions, the most memorable, were when they collaborated to write their own. Whatever they played or for however long, the evening always ended with passionate kisses and eager hands or mouths on hard flesh.

Tonight would be an exception, for the boys lay sprawled upon the floor, joined by the household servants and a few souls who'd wandered up from the village. Old Maeve sat in the corner, surrounded by her usual brood of youngsters. Some Aillil knew were hers, some foundlings. Maeve claimed them all, like she had him and his brothers after their mother died.

Occasionally, Aillil would stop playing and observe Malcolm demonstrating a difficult piece, other times he'd join in, and still others, lead, particularly when the tune was a traditional Highland reel.

The great hall, normally so empty, now reminded Aillil of his grandfather's days, when all seats at the long table were filled every evening and the sounds of laughter and conversation echoed off the stone walls. When he looked out over their audience, Aillil was surprised at how well the locals had taken to the newest addition to the Callaghan household. "Sassenach" had lately become a term of reverence. It was an honor to tell one's friends, "I gae tae hear th' Sassenach," for it meant that the teller was to attend an evening's performance at the castle.

The clan apparently accepted the newcomer for their own, calling him Mael Caluim as Aillil did. Now, sitting out a tune, he watched those assembled, every eye trained on the handsome musician, and felt something surprising—pride. He was proud of his Mael Caluim. Wait! His Mael Caluim? Where had that thought come from?

Aillil's eyes roamed the room, this time coming to rest on several young people with far more interest in their eyes than their parents had. The icy grasp of jealousy clutched his heart. Malcolm could pick and choose from among most of the lasses and a few of the lads, judging by their open adoration.

When those green eyes met Aillil's, something flared in their depths that was missing when Malcolm looked at the villagers. And what Aillil was currently feeling far surpassed any affection he'd carried for Duncan. The intensity of his craving for Malcolm hit like a blow to the head. He hadn't truly claimed the Englishman yet, hadn't answered the question of what it felt like to be taken. How could he possibly be thinking such thoughts? His cock grew painfully rigid. In that moment he knew. Knew he would have Malcolm fully, and for more than the short term.

He recalled their afternoon by the stream and their trip to the grove. Why he'd felt compelled to share that special place with an outsider, he didn't know, he'd just been filled with the intense need to do so. Maeve had once said that in the old days lovers who met within the grove were blessed by the spirits of the ancestors. Well, he lived to uphold Scottish tradition. The Englishman would be his, and their first true coupling would take place amidst the sacred yews. That decided, Aillil picked up his violin and joined in the next melody.

He barely noticed the quiet youth who stared listlessly at nothing, head resting on his mother's bosom, and missed the woman's shocked gasp when she put her hand to the child's brow, jerking it away as if burned.
 * * * * Later that evening, when Malcolm was climbing the stairs to the tower, Aillil followed.
 Once inside his room with the door shut, Malcolm's shyness fled and he entered Aillil's arms, turning his face up for the expected kiss. He didn't have long to wait, the soft graze of lips providing a second's warning before his mouth was plundered.
 He ran his fingers over Aillil's chest, and Aillil pulled away, promising, "Tomorrow. I've asked Angus to take my brothers fishing. Meet me by the wood on the road to the village at noon." One more heated kiss and the Highlander was gone, leaving Malcolm with much to think on with the words, "You will be mine."
 It was madness, sheer madness. No one knew his true desires here except for Aillil. That seemed so much less important now than it had when he'd left Kent. Aillil, despite a rocky start, had turned out to be a decent man, fiercely protective and loyal. The kilted Scotsman of Malcolm's dreams also sped his heart simply by entering a room.

"You will be mine." Malcolm took a deep breath, trying to steady his suddenly weak knees. This was it. For weeks Aillil had pleasured him with hand and mouth, never once taking his arse with anything more than a wetted finger. Did those words mean what Malcolm thought they meant; what he hoped they meant?
 He risked everything with their trysts. How much worse would it be for Aillil if they were discovered? For hours he lay awake, worrying over what could happen. Only after reaching a decision did he finally fall asleep. Like that day at the stream, he'd decided to place his trust in Aillil.
 * * * *

"Aillil? Why don't the village children have a teacher like we do?"
 Leave it to Niall to ask that question. "Because laborers have no need of learning," Aillil replied, unwittingly repeating the same answer his father had given when he'd asked that question.
 "Couldn't they become more than laborers if they were educated? Doesn't Father always say that the English think us ignorant? Why are we proving them right?"
 Ah, it seemed Niall had been listening to Old Maeve, for he himself had oft heard her speak of such. It was also an excellent question. Bless the lad's soul for providing the answer to Aillil's own dilemma of how to keep Mael Caluim close always. "If we had a school in the village, we'd need a teacher," he mused aloud.
 "Yes!" Niall responded, all bright-eyed enthusiasm.
 As the village teacher, Malcolm would be nearby, and no one would question if the future laird paid regular visits—to check on students' progress, of course. Ever since first tasting the man in the little tower room, Aillil had thought of little else. It would be impossible to give Malcolm up. Thanks to Niall's excellent suggestion, he might not have to.
 Even after marrying and becoming laird, he could keep his lover with none the wiser. Oh yes, he liked that idea very much, indeed. If he couldn't have Malcolm at the castle, a local village would suffice. It would also greatly benefit the clan.
 "Niall, I think that's a splendid idea." Niall glowed under the bit of praise. "I'll definitely give it much thought."
 "Thank you," his brother replied. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to go find Rory and the others; we're going fishing."
 Yes, the lad had given him a credible plan.
 * * * *

Malcolm strolled through a maze of trees, senses filled with the clean scent of moss and heather. A combination of anticipation and a sudden unexpected chill crept up his spine, causing a shiver. A scant moment later, despite his excitement and it being noon, a huge yawn stretched his mouth wide. Was it the warm autumn day that was making him sleepy? Had he been up that late?

With four energetic youngsters underfoot, he reasoned, it was small wonder he was tired, especially when an afternoon's freedom was so rare. The twin Callaghan males lived for creating havoc. What could one expect from the descendants of a warrior race? Their unruly ways didn't stop Malcolm from caring deeply for them and their brothers, or from loving his vocation. The aching in his muscles was just mild fatigue, nothing at all to worry about.

Hearing a friendly shout, he stepped from the trees and onto the hard-packed earth of the village road, returning the greeting of a passing villager. A sturdy highland nag followed behind the man, its thickening coat heralding the coming winter. Knobby knees protruded from beneath the tartans the man wore in open defiance of English law. It seemed Aillil wasn't the only one who refused to give up the kilt. More laborers appeared, leading horse-drawn carts filled with cut firewood. Malcolm stood watching them amble down the narrow, rutted lane before the snapping of a twig announced that he wasn't alone. "I know you're there, you can come out," he called once the carts were safely out of sight. Thankfully, leaves and branches hid him from view of the stone fortress and any who might be watching from its shadowy recesses. It still paid to be cautious.

He sprang back, hand pressed to his mouth to stifle a shriek, when a dark blur dropped from above to lay sprawled on the ground, laughing. "You should see your face!" Aillil exclaimed, full of youthful mirth.

Malcolm feigned annoyance, then, unable to help himself, joined in the laughter. "You're getting a bit long in the tooth to be climbing trees, are you not?" He extended one hand to the future laird. It seemed his charges weren't the only Callaghans capable of mischief. If the man sitting before him was any indication, it was a hereditary trait.

Aillil grasped the offered assistance, hoisting his sturdily built body and nearly toppling Malcolm in the process. The Highlander stood a head taller and was much broader in the shoulder. After a moment's intense gaze, the humor in his eyes disappeared, replaced by a lustful glimmer.

Malcolm was pushed against a tree, Aillil's hand cupping his jaw. Callused fingers lightly stroked the down of one cheek.

"Aillil!" Malcolm hissed, "We mustn't! Not out in the open like this. Think of your father!"
 "What my father doesn't know won't hurt him," Aillil replied, leaning in to rub their lips together, the faintest of touches. "And none are here to see."
 Despite the confident words, Malcolm was afraid. His entire existence in this place was by the grace of Aillil's father. No matter how highly prized by his students, if his and Aillil's relationship was discovered, Eoghan wouldn't be pleased. Beyond the wood by the stream, or in Aillil's room was one thing, on the village road where anyone could see was another.
 "I don't understand what you want with me," he murmured. "You are the heir of a great laird! One day you'll lead your clan!" And be expected to marry remained unsaid.
 "Shh..." Aillil soothed, one finger trailing down the length of Malcolm's nose. "Your blood is every bit as noble as mine. 'Tis no fault of yours you were the third son of your father and not the first. Besides, you're hardly scullery help. You teach my brothers." He grinned. "It's too late for me." The flash of white teeth set Malcolm's heart to hammering once again, for different reasons.
 "Despite my thickheadedness," Aillil continued, "you've also managed to teach me to play the violin passably when others have failed. I want you; must there be a single reason?" His thoughtful expression turned uncertain. "Are you saying it's you who wishes to turn away?"
 "No!" declared Malcolm, fervent in his denial. "My feelings should be obvious by the fact I met you here. I simply do not want to make trouble for you by flaunting what we have where it can be seen!"
 That sinful grin reappeared. "A dilemma easily cured. And you, little fox, could never be trouble." While he spoke, Aillil drew one hand through the fiery locks that fit the nickname, fingers urging Malcolm's head toward his own.
 Aillil's tongue swept Malcolm's lips, requesting entrance. Much more practiced than since that first awkward attempt, Malcolm opened his mouth, welcoming the invader. Their tongues slid together.
 Pulling back enough to speak, the Scotsman's seductive rumble asked, "Come with me to the grove?"
 Malcolm's heart dropped to his stomach. This was it, the moment he'd been waiting for. The kiss left his knees shaking, his stomach fluttering, and his cock in serious need of attention. Consequences ceased to be important—he'd gladly follow Aillil anywhere. Nodded acceptance sent his curls bouncing around his face, escaping the ribbon that tied them at his nape. Aillil clapped him on the back, leading the way into the trees.
 Bright sunshine greeted them when they stepped into a clearing. They spoke of music and horses and whatever nonsense occurred to them. Malcolm felt so alive and carefree, drunk on life and Aillil's company and lost in a world that was completely their own. One perfect moment in time upon which nothing could intrude.
 On all sides of the glen, the mountains rose majestic and proud, and Malcolm was filled with awe at this wild, untamed place that seemed worlds away from his former home in Kent. Oddly enough, despite the vast differences between the two, Malcolm found he didn't miss the land of his birth at all. He supposed Aillil Callaghan had much to do with that.
 Aillil was like no man he'd ever met before, honest, proud, and who'd gladly lay down his life for loved ones—or beliefs. For certain Aillil wouldn't have suffered Thomas' persecution, standing by and doing nothing. Could Malcolm possibly learn bravery from him, and absolve the guilt he'd harbored these many months?
 Wait! Malcolm had stood up for someone! He'd taken on Fergus for Niall's sake! It was one thing to think himself a coward in the school's dining hall, when the actual threat had passed. If he'd been on the steps of that molly house, would he have come to Thomas' defense? He'd asked himself that question many times. This time, he came to a different conclusion.
 It was easy to consider Aillil a hero, for that's how he behaved always. Was a man less of a hero if he only displayed boldness when needed? In that instant, Malcolm knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that he would have done all that he could to spare his two fellow teachers.
 Absolution was like a breath of air to a drowning man. He thanked the powers that be, and Aillil, for helping him to realize that, for a small, unassertive man, he did have strength when it counted.
 Aillil's hand on his arm brought him out of his thoughts. The grove lay just ahead. Reverent as any mystic, Malcolm crept forward, breath catching in anticipation. The moment of truth had arrived. For all the past discreet kisses and hasty fumblings in the shadows, today would be more than hands and mouths. He'd no longer accept the excuse of "The time isn't right." But once he'd had Aillil in truth, there would be no going back, not for him, anyway. Soon his body would belong to his bold Highlander—his heart already did.
 When safely hidden from sight by the thick expanse of yew trees, Aillil lowered his mouth to Malcolm's. "Mael Caluim," he whispered, "will you give yourself to me?"
 "Of course," Malcolm murmured breathlessly, biting off the "Yes!" that immediately sprang to mind. "I was yours from the time I set eyes upon you."
 Aillil pulled back, a scowl speaking louder than words ever could.
 "All right, it was after that," Malcolm confessed, "but it did happen eventually."
 Brown eyes smoldered with passion, filled with open admiration. "You'll never regret this, my little fox; I'll see to that." Malcolm shrugged out of his waistcoat, and his rough woven shirt prickled when Aillil rolled it up and off his body, exposing smooth, white skin liberally mottled with freckles. The hunger in those dark eyes was unmistakable.
 Aillil stepped away, tartan slipping from his shoulders along with his shirt. Fire shot through Malcolm, watching the Highlander reveal a finely-made body. Broad shoulders tapered to a slender waist, and ripples of muscles covered Aillil's belly. His legs were thick and as solid as tree trunks. The slightest movement caused his arms to bulge.
 All Malcolm could think about was having that body pressed against his. The shirt fluttered to the ground to land on a bed of rich green moss. "One day, when I'm laird, you'll be dressed in fine satin; emerald, I think," Aillil mused, "to go with your eyes."
 The words reminded Malcolm of how far apart they were in the world, for all their physical closeness. Aillil would one day take Eoghan's place and would be expected to marry and carry on the family name. A male lover had no place in that future. To watch this man bind himself to another, take her to his bed, give her children, would be more than Malcolm could bear. Still, he'd take whatever Aillil could give, enjoying every minute while it lasted.
 Being with the one he loved and hoped loved him in return—regardless of what was said about love being for lasses—made everything else inconsequential. All that mattered was that the two of them were here now, together, and Malcolm refused to waste this opportunity worrying about something that had yet to happen.
 The skillful fingers that had easily mastered the bow and violin divested Malcolm of boots and breeches, tossing them carelessly aside. Aillil unfastened his belt and unwound his kilt, spreading it upon the ground for a blanket. When they faced each other naked, Aillil's heavy, dark cock rose proudly from a nest of ebony curls. Malcolm's, fairer skinned and equally aroused, was surrounded by a thatch of reddishbrown. They stood apart, drinking in the sight of each other, then came together in a frenzy of mouths, hands, and engorged flesh.
 Heated explorations were interrupted when, in their eagerness, they overbalanced and fell onto a bed of woolen plaid. Bright laughter filled the air before a shared, lustful gaze restored their passion. Aillil pushed Malcolm back onto the tartan and covered him, weight braced on powerful arms. His dark hair fell like a curtain around their faces, hiding them from the rest of the world.
 Malcolm's skin appeared so pale against Aillil's much darker complexion. They ground their mouths and lower bodies together, moans growing desperate. Malcolm reveled in the feel of flesh upon flesh, the culmination of months of longing and stolen moments whenever watchful eyes were turned away, trying to ignore the scratch of wool at his back.
 Strong fingers grasped Malcolm's cock. "I want you," Aillil whispered, voice thick with promise. The desire in the Highlander's eyes was an all consuming thing, and Malcolm pushed into the hand that held his length. Returning the favor, he placed tentative fingers around Aillil's cock, eliciting another moan from them both.
 "Then you shall have me," Malcolm replied. Aillil had explained the basics of how men enjoyed other men, beyond what they'd done already; he wasn't unaware of what was to come. He also understood that there may be some discomfort involved, for Aillil's cock was much larger than fingers, the only things that had breached him thus far. Many times in the recent past he'd placed his trust in Aillil, and today was no different.
 A small vial appeared in Aillil's hand. "To ease my way," he explained, pouring oil onto his fingers before cautioning, "Though you may wish to, do not fight me; t'will make matters worse."
 Head bobbing in agreement, Malcolm raised his knees and parted his thighs, panting through the sensation of being probed by a finger, then what felt like another. This much they'd done before. He fought the natural instinct to protect himself from the invasion while recalling the words of warning. All thought of resistance faded when a fingertip grazed something deep inside that had him pushing back, begging for more.
 "Please, Aillil, I burn for you," he pleaded. He was still a bit unsure precisely what he was asking, not that it mattered— this was Aillil, whom he trusted with his life.
 Unlike himself, Aillil was no stranger to acts between men, and Malcolm counted on that experience to guide them. Sure, steady hands helped him up on hands and knees, and murmured words reminded him to relax. Finally, after what seemed an eternity of waiting, Aillil entered him, stopping whenever Malcolm tensed. Ever so slowly, Aillil eased in. When Malcolm gasped and nodded, Aillil gently rode him, whispering words of praise and encouragement, frequently pausing to ask, "Am I hurting you?" The discomfort was minimal and paled in comparison to the pleasure.
 A skillful hand wrapped around Malcolm's cock, working it in time with their bodies' rhythm. His lover swore, gasping through completion a moment before Malcolm's sharp cries announced that they'd arrived together at the same destination. Caught up in the moment, Malcolm barely registered the thrumming of the encircling trees, and surely it was his mind, feverish with passion, that made them appear to glow.
 Afterward, they lay in each other's arms, half covered by Aillil's plaid. Aillil's hand lazily stroked Malcolm's exposed stomach. "You really do burn for me," he teased. "You're nearly too hot to touch. And when did you acquire this many freckles?" Surprisingly cool lips fluttered against Malcolm's forehead. Several moments of quiet bliss followed before Aillil spoke again. "I have an afternoon appointment with my father and dare not be late, else I fear you'd never be quit of me. I will see you for our evening meal. Until then..."
 While Malcolm lay resting, unaccountably tired and achy, Aillil dressed him, and then began the painstaking process of folding the heavy woolen kilt, arranging the mass before clasping on the brooch that held the garment in place. He shook off the evidence of their outdoor rendezvous. "Until tonight," he said, disappearing into the trees.

Malcolm was asleep within minutes.
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Chapter Nine
"You wished to see me, Father?"
 "Aye," the leader of the Callaghan clan replied from behind his desk. His tone was not welcoming, but then, it seldom was.
 Reading the man's foul mood, Aillil entered the study with caution, settling into the very chair he'd sat in to speak with Fionan. He studied the laird, wondering why he'd been summoned. The disdainful glance at his tartans was nothing new; the contempt in the man's eyes was.
 "I will say my piece now, Aillil, and you will listen." This was the slow, deliberate pronouncement of a clan chief passing judgment, not a father admonishing a son. What offense had he committed this time? "You are more than a man now, at five and twenty, after all. It is past time you began acting your years."
 His father stood from behind the desk to stalk the length of the study, keeping a distance between them. "I recently visited my cousin Marcus in Inverness."
 Aillil nodded, remaining silent. His father kept a mistress in Inverness and often used visiting Marcus as an excuse to see her. Why was the subject being brought up? Visits to Marcus' home were common occurrences.
 Eoghan glared at Aillil, wrath in his eyes. In a voice colder than the loch in winter, he spoke the words that shattered Aillil's world, "An arrangement has been made. You will marry Marcus' eldest daughter in six months' time. When the weather warms, they'll bring your bride."
 The blood froze in Aillil's veins and a dagger of ice pierced his gut. "Marriage?" he sputtered. "Why now? You've never..."
 Eoghan cut him off, anger sizzling in both words and eyes. "I have swallowed my pride and done my best to accept the ways of the English. Then, my son, my own son, openly defies the law against my explicit orders. Do you not think that the king has spies? Do you think he doesn't know who mocks him?" His father's gaze swept over the traditional tartan kilt, a tradition the elder Callaghan had abandoned to appease a foreign king.
 Aillil knew full well that he risked imprisonment and deportation to the colonies if the wrong ears heard of his deeds. That wasn't going to stop him. He was a Scotsman and damned proud of it! They'd had this discussion numerous times and had always before walked away agreeing to disagree. This time it seemed Aillil had gone too far, for it wasn't merely his attire that earned his sire's displeasure. His heart skipped a beat when next the man spoke.
 "Donna think I've nae seen how ye look at that Sassenach, an' how he looks at ye!" the laird ranted, in anger reverting to the thick Scottish brogue he'd fought for years to abandon. "That sort o' thing is expected during battle, when there be nae lassies around. Nae need fer it now. I've ay good mind tae..."
 Aillil's own anger blazed equally hot. "You'd what, Father?" He'd never dared to challenge the laird so openly before, but this was an argument he couldn't walk away from. Not when it centered around Mael Caluim. How could Eoghan have found out? Hadn't they been careful? Thinking back to his lover's fears, he was shamed by his own arrogance. He'd foolishly believed being the laird's heir granted protection from gossip. How very wrong he'd been. Apparently, the king wasn't alone in employing spies.
 The muscles in Eoghan's jaw visibly clinched and his hands balled into fists. Finally, the mottled red anger began to fade until he once more appeared the diplomat and English arsekisser he was famed for being—at the cost of clan respect. "The matter is settled," he said with finality. "The Sassenach is to leave here tomorrow. Fergus Gordon has agreed to take him in."
 "Fergus Gordon? Fergus is under punishment by Laird Gordon for attacking Niall!"
 The stubborn look in Eoghan's eyes gave answer.
 "You visited Laird Gordon, didn't you?" Dark, bitter hatred consumed his better judgment, and Aillil wished he'd taken care of that bastard Fergus when presented the chance, consequences be damned!
 "Fergus is the king's man," Eoghan defended. His neutral tone could have been discussing the weather. "I made a bargain. He wouldn't have my heir sent to the colonies, and I'd smooth things over with his clan chief."
 Picturing Niall's terrified face and the fear that he himself had known all those years ago at the mere mention of the man's name, it was all Aillil could do not to grab his father and shake some sense into the man. "Fergus Gordon is a disgusting, vile beast!" he shouted, jumping to his feet, sending the chair crashing to the floor. "You know what he nearly did to Niall, and what he'll do to Mael Caluim! How can you think such a thing?" What he tried to do to me!
 "Oh?" Eoghan asked, ignoring the remark about Niall. One bushy gray brow arched. "And how exactly would his actions differ from your own in regards to the teacher?"
 Aillil's fury got the better of him, stealing all discretion. "It's not the same, for I love him!" He realized the mistake the moment the words left his mouth. The triumphant gleam in Eoghan's eyes said the damage was done; it was too late to take it back.
 Exploiting the perceived weakness, his father moved in for the kill, using Aillil's own patriotism against him. "There is more at stake here than you could possibly know. At this very moment, the MacPherson clan is being driven from their lands, all because one of the king's sources accused them of treachery." The words were flat and emotionless. Uncaring. Bile rose in Aillil's throat. "'It's of little consequence that there's no shred of truth; the English wish to clear the Highlands, keeping the rabble rousers firmly under their thumbs. They'll use any excuse to forward their goals. If we're to survive, we must remain above reproach."
 Aillil had heard rumors of the English plans, scoffing in disbelief that the deed would ever be carried out. The clans would never stand for it; such actions would likely inspire another uprising. He'd clearly underestimated the foe. The other chieftains must be running scared, thinking of their own, like his father was. It made matters worse that the MacPhersons were practically neighbors. It seemed that the Callaghan Coward intended to sit by and do nothing while honest, hardworking folk lost all they had.
 There was more to come. "Here are my terms: you will marry Marcus' daughter and provide an heir. In return, you'll be allowed to give reference for Mael Caluim," the name was hurled like a curse, "and choose where he goes. Make no mistake, he will go, be it your choice or mine of his destination. I'll not risk any more disgrace to this clan. Your bride brings titles and land. It is a good match and will add substantially to the clan."
 "You've failed to mention that she's a homely, spoiled thing who cares naught for any save herself," Aillil countered. "It's well known that her father kisses the king's arse for whatever crumbs can be gathered from the royal table. To this day I find it hard to believe that Marcus is from the same clan as my devoted, caring grandmother. Tell me, Father, was Marcus the one who turned the king's wrath on the MacPhersons, or was it Fergus?"
 The smug satisfaction on Eoghan's face betrayed him. Aillil's anger flared anew. "I can't believe it! My own father turned against his countrymen! Tell me, for what price did you sell your soul this time?"
 The blow caught Aillil off guard and he barely controlled an answering swing. At that moment, he'd gladly have risked disinheritance if it were only himself in danger. If he were outcast, where would that leave the clan? His brothers? Where would that leave his lover?
 Aillil considered abandoning his birthright, taking Malcolm, and running away. His father was one step ahead. "If you attempt to leave with that man, you will be found. When you are, certain valuables will be discovered on your companion. I don't think you'd care to see him hanged for a thief. Your choice, Aillil. In the end you will do exactly what I say. Why not make this easy on the both of us?"
 Such helplessness rankled, even while seething in anger. Aillil hung his head, admitting defeat. How foolish he'd been not to see that the enemy didn't only reside in England, but in his own home. He should have hidden his feelings better, trusted less.
 Carefully measuring the costs, Aillil decided the good of the many outweighed his own wants and needs. To protect the clan from Eoghan's greedy machinations, he had to remain here, minimizing the damage until he became laird. Then he could see justice done for those ruined for other's gain. How had this happened? He'd promised his love no regrets and hadn't been able to keep his word for a day.
 If he wanted to keep Malcolm safe and guarantee some semblance of a happy future, Aillil had to agree to the terms. If not, no doubt Eoghan would make good on the promise to deliver Malcolm to Fergus. Features carefully schooled into a mask of indifference, Aillil hoped his Englishman would someday grant forgiveness for what he was about to do.
 Aillil forced a smile and lied, "Truth be told, I was beginning to tire of him anyway. The girl brings lands, you say? And titles?" He pretended to think on the matter. "After we dine tonight, I'll tell him."
 Eoghan didn't appear convinced, but didn't argue. "Do it tonight. If you don't, I will. He must be gone before the harvest ends."
 "Yes, Father," Aillil agreed, blinking back tears. * * * *

Dinner was an uncomfortable affair with Eoghan watching every move. Aillil vowed to make it last, putting off the inevitable moment when he'd have to destroy the happiness of the only man he'd ever loved. Yes, even after all his earlier protestations, Aillil now realized he'd been right to suspect Malcolm of thievery, for the Englishman had snuck in and stolen his heart.

Would Malcolm take it with him when he left?
 Malcolm sat in his usual place at the far end of the table with his students, eating very little and merely picking at a plate of fish, something once considered too common for the laird's table. Several times he expelled a loud gasp. Rory's tug on his sleeve garnered no reaction, and Niall's comments went unanswered. Even the twin's antics failed to bring a smile. Very odd. The high color on Malcolm's pale cheeks and the listlessness in his normally lively green eyes slowly grew alarming. That was no mere blush, and was that a sheen of sweat on his brow? When Malcolm swayed in his seat, Aillil darted around the table, catching him before he hit the stone floor.
 "Father!" Aillil shouted, forgetting his earlier vow never to speak to the man. "He's burning with fever!"
 Eoghan bolted from his chair. "Aillil, come away from him this instant! Niall, take your brothers to your chamber immediately! Do not come out until I tell you."
 Niall scooped his youngest brother into his arms and hastened from the table, the twins following behind. Rory called out for Malcolm and was silenced by Niall's hushed words. The youth spared a troubled glance for Aillil before rounding the corner and disappearing from sight.
 "He's ill!" Aillil cried. Behind him, a bowl hit the floor and shattered. He turned to see a serving maid muttering frantic prayers and backing away.
 "Aillil!" Eoghan bellowed, bringing his attention back to the head of the table. "Come away from him! There's a fever in the nearby villages. He could be infected."
 Horrified, Aillil looked down into the face he loved so dearly. "No!" he screamed. "It's something he ate. It can't be..." He recalled how his lover had looked naked, the small, raised bumps that he'd mistaken for freckles, the overheated skin. A tight fist gripped his insides and reality came crashing down. He'd seen enough in his lifetime to know Eoghan spoke the truth.
 "It's too late," Aillil mumbled. A sense of peace settled over him. He'd gladly join his fate with Malcolm's, and if their days were numbered, at least they'd be together where none could ever tear them apart. "The rest of you stay away. I'll take him to my quarters. Leave the necessary supplies outside the door. I'll care for him."
 "No, son!" Eoghan stood at the head of the table, arms crossed over his chest. "You are far too important to risk yourself for this man!"
 For the second time that day, Aillil dared to defy his father. His mind was made up, and there'd be no going back. "It's too late. I can walk away now and it would make no difference. All my life I've listened to you; now, you will listen to me. I will do this and let fate decide the outcome."
 Once more he questioned how he and his father could look so much alike and be so dissimilar otherwise. His own face had never been twisted into that cruel a snarl, and never would his back turn on someone in need.
 "Do what you will." For the first time in memory Eoghan conceded to Aillil. "I know you well enough to realize you'll not be swayed. Know that you are on your own. If you change your mind, none will take your place." He turned and fled the hall.
 This was it, the choice had been made. If Aillil survived the coming days, he'd be an outcast for standing against his laird. Right now that was unimportant. All he could think about was getting Malcolm upstairs and nursing him through the illness.
 He looked around the hall for possible allies and found nothing but a few terrified servants who wouldn't risk their lives for a foreigner and a disinherited son. At least he'd found a way to escape his father's schemes, after all. Now to get Malcolm well and safely away from the castle before Eoghan sought revenge.
 The maid stood motionless by the door with the others who'd borne witness to the exchange. They knew all too well the enemy that had entered their midst, for the fever was no stranger to the Highlands. None barred the way when Aillil carried the moaning Englishman out of the hall and up the stone stairs to where his chamber lay. Passing the room his brothers shared, he heard Niall uttering muffled prayers. Good lad.
 Niall learned what Malcolm taught of English ways to please their father. It was a clever ruse. Aillil knew that, at heart, Niall was a patriotic Scotsman, even if he kept his tartans carefully hidden from the watchful eyes of their sire. He'd make a good laird.
 Aillil entered his chamber and kicked the door shut with a boot heel before placing his precious burden on the bed. He removed his lover's clothes for the second time that day, tossing them into a heap by the hearth. Malcolm didn't seem to notice. A tap on the door was followed by hushed instructions. Once certain that whoever had come was safely gone, Aillil opened the door. A pitcher of water draped with a cleaning cloth sat on the floor, along with a packet of herbs, a kettle, a mug, and the remainder of his meal.
 He started a fire in the hearth, and when the coals glowed amber, he poured the herbs into the kettle with half the water and situated it over the flames. Their pungent scent stung his nostrils. Next, he took the rest of the water to the bed to clean his lover's body, wincing at the tell-tale rash on Malcolm's belly.
 Malcolm, delirious with fever, pulled away from the cool cloth, shivering until wrapped securely in the bed covers. He fell asleep mumbling incoherent nonsense.
 Many times Aillil had pictured that pale skin laid out upon his bed. Never in his dreams had it been burning with fever. A sharp hissing brought his attention to the kettle. With a careful grip on the tongs, he swung the iron arm from the hearth, leaving the contents to cool.
 There was a scuffling sound outside the door, followed by a hushed, "Aillil? How is he?" While warmed by his brother's loyalty, it was still a dangerous game he played.
 "Niall, you mustn't come here," Aillil admonished, sounding more like Eoghan than he cared to admit. "If you sicken, who'll take care of the others? You'll also anger Father by speaking to me."
 "We're worried," Niall replied. "Rory would not be calmed until I brought your violin. He thinks it will heal Master Byerly." He added in hushed tones, "And Father's been angry with me before and it didn't kill him. Doubtless this time he'll survive, as well."
 Despite the danger the headstrong youth placed himself in, Aillil had to smile at this show of brotherly support. "Then my thanks are to you and Rory. Now be gone. I will do all I can." Malcolm groaned, reminding Aillil how grave the situation was. "Niall? You will take good care of our brothers, won't you?"
 "Aye, Aillil." Shuffling footsteps led away from the door.
 Aillil crossed the stone floor and opened the door. His violin and bow sat upon a stool. He took them inside to begin his lonely vigil.
 He sank onto the edge of the bed, careful not to crowd Malcolm. When he put bow to strings, no particular song came to mind; his fingers traveled where they would. The music started, faltering and subdued, giving voice to fears too horrible to speak of. He would be brave, he would carry this burden and heal Malcolm through sheer force of will if need be.
 The song took on a life of its own, and before he knew it, the notes became sweeter, speaking of the early spring day when the unassuming redhead had first entered the castle. A memory played behind Aillil's closed eyelids: entering the hall to find his brothers bent over their studies, their teacher growing frustrated when one of the twins refused to speak any dialect resembling proper English.
 A stirring on the bed caused him to look up. "Aillil?" Malcolm rasped, squinted eyes searching the room. Creases formed on his brow. "Thirsty."
 Aillil checked the kettle, pouring some of the tea into the mug. He held it to Malcolm's lips, bracing his lover's shoulders with an arm to help him sit.
 Malcolm's nose wrinkled and he sneezed before taking a few small sips. "Thank you." He fell back into Aillil's arms, clearly exhausted from even such a small effort.
 "How do you feel?"
 "Words cannot describe," Malcolm replied in a husky whisper. His lips formed a half-hearted smile. It was quickly replaced by a frown. "I have the fever, don't I?"
 He was a smart man; lying would do no good. "Aye."
 Malcolm struggled to get up. "You mustn't be here! You could fall ill, too!"
 Deciding actions spoke louder than words, Aillil lifted the edge of the covers and, fully clothed, slid beneath.
 "No!" Malcolm's weakened condition reduced what was probably intended to be a yell into a faint rasp. "You must leave! I cannot risk you!"
 Even while protesting, Malcolm didn't put up much of a fight when Aillil wrapped both arms around him, pulling him close. "Shh, little fox. We're together in this. Wherever you lead, I'll gladly follow."
 "No," Malcolm grumbled into Aillil's chest, words lacking conviction. He snuggled closer, shivering body seeking out the offered heat. Before he could say more, he was asleep, the herbs working their magic. Aillil held tightly while his lover slept, vowing that if they both lived, neither his father nor any other force would come between them.
 He soon grew overheated and moved to the bedside chair to resume his restless playing. Four more times that night he fed Malcolm the herb tea, and four more times they chatted briefly before Malcolm fell back into slumber. Sleep was elusive for Aillil, and he sat beside the bed, carrying on a onesided conversation or quietly playing the violin.
 Night gave way to morning and he began to despair. That despair escaped through music, creating melancholy refrains that matched the darkness in his soul.
 Over the next three days he played a steadily increasing repertoire of songs that emanated from a slowly breaking heart. Sometimes it was just the violin, sometimes his voice joined in, and, far too often, the tolling of village bells, announcing another death, accompanied him.
 It was on the third day that Malcolm stopped talking, refusing to take in any more tea or weak broth. His sleep now too fitful to bring much rest, he was clearly worn out, much like Aillil himself was.
 On the fourth day, Aillil awakened to find Malcolm no longer thrashing and delirious, lying peacefully amid the blankets. Filled with hope for the first time in days, he jumped to his feet. The fever had broken! His love would recover!
 When he rushed to the bed, elation turned to agony and misery wrapped around him like a fist, squeezing out his breath. Malcolm was pale, far too pale! Aillil extended one trembling hand, used to overly-heated flesh, and pulled it back in alarm at the chill of that white skin. Sometime during the night, his love had slipped from the world, and he hadn't been there to ease the passing.
 He howled his anguish like a wild beast, keening loneliness and pain. His breath came in ragged sobs. "Why?!" he screamed. "Why?!" How could the only man he'd ever loved, could ever love, be taken from him? Had his father somehow appealed to the fates to steal Malcolm away and eliminate the "problem"?
 Rage swept through him like a roaring blaze. Seeing his own image in a mirror, healthy and whole, added fuel to the fire. He picked up the first object at hand, the mug, and smashed it against the shining silver surface. The pottery shattered, leaving a large dent in the mirror. On a destructive rampage, he hurled every item that would break, reveling in the chaos. How dare he live when Malcolm had died? Many caught the fever, why couldn't he?
 Anger gave way to grief. Collapsing onto the bed, he pulled his lover's lifeless body against his own and wept bitterly. How long he stayed there, he didn't know, rocking Malcolm's still, cold form. In those moments an idea was born. He rose and stripped off the clothes that hadn't been changed since the night Malcolm fell ill.
 After bathing with water the servants brought, he donned his best shirt, the one reserved for special occasions. He fastened his belt and began folding the yards of woolen plaid that made up his kilt, pinning it at the shoulder with his grandfather's brooch.
 Once finished with his own preparations, he took great care in washing his lover, wrapping the Englishman's small body in Callaghan plaid. Clumsy stitches sealed the edges together; a prism of tears blurred his sight. When at last the work was complete, he left his chambers for the first time since the fever began, Malcolm's body secured in his arms. The sack containing his bagpipe hung from his back.
 When he placed his foot upon the stairs, the village bells began to toll as if they knew Malcolm was dead. He met no one on the way through the castle or when he stepped from the great hall and into the brisk autumn day. Somewhere within the thick walls, his father, brothers, and the servants were hiding.
 The screeching of a door hinge broke the quiet, and he turned to see Niall watching from the doorway. Neither said anything. Sympathetic eyes traveled from Aillil's face to the burden he carried, silently gauging the truth. Niall pulled a spade from behind his back, placing it by the door before going back inside and closing the door.
 The lad had somehow known. The unspoken message of support meant the world to Aillil.
 He waited a moment to ensure his brother was gone, then retrieved the spade, slipping the handle into his belt while considering a suitable location. At first, he'd intended to bury Malcolm in the family plot, uncaring of what his father might think. Instead, his feet found the wooded path that led to the grove. He had no trouble finding the perfect spot, and the soft earth gave way easily to his digging. Hours had passed by the time Aillil paused in his labors, enjoying the cool breeze that brushed against his sweat-sheened skin, and he wondered what the fever would feel like, if and when he succumbed.
 The morning had given way to afternoon by the time he finished digging and sank to the ground, pulling his lover's shrouded body against his chest. He rocked to and fro, singing the songs they'd once sung together, pouring out his feelings one final time. There would never be another, and he wanted nothing more than to crawl into the earth with Malcolm and stay there, together forever. While he desperately wished to, he couldn't. Malcolm wouldn't want that.
 Knowing he could no longer put off the inevitable, Aillil lay his little fox in the grave, his sobs mixing with the soft swishing sounds of dirt returning to the hole from which it had been taken. Finally, a mound of fresh earth was all that marked the final resting place of the kind-hearted, gentle Englishman.
 When the task was complete, Aillil looked around the circle of trees that had been their trysting place, peaceful in the evening hours. With their drooping branches, they could be in mourning. It made him feel less alone. When an owl's desolate cry split the silence, Aillil agreed wholeheartedly.
 He knew some form of prayer should be said, but didn't know any, having attended few church services since becoming a man. Thinking back to Grandfather Fionan's burial, he murmured a few words a Druid had uttered, hoping they'd hurry Malcolm on to another life where the two of them could possibly meet again. He pulled his bagpipe from the sack and played the same tune he'd heard the night his grandfather died, giving Malcolm a parting gift of forbidden music.
 The sun was setting when Aillil made his way back home, and he was on the verge of entering the great hall when the bells tolled. Did that make ten? Or was it eleven? Thinking of the people down in the villages and what they were suffering gave him new direction. Already at risk of taking the fever, he'd nothing to lose. His thoughts with his clansmen, he hid his bagpipe in the eaves of the barn, took his father's best horse, and rode to the nearest village to offer assistance.
 What he found there was horrifying. The effects of the fever were devastating, especially among the elderly and very young. He dismounted to tie the horse by a watering trough, and seeing a wizened man struggling to carry the body of an elderly woman, silently approached, taking the burden. It was the first of many he carried to the field that was now littered with fresh graves. While the wealthy and privileged hid, hoping to escape the fever's wrath, he, the laird's son, worked tirelessly to bury the dead.
 It was on his second day away from the castle that Angus approached. "Maeve says come," he said.
 Aillil wound through the village to the thatched cottage he'd visited regularly over the years. The door opened on a dimly lit room, and he stood for a moment, eyes adjusting to the gloom.
 Old Maeve stepped from the shadows. "Yon lassie brung them." She indicated a pale young woman, obviously quite ill, huddled just inside the door. The serving maid from the castle!
 The midwife had turned her modest home into a place of the dead and dying, assembling the sick under her roof to offer what care she could. His eyes searched the unfortunate souls there, falling on two small bodies curled together on the floor. No! Dughlas and Dughall lay on a pallet near the hearth! Shrugging off a restraining hand, he dropped to his knees by their sides, burying his face in his hands. The selfishness of wanting to sicken and die when these two fought to live condemned him. Was this to be his
 punishment?
 "Aillil?" a weak voice asked.
 "Aye, lad?" Aillil fought back tears, meeting the glassyeyed stare of Dughlas.
 "Will Master Byerly be there?"
 "Be where?" The raging fever must be robbing the poor lad of his wits.
 "When we die, will Master Byerly be there?"
 The words, spoken with such certainty that Dughlas was going to die, ripped Aillil's heart in two. He started to make denials, to promise false hope, when a hand fell to his shoulder. "Aye, Dughlas," Old Maeve replied. "Aye."
 Dughlas smiled, snuggling back into his brother's side. "We don't have to be afraid, then. He'll look after us."
 "Mother will be there, too," Dughall muttered sleepily.
 "Aye, lad, she will," Aillil agreed, realizing Maeve's intent to reassure the lads the best possible way. They didn't need to hear lies or half-truths; they needed to believe that whatever happened, they wouldn't be alone.
 Aillil remained by their sides throughout the night. He and Maeve did all they could, to no avail. In the wee hours of morning, Dughall was the first to go, followed shortly thereafter by Dughlas, together in death as they had been in life.
 * * * *

All that day Aillil did whatever was required in a daze, working shoulder to shoulder with the villagers. A messenger from the castle appeared at noon. Eoghan refused to help bury the children or to have a funeral, citing fears for Rory and Niall's safety. Aillil knew better. It was himself alone his father protected. How could the man evict those poor children, just because they'd taken the fever?

Without a word Aillil trudged back to his home, heartened when three other men fell into step beside him. Several times he saw faces peeking from windows while they dug graves in the family plot. The figures always retreated before he could make them out. He kept a watchful eye during his labors, hoping his two remaining brothers would stay away and not risk exposure to the fever that was laying waste to the countryside. Having slept in the same room with Dughall and Dughlas had put them at risk enough.

When they lowered the bodies of the twins into the earth, wrapped in the clan's plaid, Aillil clearly saw Niall standing in the doorway. He didn't speak or approach, just stood there, occasionally reaching up a hand to brush his cheek. When the last of the earth had been tamped down over Dughall and Dughlas, he stepped back inside. Aillil caught a glimpse of Rory, hiding behind Niall's leg, before the door closed.

That night, in a fitful sleep on the hard earth floor of Maeve's cottage, Aillil heard pipes from the direction of the yew grove. This time he was too tired and disheartened to seek them out, though grateful for them, nonetheless. Not only did Malcolm and their mother await Dughall and Dughlas, their grandparents and many generations of Callaghans did, as well. The twins were in good company.
 * * * * After that Aillil pushed himself daily to the breaking point. Old Maeve understood his motives. "Ye courts it lak ay mistress, ye dae," the nearly-toothless crone mumbled, handing him a cup of water.

He gulped the offering, accepting more to pour over his head, washing away some of the sweat and grime. Weary beyond reasoning, he raised his head, gazing at her through bleary eyes. "What are ye talkin' about, Auld Mammy?" Hardwon lessons in proper English gave way to fatigue.

She peered intently, searching his face. "'Yer courtin' Death, ye are. Aye, ye may fool some, but nae me." Her gaze turned questioning, her voice full of genuine concern. "'Tis more than yer brithers ye mourn. Who wha she?"

Aillil sighed. As if he'd ever known a woman who could send him into such depths of despair! If it were a woman, he could talk openly about it instead of hiding the misery deep inside, pretending he hadn't lost his everything. Not knowing what to say, he chose to ignore the healer and turned to leave. A surprisingly strong grip prevented his escape.

Maeve's eyes shifted right and left. She waited until two village men had passed and they were alone to hiss, "Did th' fever tak her?"

Aillil stared at the woman in panic, desperate to get away. Before he could think of a reply, her eyes flew wide and darted to where her hand rested on his arm. "Och," she said, expression thoughtful. "Sae, thas th' way o' it." She nodded her head sagely. "Th' bonnie Sassenach wit hair lak flame?"
 How did she know? Too weary to deny it, Aillil nodded. Instead of the expected denouncement, she asked gently, "Dae ye love him?" Aillil tried to pull away. For all her years, the woman was ox-strong, refusing to let go. "Nay, I'm nae judgin' ye!" Eyes filled with understanding penetrated his, and he felt it: an ancient power, the power of the ancestors that his grandfather had told him about.

"You're a Druid," he whispered in amazement.
 "Aye," she replied. "An' I hep ye."
 Anyone who held to outlawed ways was at risk of the

English king's wrath, and who knew which of the Scottish lairds were in the man's favor? Maeve was taking a terrible risk revealing such a secret, even 'to a man she'd known since birth. Especially if I were a traitor like my father, he thought bitterly. "Why?" he asked. "You put yourself at great risk for speaking of such things. Why would you help me?"

Her hard, weathered features softened. "Ah doesna matter why ye did; ye behaves lak ay true Scotsman." She turned her head and spat on the ground. "Yer father hides; but canna hide frae Death. Nae ye! Yer with yer fowk, lak ye should be, lak ay Scotsman." One side of her mouth lifted in a gentle smile. "B'side, yer brammer Sassenach play me ay tune, sang fer me bairns. 'E loves ye tae, I ken."

Torn between believing she could help and facing the harsh reality of Malcolm's death, added to the guilt of living when his brothers had died, was nearly more than Aillil could bear. Something deep within wanted an end to misery, some measure of peace. He was ready to take any chance, no matter how small. "How can you help me?"

She may have spoken with the thick accent of a peasant, but her head was high and her voice confident. "Gaun bury yer ain dead. "Een th' moon be full come tae th' grove tae meet yer lover."

Old Maeve released her hold on his arm and turned to leave. "Me price be ay tune—fetch yer fiddle."
 He was still pondering her words when the messenger arrived with more news from the castle. Like the healer had said, hiding hadn't prevented the fever from finding his father. A chill ran up Aillil's spine. How had she known? * * * *

His father lay wide-eyed and staring upon his bed, the servants too afraid to tend him. Aside from what the man had said and done, Eoghan was still the laird, and Aillil felt momentary remorse for not being there to act as nurse as he'd done for Malcolm or offer comfort when the man breathed a final breath as he had for Dughlas and Dughall.

With steadily rising numbers of the newly dead, sending to the village for help was not an option. There would be no wooden casket, no grand funeral. What Aillil could do, he would on his own. In a chilling reminder of days gone by when he'd done the same for Malcolm, and later for his brothers, he bathed his father's body, sewing it into a blanket, feeling that even in death his father wouldn't wear plaid.

He carried the body downstairs and to the family plot. Surprisingly, a hole awaited. Niall stood at the head, dressed as Highlanders did before the rebellion, looking so much like their grandfather that for a moment Aillil feared the fever truly had come and he was seeing apparitions. A few of the servants hovered behind, the cook holding a sleeping Rory. None save Niall would meet Aillil's eyes. They traded commiserating glances while verses were read from the scriptures in lieu of a priest's words.


Aillil couldn't have been prouder of Niall. Not quite a man full grown, he'd taken charge of the situation admirably, showing all the makings of a fine leader.

"Many in the surrounding villages have lost their lives," Aillil said, maintaining a safe distance.
 The cook eye's filled with terror. Doubtless she had kin nearby.
 "Aye," Niall replied, appearing far older than his ten and five years. "We've said prayers nightly for their souls. What can I do for you, my brother?"
 "Add me to your prayers." Aillil left what remained of his family to return to the dead and dying.
 Once fairly certain the risk had passed, he returned to the castle with a village craftsman who, with Aillil's help, carved a stone for Eoghan's grave with the deceased's name and birth and death dates. A shared stoned was prepared for Dughall and Dughlas. Aillil led the villager to the stream where he and Malcolm had once swam, helping to pry up a piece of the white rock upon which they'd first kissed. It took quite some time and a pony cart, but they relocated it to the grave in the grove. "Whit dae ye want tae say?" the workman asked.
 No longer caring what would be said of it, Aillil answered, "Forever."
 The stone carver never batted an eye. "Aye, good." Aillil traced the word upon the stone for the man to chisel. It was written in both Gaelic and English.
 When Aillil returned to the castle, he was Laird Callaghan, a title borne with great reluctance.
 His father may have disowned him, the clan had not. He avoided close contact with his remaining brothers for a few more days, to be safe, and publicly named Niall his heir in the yew grove, with several local men bearing witness.
 Old Maeve's words had been forgotten in the aftermath of the deaths when a boy from the village arrived unexpectedly one evening. "T'night in th' grove. Auld Mammy says ye tae brin' somethin' o' his."
 Aillil had always trusted the healer before. This was the first time he questioned her ability to help. Out of respect, he prepared himself very carefully. He bathed and donned his tartan, pinning on the brooch that marked him the clan's leader.
 He was nearly out of the castle before recalling the named price and returning for his violin. While removing the instrument from its shelf by the mantel in the great hall, he remembered what else the lad had said. He drew a deep breath and ventured to the place he'd avoided until now— Malcolm's quarters.
 Leaving the new wing that had been added to the original keep, Aillil entered the older part of the castle, constructed in the time of Robert the Bruce. Climbing the turnpike stair, built into the thick tower walls, he paused and peered out of an arrow slit at the night sky, clear and full of stars. He'd played there years before, shooting imaginary arrows at the English. How simple life had been back then. He blew out a heavy sigh and trudged up the last few stairs to the room he'd forever consider Malcolm's. Aillil eased the door open, raising a candle to eye level to peer inside. The room smelled musty and unused. Perhaps the servants were too afraid to come here.
 Agony swept through him anew upon stepping into his lover's sanctuary. The bed was unmade and a book lay open upon it, face down, as though Malcolm would return, tuck himself in, and wander in some faraway land found within the book's pages. Various items of clothing hung on wall pegs, and Aillil petted a spare waistcoat. He pulled it from the peg and held it to his nose, breathing in Malcolm's scent. A memory surfaced of the red-haired Englishman, head thrown back in laughter at something one of the boys had said, eyes crinkled at the corners in mirth.
 On the darkest of days, that smile had lit the world, and now that it was gone, so seemed all joy.
 Aillil placed the garment back on its peg, looking around for the sought item. He found it on the desk—the violin he'd bought to replace Malcolm's broken one. Aillil regretted the reason the original violin had been lost, but had secretly reveled in the opportunity to replace the inferior instrument with one more worthy of the gifted musician.
 His violin lessons in Glasgow had been half-hearted, at best. He'd chafed at being taught English compositions and eventually rebelled. Until he played with Malcolm, his talents hadn't truly blossomed. Aillil had enjoyed teaching his lover the traditional Scottish tunes, songs handed down from one generation to the next, one of the few things the English hadn't tried to take from them. In return, he'd learned English tunes; not because he was made to, but because he wanted to share Malcolm's favorite melodies, many composed by Malcolm himself.
 Well, those days were gone forever now, buried in a lonely grave in the grove. Memories were all that remained, memories and Malcolm's violin. Aillil lovingly caressed the gleaming wood before tightening his fingers around the neck. With both violins and bows secured in his cloak, he stepped from the safety of the stone walls that no longer felt like home.
 The full moon hung low in the sky, caught in the skeletal branches of the trees. In its pale light, he followed the twisting and turning path that led to the grove, picking a way through the ruins of the curtain wall that had once defended the clan from invaders. The memory of the last time he'd made the journey alone ached like a knife in his gut, for that was when he'd laid his love to rest.
 A slow keening grew louder the closer he came to the ring of trees, the strains of a bagpipe playing a customary funeral dirge. He'd heard it far too often of late. It seemed in times of great peril, the English laws lost their importance. When he stepped from the trees into the clearing, he stopped in awe and held his breath. The moonlight touched each of the yews, and they appeared to glow with an inner light. Outside the circle, Old Maeve stood, warming her hands by an herbscented bonfire. The figure of the boy who'd summoned him earlier huddled in the shadows nearby. A lone piper stood silhouetted in the moonlight, playing, and several others appeared beyond the circle, faces hidden under hooded robes.
 "I ken ye'd come, Aillil," the healer said, affection in her tone. "Yer love be strong."
 She approached slowly and reached up to cup his face in rough, dry hands. Holding him still with gnarled and weathered fingers, she gazed into his eyes and asked, "Aillil mac Eoghan, dae ye wish tae reunite wit yer lover?"
 "What of my family, my people?" Aillil swallowed hard around a lump of uncertainty. No matter how badly he wanted to be with Malcolm, he couldn't. He was the laird; the clan must come first.
 The elderly woman smiled and patted his cheek. "Whit ay braw Scotsman ye be. Thinkin' o' others. Mae lak ye an' twad end Sassenach rule. Donna worry bout yer fowk. Th' brithers ye lost hae gaen on tae new lives, an' it were ne'er yer destiny tae lead th' clan. Yer brither will be ay good laird an', followin' yer example, care fer them e'en at his ain sacrifice."
 Yes, Niall was a cunning lad, and if Old Maeve believed he would be a capable laird, Aillil believed it, too. Maybe being a Druid was how she knew such things. Fionan had been a firm believer in the Druid's power, and that the dead would be reborn. The thought that his brothers would have another chance to live a full life was an immense comfort.
 Placing his trust in the woman who'd attended at his birth, he said, "Yes, Old Mother, I would be reunited with my lover."
 "E'en if it tak an age, o' mae?" she asked with a note of caution.
 "Even if it takes eternity," he readily agreed.
 The old woman nodded, pulling his head down to place a kiss on his brow, like she'd done when he'd been a lad and she came to the castle to deliver his siblings. "Aillil, dae ye bring somethin' o' his?"
 He nodded and handed her Malcolm's violin. "Good. An' yer ain?"
 Aillil raised his hand, showing her the instrument. "What would you have me play?" he asked.
 "Nae fer me." She nodded toward the lonely grave within the circle of trees. "Fer him."
 A motion of her hand silenced the piper. Aillil could see the breeze toying with the branches of the trees, yet the wind made not a sound. The very night seemed to be holding its breath.
 He put bow to strings, beginning one of the early pieces he had learned from Malcolm. Without conscious effort, the song changed until he recognized the heartrending strains of the tune he'd played when Malcolm lay dying, a tune born of pure misery.
 The somber notes told of pain, loneliness, and loss, lamenting days without number, wandering aimlessly, searching for the missing piece of his soul that had followed Malcolm to the grave.
 The music summoned other memories, filling his mind with images of laughing green eyes, alive with mischief during a game of Fox and Hounds, or auburn-lashed lids closed in concentration while negotiating a difficult piece of music.
 The song changed, light and airy as a summer breeze, carrying Aillil back to a day by the lake when he'd first kissed Malcolm.
 He thought of Malcolm beneath him, moaning in passion, their bodies joining and becoming one, and the music changed to a heart-rending refrain that spoke of a love so strong it could defy death. Caught up in the song, he barely heard the quiet, "Step intae th' circle."
 When he passed through an opening in the trees, still playing, a tingling began in his fingers and toes that worked up his arms and legs. His eyes flew open wide, staring in amazement at the yews. Each one glowed brilliantly, echoing the music until sounds of a dozen instruments filled the small space. A thrumming resonated outside the circle, the chanting of the Druids growing louder. The pungent, burning herbs began to cloud his mind. The images became clearer, Malcolm laughing, singing, playing. The tune evolved into something Aillil had never heard before, a love song of bittersweet beauty. He poured every ounce of his being into the notes, until he became one with the music.
 "Say his name," he heard hissed from the shadows.
 The words were barely a whisper from his lips, "Mael Caluim." The world dissolved into nothingness.
 * * * *

Maeve handed Malcolm's violin to her grandson. "Ye be ay lad, but tonight ye be entrusted wi' ay task," she told him. "Ye an' yer offsprin' are tae protect this wi' yer lives. Ye donna ain it; ye guards it. Its ainer be claiming it by an' by."
 "'O willa ken him?" the boy asked. "Ye willna; th' fiddle will." With an affectionate pat on the head, she pushed him toward his father, who had resumed playing the pipes. She stood watching the yews, their gleam fading. The ancient holy site of her people once more appeared to be an ordinary ring of trees. How fortunate that Aillil had taken his lover for the first time within its confines, a fact the yews had whispered to her with amusement, for it had been ages since a pair had coupled within the sacred circle to receive their blessing.

The Druids ceased their chanting, and Maeve stepped through the trees to retrieve Aillil's violin and cloak, and the laird's brooch. One of the Druids approached, throwing back his hood to reveal a wild tangle of dark hair.

"Niall." She acknowledged her novice with a dip of her head. "Tak thae tae th' castle an' be sure ye kens its worth. 'At fiddle maun be kept safe." She smiled and patted it, much like she'd done her grandson.

"Aye," the new Laird Callaghan replied, slipping through the trees and out of sight. One by one, the others followed suit, leaving Old Maeve alone. A gentle breeze thrummed through the glen, the sound an eerie echo of Aillil's love song. Looking up into the clear night sky at the twinkling stars, she breathed in the crisp autumn air and smiled, content.
 * * * * Niall waited until Rory was asleep before dressing in the dark woolen robe he kept hidden beneath the bed, pinning on the laird's brooch. With stealthy footsteps, he crossed the great hall to climb the tower that housed the tutor's room, clutching Aillil's violin.

He stood before the hearth, head hung low. In such a short time, he'd lost three brothers. Old Maeve had assured him that the twins were already on their way to a new destiny. And deep down, he knew Aillil wasn't really dead; that didn't make it any less difficult, for the results were the same. Never again would they laugh or share a joke, never again would Aillil commiserate with him over the follies of youth. Never again would Niall sneak away to spy on Aillil and Malcolm.

Oh, he'd asked his mentor about them without naming names. She told him that pure love was good in its own right, irregardless of who loved whom. It comforted him to know that Aillil and Malcolm weren't bad men to want each other in that way. Watching the two declare love for each other with their bodies in the grove... Well, even if he wasn't a lover of men, Niall couldn't deny its beauty, for he, a novice Druid, found beauty in every living thing.

The loose stones came away from above the mantel with a bit of coaxing, and Niall encased his brother's precious instrument with great care, placing it in the secret compartment he'd found several years ago. Chanting softly to avoid detection by curious servants, he murmured the Druid words of farewell, adding his own, "May you find him in time, my brother," in parting.
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Chapter Ten 
 1846 The current Callaghan laird was losing his mind. After twenty-eight years in the ancestral seat of Clan Callaghan with nary a sighting, or sounding, as it were, the ghost of his great-great uncle chose his honeymoon to put in an appearance! Instead of lying snuggled close to his new bride, for the third night in a row he was hunting for the spirit of a man who'd vanished without a trace over eighty years before—at his lovely wife's insistence. How had she learned the legends? She was an English lass.

Holding a lantern high and accompanied by Old Meg, the cook, he approached the older, unused part of the castle. The stones, worn smooth by the footsteps of his ancestors, beckoned ever upward, each step bringing him closer to the eerie, beseeching melody that had plagued the household for three straight nights.

He'd like to believe it was merely a prankster re-enacting the legend, only no one of his acquaintance could play the violin with such skill. No one but Aillil, a memory whispered in his mind, sounding like his grandmother, who'd spend many an evening retelling the old tales. Laird Niall Callaghan, for whom he'd been named, had a brother who'd mysteriously disappeared, she had said, a brother whose spirit still resided in the castle.

She'd been a gifted storyteller, and impressionable Niall had believed every word. He'd gone looking for the spirit once, before his mother caught him and delivered a sound scolding. Now, a man fully grown, he knew they were merely ghost stories. Or were they? The eerie music grew louder, a spectral advocate presenting its case.

When the stairs ended he stood before a dilapidated door, the wood around the hinges rotting with age. He imagined what it must have looked like years ago, before decay had set in. The hinges screeched when he pulled on the handle and he jumped back, coughing away decades of dust. The mournful music ceased, like it always did. "It's now or never," Niall muttered more to himself than to Old Meg. For the past two nights, he'd made it this far before turning back. A raised lantern the only available weapon, this time he was determined to resolve the mystery and swept into the room, silently cursing the unknown relative who had brought him to this.

His dramatic entrance was anticlimactic. No skeletons hung from the wall in cages and no spectral beings rattled chains. In fact, the room was small and plain. The remains of a bed were crumbled against one wall, and rotted material clung to the disintegrating wooden pegs along another. A shutter drooped forlornly from a high window. One good gust of wind would send it crashing to the floor.

The layer of dust covering the floor was unmarred. No one had been in there, and hadn't for a very long time. With a sigh and a quick glance to ensure his servant hadn't retreated, Niall turned to leave the decrepit, crumbling tower for the more comfortable surroundings of the great hall.

"Tis him," the cook hissed, roving eyes wide and anxious. "Who?" He sincerely hoped she wasn't about to confirm his personal suspicions about his sanity. Indeed, an educated man hunting ghosts in the middle of the night!

Unfortunately, she was. "'Tis the ghost of Old Laird Callaghan." She nodded in apparent agreement with herself. "We should leave 'im be."

Niall was all for that plan. Too bad the lovely Judith, waiting below, had other ideas. "Do you really believe the tales?" he asked, grasping at straws to find some logical explanation.

Meg shrugged her shoulders. "Me mam say the laird is s'pose to return when his lover is reborn. Ah say we leave 'im to it."

There was no other choice. They'd followed the music to this room, and then it had stopped. What else could they possibly do? Niall made his way back down the stairs, cursing under his breath and trying to decide what to tell his wife. The cook trailed at his heels.

"Niall, is that you? Did you find anything?" Judith called from beyond the door that led to the great hall.
 "When she asks, tell her it was the wind whistling through a loose shutter," Laird Callaghan instructed his accomplice.
 He put on a reassuring smile and entered the hall. "Just the wind, Judith," he lied, wishing it was that simple. "Nothing at all to fear." There was no need to upset his wife. He and Meg could worry sufficiently without her help.
 Judith gave a nervous laugh. "Meg insists it's the old laird, come back for his love. She's told me all the stories."
 "Nah." Niall shot a dirty look at the cook, who turned away, taking great interest in the floor. "That's only a legend. There's never any truth in those."
 "Still," his wife said, "what if it did happen? Meg said that the moment his reborn love sets foot on Scottish soil that the old laird would come back and they'll be reunited. It's so romantic." Judith sighed, a dreamy smile on her face.
 Yes, he'd heard that from his grandmother, too, before coming to believe it a tall tale. "They're fairy stories, dear; folk tales Highland grannies tell on a winter's eve. If I didn't know better, I might be tempted to think you married me for this pile of rocks and the ghosts rumored to haunt it."
 Judith led him to their chambers and spent the next hour proving him wrong. He could almost forgive the phantom musician.
 The next evening, the household waited up late into the night, but no music floated from the top of the stone tower, and Niall never again heard the unearthly violin. Relieved not to have to go ghost hunting, he still felt a profound sense of loss, like someone close had died.
 When winter gave way to spring, he had the tower restored, using the excuse of historical preservation. Years later, when his grandchildren gathered around his chair in the evening, he entertained them with stories of the Lost Laird. * * * *

While Laird Callaghan was chasing spectral musicians, in a small fishing village on the coast, a doctor pulled a sheet over the face of the handsome sailor he'd tried futilely to save.

Three nights before, the man had washed ashore, suffering from a severe blow to the head and hypothermia. Since then, he'd tossed and turned, calling in delirium for his violin and someone named Lil. A sister, wife, or sweetheart? None would ever know, for the young redhead, English by his accent, had succumbed to his injuries, leaving the world without revealing a name.

The weary doctor swayed on his feet, shaking his head at the shrouded figure lying motionless upon the bed. "Rest in peace," he said, leaning over to snuff the bedside lantern.
 * * * * 1915
 The sun hadn't long set when a uniformed nurse walked between the beds that filled the former great hall of Callaghan

Castle, footsteps slowing when she approached the last cot. Her troubled expression eased when she gazed at the English pilot who'd captured her imagination. The doctors declared him unaware of his surroundings, but one could never be too sure, so she summoned the same pleasant face she used with her more lucid patients, one meant to be reassuring. These poor souls needed all the help they could get—especially this one.

Scarcely older than her own son, the injured lieutenant bore a striking resemblance to another Englishman who'd lived in the area long ago, one she'd heard stories about as a lass.

"And how are we feeling this evening?" she asked, running her fingers lightly over the bit of close-cropped hair peeking from the bandages above the patient's ear. In her mind, his crystal-clear green eyes shimmered with laughter, instead of staring unseeing at the ceiling. A pity he was like this, for he truly was a handsome man.

She dismissed that flight of fancy, maintaining a professional demeanor while checking the gauze around his head, relieved to find it free of fresh blood. Outwardly composed, inside she cringed, knowing what lay beneath the layers of cotton. How she hated this damned war and what it did to brave lads like this pilot, now destined to live life as a mindless shell—if he lived at all.

Her patient's silence didn't stop her from talking to him. Far from it. She was utterly convinced that a lack of response didn't mean her voice went unheard, and prayed he stood some small chance of recovery, despite the doctor's opinion.

"You remind me of a story my mother told me," she said, perching on a chair by the bed. Taking the pilot's cool hand in hers, she stroked his long, still fingers with her thumb. "There was a ma... err, teacher, who came from England, who had red hair and green eyes like yours."

She settled more comfortably into the chair, smiling at the memory of her ten-year-old self, avidly listening to Mum's tales. Initially, she'd been told that the teacher was a woman. It wasn't until she was grown that her mother confessed he'd been a man. After the shock wore off in the face of Mum's casual acceptance, she'd begged to hear the accurate version of the tale.

"A young laird fell in love with the teacher, who soon died, breaking the laird's heart. No one knows what happened after that, he simply disappeared. Legend says that his spirit is still here in the castle. One day the teacher will return, and the Lost Laird will play his violin to lead his lover home."

Fast becoming accustomed to inexplicable occurrences, she didn't bat an eye at the length of shadow that hovered beside the bed, used to its presence. It was there every night. While her mind told her that ghosts didn't exist, she'd seen enough in her years to understand that not everything could be easily explained. Plus, her mother insisted that the stories were true, and who was she to call her mother a liar?

"I loved hearing that story when I was a child," she continued, "and I've shed tears for the two lovers. The romantic in me hoped the stories were somehow true and that they would one day be reunited."

She stared down into those unseeing green eyes, recalling the mournful melodies she'd heard for the past two weeks. The staff had conducted a thorough search, and they'd never found the source. No one currently dwelling in the castle owned a violin. Those who'd grown up locally had begun whispering about the legends, carefully avoiding the tower stairs after nightfall, from where the music seemed to emanate.

Wait! Red hair, green eyes! Could this poor, unfortunate soul be more than a reminder of the legends? Could he be the one the stories foretold? Was that why the music played every night? If he died, as appeared more likely with each passing day, would he become a ghost, too, joining the spirit in the tower? Her eyes perused the room, ensuring no one was close enough to hear. She leaned in and whispered, "Aillil Callaghan was truly in love with that man. Could you be the one he waits for?"

The sharp gasp caught her by surprise, and a hand that had lain lifeless on the cot for days grabbed her arm. Frightened by the unexpected reaction, she tried to pull away, but the grip on her wrist held firm. "Violin!" the man rasped in a voice long unused. "Aillil! Aillil!"

Breaking free, the nurse jumped from her chair and stood beside the bed, one hand pressed to her mouth, to stare in horror at the agitated man babbling so inanely. As suddenly as it had started, it ended, and the pilot took one last, labored breath. He exhaled and breathed no more. Still and quiet, he lay with his eyes open and staring. Though that's how he'd looked since arriving, the nurse knew without checking that he was dead. Was it the tears in her eyes that made shadows appear to envelop the bed?

Professional to the end, she pushed aside a deep sense of loss and carried out her duties, avoiding the now empty cot for the rest of her rounds. Devastated by the senseless death, she didn't sleep well that night. Instead, she lay awake, waiting for the melody that had played every night since Lieutenant Byerly had arrived. Night gave way to morning, and she wept for two ill-fated men, one who'd died the previous day and one who'd died long ago.
 Later that day, the body was loaded into a hearse and taken away. She never again heard the phantom violin. * * * * 
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Chapter Eleven
Present Times
 The first time Neil Richards set foot on his greatgrandparents' estate as an adult, he knew he'd truly come home.
 The ancestral dwelling of the Callaghans was everything a Scottish castle should be, from the tall stone tower, with its thick walls and illustrious history, to the great hall, where generations of his mother's family had dined. With each step through the expansive architecture he felt a decided sense of belonging, his childhood memories combining with his mother's tales of summers spent there. The owners weren't currently in residence, and had graciously opened the home in their absence to their great-grandchild and heir.
 He hadn't told his fiancee or his best friend back home in the states about the inheritance, not wanting to flaunt such wealth in front of two less financially blessed companions any more than necessary. That news would remain a secret—for now. Privately, he thought it would be an excellent location for his wedding. Somewhere out back a lovely stand of yews sat nestled in the glen. Wouldn't it be nice to marry in that centuries-old ring of trees?
 Yes, he was quite happy to begin vacation, intent on absorbing the culture of his mother's people. That is, until he found a heavy, leather-bound tome in the library, entitled Legends of Callaghan Clan. He settled in to read and soon lost track of time, each handwritten page holding his complete attention. It was early morning when he finally put the book down.
 If the stories contained within were true, somewhere in this hulking behemoth of mortar and stone lurked the ghost of a former laird. Yesterday, that would have seemed preposterous; today, after reading firsthand accounts of paranormal phenomena, told by educated and respected people, he was starting to have doubts.
 The specter was waiting for the return of a lost love, was he? Neil was quite shocked that a book of such antiquity spoke of a homosexual pair so shamelessly, for even in these modern times, his best friend, an openly gay man, occasionally suffered ridicule.
 Billy, ever the romantic, would be delighted to hear of the tragic, star-crossed lovers; especially since he shared a name with the poor unfortunate Englishman who'd died long ago. What a coincidence!
 Seeking out a favorite passage, Neil's fingertip skimmed the pages until he found the description that had intrigued him. "Long red curls, eyes the green of spring grass." The image of a handsome young man who fit that description filled his mind, dressed in eighteenth-century apparel.
 He continued reading, periodically pushing a pair of glasses up his nose when they slipped, wondering how they could possibly fail to stay on such an ample perch. "Pale skin, slender build," he read. His mental creation lost fifteen pounds and a bit of the tan he'd initially given it.

"He stood by the fire, eyes closed, playing the violin for the villagers..."

He turned the page to find a skillfully rendered drawing. The book fell to the floor with a thud and Neil's heart skipped a beat. It couldn't be! It simply couldn't! He rubbed his tired eyes and looked again. The page still showed the very startling likeness of his best friend, the gifted violinist whom he represented as manager, Billy Byerly.
 He reread the words many times, looking for additional references to the legend in other of his great-grandfather's books. There were a few vague passages in various family journals, and a brief synopsis in a small paperback book entitled, Ghosts of the Highlands.
 Did he dare believe that a ghost dwelled in the castle, waiting for the rebirth of a lover? A lover that could be Billy? Well, there was an easy enough way to prove or disprove the theory, and if it turned out he was wrong no one would be the wiser. He'd simply invite Billy to Scotland and see what happened. He even thought up a clever idea to lure Billy to the castle, without revealing that he'd one day be the owner. If what his ancestors had written was true, he had to act fast or risk waiting another year for his answers. Samhain, a necessary factor in the reunion, was a few weeks away.
 Like a man possessed, proving or disproving the legend was all he could think about. He made a few calls, and in the end crafted what he deemed a reasonable plan. Through it all the likeness of the alleged ghost watched from within a gilt frame in the great hall. "You could have kept the nose," he told it, "although I wouldn't have minded the dark hair and eyes." He tugged at his dirty-blond locks, squinting tired gray eyes over the frame of his glasses for a better look.
 He received no immediate answer, but the night Billy's plane touched down in Scotland, he heard a violin. And it wasn't Billy's.
 * * * *

For the third morning in a row, Mairi Connolly awakened from a very vivid dream of Scotsmen long dead. That would teach her not to read the old stories late at night. For some unfathomable reason, she'd felt an increasing need lately to reread her grandmother's tales. A weary yawn escaped as she sat in her chair with her knitting, eyes nearly too bleary to see the stitches.

The peace of her day was shattered by a shrill, "I'm telling Gran!" Was this the fifth time or the sixth?
 When the bickering between her grandsons escalated to blows, she rolled her eyes heavenward and rose to her feet, pausing to place her knitting on the chair before rushing to put a stop to their nonsense. She crossed the floor with all the speed her arthritic leg allowed, calling out a warning. "If'n any hitting happens in my house, I'll be the one doing it!"
 She slammed the kitchen door open to see two eight-yearold boys, mirror images, staring each other down in open hostility. It was a common occurrence. The bright red imprint of a fist marred Ian's cheek. Mairi grabbed the boys by the collars of their matching blue T-shirts, forcing them apart. She trained an evil eye on one, then the other. It had always worked on their father. The twins seemed immune. "Now, Evan, tell me what Ian did that was bad enough that you had to go and hit him for it," she demanded.
 "Gran, he..." Ian began.
 Mairi cut him off. "I'm talking to your brother; you'll get your turn in a moment."
 Evan stuck his tongue out at his sibling. It was quickly withdrawn under the force of a cutting glare from Mairi.
 "He lied," Evan pouted.
 "Did not!" his brother countered.
 "Did too!
 "Did not!"
 "Silence!" Mairi shouted. When the boys fell quiet, she turned back to Evan. "What did Ian lie about?"
 Chubby arms folded across Evan's chest. "He said the ghost was up at the castle."
 A chill ran up Mairi's spine. "What ghost?" she asked, having a sneaky suspicion of what was coming.
 When Ian answered instead, she was too shaken to scold him. "The old laird, like in the stories you told us."
 "See, Gran, I told you he lied!" Evan shouted in triumph.
 "Hush, child," she scolded Evan, attention riveted on Ian. "Why do you say he's returned?"
 "Well, I spent the night at the Cunninghams' last night. It's near the castle," he pointed out helpfully, as if she could possibly be unaware of where the Cunninghams lived in such a sparsely populated village. His shoulders reared back proudly. "I could hear him playing the vi-lyn, like you said he'd do when his sweetheart came back to Scotland."
 Mairi studied the boy thoughtfully, and then rounded on Evan. "Apologize to your brother."
 "Gran," Evan whined, "he lied."
 "Whether he did or whether he didn't isn't the issue. You'd no right to hit him."
 A mumbled, half-hearted "I'm sorry" followed, one Mairi scarcely heard. A quick glance at the clock said that sundown would soon be upon them, when she could prove for herself whether or not Ian was lying.
 When her son came to pick the boys up, she darted out the door, unable to contain her excitement. While a girl, she'd sat at her grandmother's feet, soaking up tales passed down from one generation to the next, and believing every word. The older she grew, the more secrets Gran shared, and when the woman died, Mairi collected them into handwritten notebooks, which she cherished with all her heart. Her friends in the Druid Preservation Society cherished them, too.
 If she closed her eyes, she could clearly see the man the legends spoke of. His hair was black like a moonless night and he wore the clan tartan with pride. She's once seen a portrait of him on display in the museum in Inverness. Whenever he was needed, so the legends said, he'd be there for the clan. Aillil Callaghan was what her gran had called a true Scotsman.
 She parked her ancient Morris Mini beside the road, out of sight of the castle gates, and waited. An hour passed, then two. When she'd finally accepted that Ian had lied, she heard the distant strains of a musical instrument. The chilly evening had little to do with the goose-flesh on her arms when she rolled down a window, hoping to determine where the sounds were coming from. It could easily be from the radio of a nearby house or car.
 Her hands shook and she fumbled with the keys before successfully starting the car and easing it up to the gates of the castle. The current laird was on holiday and no lights shone from the windows. The rental car she'd seen the past few days wasn't parked in the long, circular drive, and the caretaker's car was missing, too. The house should have been empty. When she turned off the engine, she clearly heard a violin. The tune was vaguely familiar, and distressingly sad!
 A picture flashed before her eyes of the man from the portrait, dressed in a kilt, playing this very song amidst a grove of yews. It was a scene her grandmother had often described.
 It was real! The spirit of Aillil Callaghan had roused! That could only mean that the lost lover had been reborn and had found his way to Scotland! Mairi had told the boys the stories her grandmother had once told, leaving out the part about the two lovers both being men.
 Mairi raced home, humming the song she'd heard, to flip through the dog-eared pages of a notebook, finally locating the name she sought. She dialed information, delightfully surprised to receive an answer so quickly.
 It was a bit late to be making phone calls, but she was too excited to wait. The phone was answered on the third ring, the gravelly voice of an elderly man barking, "This had better be good!"
 The hostile tone caught her off guard, and for a moment she considered giving a long, detailed explanation of why she had called. Instead, she cleared her throat and said, "Sir, although you don't know me personally, I was given your name and told to contact you."

The Keeper, as Gran had called him, couldn't have possibly sounded more suspicious. "Contact me? Why?"
 Mairi spoke the words that she'd waited a lifetime to utter. "There's a foreign violinist coming who'll be looking for a special instrument. You know the one I mean."
 Silence followed a heavy sigh. After several moments the man answered, "Aye, I do."
 It was the first of many calls she made that night. * * * *

A six word message started it all, a simple e-mail from his friend and manager, Neil, that read, "Drop everything and come to Scotland." That was nearly a week ago.

From the moment his plane touched down in Glasgow, Billy's stomach had been in knots. At first, he'd assumed it to be jet lag. As time passed and the feelings grew stronger, so did his concern. He couldn't be coming down with something, not right in the middle of a tour!

That inexplicable sense of urgency, the feeling that there was something very important he should be doing, increased with each passing day. No amount of coaxing his tired brain could produce the 'what' of the situation, either. He tried to dismiss it from mind. There were far more important things to worry about, like tonight's scheduled performance. Once he'd agreed to come, it hadn't taken Neil long to book a variety of venues in and around Glasgow. Then, in a stunning example of right-place-right-time, another violinist canceled a performance in Edinburgh and Billy was asked to fill in. Neil was elated, Billy was terrified. The opportunity left a few scant hours to prepare for a concert that could pave the way for additional European performances.

"Pull over right here," Billy told his driver, rolling stomach demanding attention. Inquiring eyes met his in the rearview mirror. "Tell Neil I'll meet him back at the hotel." His manager would worry like a mother hen, but if Billy didn't get some air immediately, he might be violently ill. Strange, he'd never gotten car sick before. Was it simply a case of nerves, or was he truly ailing?

He had to get out of the vehicle and now! With no particular destination in mind, Billy grabbed his violin case and took off on foot. The moment he touched his case he was filled with an irresistible urge to find a music store. Why? There was nothing that he needed. The longer he walked, the deeper the urgency grew.

He stepped into a small cafe and was given directions to a place he was assured was close by. Ten minutes later found him standing before a small, unassuming shop on a side street, staring through the window at a display of stringed instruments. For a business located in a poorer part of town, it boasted an impressive selection.

The tinkling of a bell announced his arrival, and his mouth dropped open in surprise at the cluttered interior. Every square inch of the tiny shop appeared to house some form of instrument and, with the exception of those shown in the window, few were modern or new.
 A young woman, streaks of electric blue accenting shortcropped blond hair, stepped from behind the cash register and greeted him with a smile. "Good afternoon, sir. Can I help you?" Bits of silver glistened on one brow and on her lower lip. Thick, black makeup lined her eyes.

"I'd like to look around a bit if you don't mind." Then, he felt it—an insistent pull, drawing him toward the back of the store. The salesgirl forgotten, he crossed the room in sure, steady strides, bypassing dozens of instruments without paying them any heed.

Whatever was calling was there somewhere, and he had to find it! Through shelves of guitars, woodwinds, and drums he wandered, eventually finding violins. Racks, holding a variety of makes and models, were evenly placed over the rear wall of the shop. Normally he'd be enthralled at such a varied display; however, none of them were the one he sought.

The unseen force compelled him to the middle rack, encased in glass. The clerk's smile fell. "I'm sorry, sir; those aren't for sale. They're the prizes of my grandfather's collection."

Billy scarcely heard her, captivated by a rare treasure of wood and strings. It was a violin unlike any he'd ever seen, but by the same token, very familiar. The burnished wood was old, and appeared well cared for. What was this gem doing hiding among so many less worthy offerings?

He gazed into the case, wanting nothing more than to hold that violin, feel his fingers sliding into position upon its strings... to play it. The world narrowed down to one thing, the desire to make that instrument sing. Deep down, he knew that only he could do that, without quite understanding how. Like a soul mate, that masterfully carved piece of wood was created solely for him.
 "Don't touch!" the clerk hissed, raising a hand in warning. Billy grew desperate, the craving to pick up the violin overpowering. He had to. His heartbeat stuttered, his hands were sweaty, and it became very, very hard to breathe. "Please, miss." He turned pleading eyes on the girl. "May I at least hold it?" Was it possible to die for the want of something?

She spoke in harsh whispers into a cell phone, giving him a wary eye. A moment later, a door behind the counter opened and an elderly gentleman stepped out.

"Grandfather! He's trying to take it!" the young woman wailed, a stubborn set to her jaw and a glint in her eye. Billy was reminded of a wildlife show of a mother bear protecting cubs.

The man's eyes widened when he saw Billy, and the unfriendly, threatening expression fled, replaced by a look of deep remorse. He sighed, running a hand through snow-white hair. "It seems the time has finally come. I was warned you'd be here soon, even if a part of me didn't believe. You see, we've waited a very long time." To the woman he said, "I told you hiding it back here wouldn't help. It knows to whom it belongs."

Looking back and forth between the clerk's guilty expression and the old man's resigned one, Billy got the distinct impression he'd missed the first act of a play and could now never hope to understand the plot.

"Well, go on," the man said, a defeated air about him. "I hold it very dear, knowing it was never truly mine. If I wasn't convinced before, I am now. My father told me it would call to its master."

Shocked at being allowed to handle what was doubtlessly a rare antique, Billy wasn't about to pass up the opportunity to do exactly what he'd been wanting to since laying eyes on it. He placed his violin case on the floor. Carefully opening the glass door, he lifted the masterpiece of wood and strings from the rack it shared with two others. His fingers settled around it like they belonged there. He knew this instrument like his own hand! "Do you have a bow?" he asked, voice shaky with more emotions than he could name.

"Aye." The shopkeeper retrieved one from a display beside the counter. When Billy took it from the man's wrinkled hand, all thought disappeared but the need to play. After a moment's tuning, he drew the bow across the strings and promptly lost himself in a melody that sprang from deep within.

He didn't know how long he played, or what he played. When he finished the man's eyes were misty and the clerk wept openly, dabbing at her eyes with a tissue. Black tears ran down her face. It was an awkward moment and Billy was at a loss. He knew he should thank the man, return the violin, and leave; he just couldn't bring himself to.

"That was lovely," the young woman said, "and about the saddest thing I've ever heard. What was it?"

Thomas' Lament popped into his head. Wait! He'd never learned a tune called Thomas' Lament. He shook his head, confused. "I have no earthly idea. I've never heard it before in my life."
 The old man uttered cryptic words. "Maybe not in this life."
 He cocked his head, waiting for an explanation. When it appeared that nothing more was forthcoming, Billy, holding tight to the precious violin, stammered an apology. "I'm sorry, I don't know what to say. I know I should give this back, I just don't seem able."
 "Never mind giving it back; it's yours," the proprietor replied. "We've been keeping it safe for you for generations. Welcome home, Mael Caluim."
 Staring quizzically at the odd pair, Billy corrected, "No, it's Malcolm. William Malcolm Byerly. My friends call me Billy." * * * *

Seated in a comfortable chair backstage, Billy mulled over the afternoon's bizarre events. Mael Caluim? Why did that peculiar inflection of his name seem familiar? Why did it roll so easily from his tongue? Why, when closing his eyes for a moment's rest, was it whispered in his subconscious by a lovely, lilting voice that inspired chills?

And why did a two-hundred-year old violin that he'd never seen before seem like it belonged in his hand?
 "Billy? Are you all right?"
 Billy turned toward the anxious face of his manager and friend, attempting a reassuring smile. "Yeah, Neil, I've got a touch of, you know, nerves."
 Neil didn't appear to buy the excuse, kneeling down in front of the chair and locking serious eyes with Billy's. "Look, Billy, you haven't had an anxiety attack before a performance in months. I have to admit, I'm getting concerned. You're usually animated before playing. What's wrong? You're quiet—too quiet."
 "Oh." Billy couldn't contain a whole-hearted smile. "I have a new violin. I can't wait to play it." He still couldn't believe it was his or that the shopkeeper refused to accept payment.
 Neil scowled. "Are you sure that's wise? Playing an unknown instrument at a concert?"
 Billy gave Neil's arm an affectionate pat. "Wait 'til you hear it; you'll understand."
 They both looked up when a youth in a blue suit approached. "Mr. Byerly?" Billy nodded. "You're on." The boy gave him an encouraging smile.
 "Go get 'em, Tiger," Neil said from a million miles away.
 The pulse beating a sharp staccato in his ears supplied an internal metronome that set the pace. Billy stood and gave his tuxedo a final smoothing before approaching the curtain that separated the backstage sanctuary from the fantasy world of lights and music.
 This was it—show time. Vision tunneling, he stared out onto the stage. It was empty except for a baby grand placed just left of center, and Leon, his pianist, waiting behind the keyboard. The harsh glare of the spotlights hid the audience from view. It could have been one person or one thousand; Billy couldn't tell.
 Playing was his life. It was like breathing; without it, he'd shrivel and die. What he couldn't say with words was easily expressed through the notes that transported him to another dimension, far away from the modern world where he felt out of place. Ironically, the audience was both blessing and curse, and it was pure strength of will that pushed him out onto the stage, for their opinion could make or break his career. He was at the mercy of a very fickle populace. Or rather, that's how he normally felt.
 Tonight was different. Tonight, he had an ally in the form of an exquisite antique violin. Normally, he'd agree with Neil about bringing an untied instrument to a concert; however, this was no ordinary violin. The scant hours spent playing it in the shop while selecting a new bow left him feeling utterly confident.
 It was a few short steps, yet it seemed there were miles of polished wood flooring to be crossed to reach his mark, waiting for the panic that, surprisingly, didn't come. Unusually calm when stepping into position, he swept unruly curls away from his face with one hand before tucking the violin beneath his chin. He closed his eyes, exhaling a slow, heavy breath. The touch of the instrument felt like the embrace of a longlost friend. Slowly drawing the bow over the strings, he threw open the door to the magical realm that only existed when he was playing. Caught up in the music, he missed the collective gasp of the crowd who'd come expecting the time-honored traditional pieces listed in the program, nor did he hear the thunderous applause when each piece ended.
 Oblivious to the tunes, he knew only that the melodies emerged from heart and soul. He felt each and every one down to his core. When the last notes died he returned to the mundane world, surprised by the deafening roar. Stunned, he blinked owlishly against the curtain of light that separated him from the audience. A hissed, "More!" came from backstage. Billy glanced over at a frantically gesturing Neil. It took a moment for the meaning to sink in. He was receiving a standing ovation and needed an encore!
 Once more, Billy put bow to strings, and what emerged was pure sorrow, the chords and notes crying for a lost love. A sickroom came to mind, a tragically ill man slipping away. The tune changed, the notes lightening, hope triumphing over pain. He felt a soul-deep craving for something he couldn't name. When he opened his eyes Leon was staring, mouth hanging open and fingers hovering motionless over the piano's keyboard.
 The pianist quickly vanished from Billy's mind, along with the rest of the waking world, the music taking possession and sending him to his own private universe.
 When he finally made it backstage after two more encores, his manager, who'd heard him play since college, was wiping teary eyes. "Billy," Neil said, "I've always been your biggest fan, you know that. In all the years I've known you, I have never before heard you play like that! And those songs!" He punched Billy lightly in the arm. "You've been holding back on me. That was amazing! Here I was fretting about that new violin for nothing."
 Billy, in a euphoric, post-performance trance, was tired yet satisfied when Neil led him backstage to meet the press. A stagehand rushed forward with his violin case. Horrified, Billy snatched the new double-case from the man's outstretched hands. It contained his other violin, the one he'd brought with him to Scotland! No one touched his violins!
 He shot a warning glare at Neil. "Sorry, Billy, I forgot to tell them," Neil stammered.
 When the antique violin was safely tucked away with his usual one, Billy reached for an offered bottle of water, taking a healthy gulp. He stifled a growl when the stagehand offered to take the case, cradling it protectively against his chest. In the midst of blinding camera flashes, he stood his ground and dutifully answered the same questions always asked. Tonight, for the first time ever, the reporters seemed genuinely interested in the answers. He loved playing, seeing the world and touring; it was the audiences and reporters that scared him senseless, inspiring thoughts of fleeing. Only Neil's comforting hand on his back kept him there long enough to please the press.
 When Billy'd had enough, he yanked his friend's sleeve. Neil, in full manager mode, stepped forward. "Ladies, gentlemen, it's getting quite late. We thank you for coming and hope to see you in Inverness for the next performance. Thanks again, and good night." He steered Billy down a seemingly endless hallway and into the cool evening where a rented vehicle waited. The driver got out and circled the car to open the door.
 Billy heaved a weary sigh and buckled the violin case in the back seat before collapsing next to it, eyes closed. His hair, sweat-plastered to the crown of his head, fanned out against the seat back like a cloak. He was totally exhausted, every ounce of energy expended on his performance.
 "If you can survive without me tonight, I'll see you bright and early tomorrow morning." Instead of getting into the car, Neil stood beside it.
 Billy opened one eye. "You're not coming with me?"
 Neil was several years older than Billy at thirty, but his grin was reminiscent of a mischievous child. "Lisa is flying in tonight to meet some of my mother's side of the family."
 "Better her than me," Billy quipped, happy for his friend even if the news that he'd be alone tonight wasn't welcome. He hated being alone. "Give her a hug for me."
 "Will do." The door closed on Neil's happy face.
 The car pulled away from the curb, heading for whatever hotel had been arranged. Billy had known both Neil and Lisa, Neil's fiancee, for years, and would never dare confess to being jealous of their relationship. For an openly gay man who spent three quarters of each year traveling, forming a partnership was an impossible dream. Oh, he could find plenty of available men, especially when playing at parties and other social events. Unfortunately for them, a quick fuck was not what Billy wanted.
 After finding the violin in Edinburgh, it had taken an hour of trial and error to find the right bow, which was an unheard of feat. Normally, the painstaking process took days. It seemed the instrument knew its match and led Billy to its mate, lying right inside his own violin case! Against incredible odds, his usual bow had proved the perfect match for the antique, and he left the little shop with a committed couple.
 Partners, like his bow and violin, made the sweetest music when the two seemed made for each other, and he felt it was the same with a lover. He'd occasionally accepted one of the casual offers. Those never lasted long. Something was always off, like his violin would be without the right bow.
 The car pulled under the awning of an innocuous chain hotel. Having traveled all this way to Scotland, Billy hoped to stay somewhere, well... Scottish. A converted castle or whatever. Until he was a big name, he supposed he should count himself lucky to be here at all.
 Entering the establishment wasn't a problem; from the looks of it, no one milling about the lobby was the type to attend a concert where the normal mode of dress was black tie. They appeared to all be foreign tourists, or vacationers, judging from their casual attire, and none seemed to think it odd when a tuxedo-clad man entered carrying a violin case.
 Despite the crowded lobby, he managed to make it to the elevator quickly, relieved when the doors closed behind him without anyone else stepping in. He really was too tired to deal with strangers' inevitable attempts at small talk. It could be a good thing that Neil had other plans. The buttons lit up one by one, marking the elevator's ascent, until the door opened on the fifth floor. His room was at the end of a long hallway, away from high traffic areas like the elevator or vending machines.
 The two-room suite was adequate, if nothing to write home about. Most importantly, it was clean and relatively quiet. His baggage was stacked neatly by the door. Too tired to unpack, he decided to leave it for later.
 He crossed through the small living area and into the bedroom, smiling when he saw the two beds. Good. At least that, Neil had remembered. Ever so carefully, he placed the violin case in the exact center of the bed farthest from the door. It made him nervous to have them out in the open, without the protection of the alarm system at home, but storing them in the hotel safe was out of the question.
 Billy removed and hung the tuxedo in the closet and, with a contented sigh, slid between cool, crisp sheets. He was asleep and dreaming within minutes.
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Chapter Twelve
The spirit of Aillil Callaghan was restless and had been since rousing. A light breeze carried him along to visit the place where his love rested. The lone grave lay nestled in the midst of the sacred grove, exactly as remembered from the last time he'd awakened. Tears blurred his vision as he gazed down on the rock marker, inscribed in two languages, "Forever."

True to Old Maeve's word, Mael Caluim had been reborn and returned to Scotland, only to die before a reunion could take place. Aillil's own lonely spirit remained. Why they couldn't inhabit the afterlife together was beyond him, but in quiet moments like these he felt it, the heartbeat of the earth, that moment before dawn, the anticipation of spring's first bloom, and knew that whatever he had been waiting for was about to transpire.

The trees that comprised the grove, imbued with the spirits of Scotsmen who'd died generations before Aillil's birth, whispered in the light breeze. "Soon," they assured him, "soon."

The Druid had promised he'd one day be with his Englishman again. At the time, he hadn't known she literally meant that it might take several lifetimes. Lifetimes spent deep in slumber, waiting for the fulfillment of promises he'd given up his existence for, dismal thing that it was alone. He'd been conscious for several days from time to time over the years, pulled from dreams of a lover that he was reluctant to leave, later returning to wait some more. At least in memories, he found some measure of peace.

The same stately yews kept a vigil in the grove, whispering excitedly amongst themselves. The elders did love their gossip! Their banter ignored, Aillil drifted down to perch on the gravestone and summon a spectral version of his violin. His pipes hadn't made the transition and were now a moldy ruin. He positioned the violin as taught long ago, and when bow struck strings, he imagined the faint echo of a second instrument. There was only one violin and one musician who could harmonize so exquisitely—his little fox, his Mael Caluim. Their instruments were two halves of the same whole, as Aillil and the Englishman were.

He played in the grove until dawn began to fill the edges of the earth with color. The violin was banished back to its resting place, and Aillil followed, floating on the early morning breeze.

Down the darkened hallways of his family's legacy he drifted, noticing differences. The castle was deserted. Someone had been here recently, however. In the great hall, some construction was being performed, and unidentifiable devices were stacked against one wall. And he was quite sure that on the night of his most recent awakening, a distant relative had been listening when he played.

Hmmm... that musician's gallery wasn't a part of the room back in his day. Had it been there the last time he'd been aware of anything outside of his wooden sanctuary? He'd been too preoccupied at the time to notice. The unseen, humming presence in the walls that caused light to magically appear and provided heat without firewood was new, too.

Destined to remain close to the violin where the Druid had transferred his essence, he passed through the great hall and took, not the staircase that led to the family's quarters, but the older turnpike stairs, built into the eight-foot thick section of wall that had been part of the original structure. Up and up he roved until he arrived at the room on the topmost floor.

Thankfully, someone had seen to renovations, though he dearly missed the remnants of the former occupant's belongings, a subtle reminder that the man had actually existed. Aillil crossed the room and hovered before the loose stones that hid his violin. He smiled, recalling the crafty younger brother who'd known Old Maeve's plan and had secreted him away to wait. Niall, a Druid. Grandfather would have been proud.

Slowly, he folded himself into the wood casing that was his bed. A smile played upon his lips as he slipped from consciousness, feeling a sense of peace that said the waiting was almost over. It was in moments of slumber, free from lucid thought, when he could almost believe that Malcolm was alive. His dreams were particularly vivid, and shared.
 * * * * The room was unlike anything Billy had ever seen in the waking world, which was confusing, given how comfortable he was there. A series of tall windows lined one wall, and from the window seat he could see an orchard, branches heavy with ripening apples. The violin he'd found in Edinburgh appeared next to him. How he longed to play it, knowing he couldn't—it wasn't time.

Eerie music began, a chilling refrain that spoke to his soul. The moment had arrived. He placed the violin beneath his chin, counting one beat, then two, before adding his own perfect harmony. One song faded and another began, accompanied by an unseen musician who matched him note for note. With each and every melody, visions appeared, young boys playing in the orchard, an imposing man with dark hair and eyes

The images blurred and the room faded. Billy found himself seated beneath a tree in a sunlit meadow, playing the violin and watching the laughing, dark-haired man slipping out of his clothes before diving into a cool, flowing stream. Who was he? Another man, still clothed, approached with more caution. While Billy waited for the first to resurface, the second lost his footing, flailing, splashing, and finally falling into the water. After a moment, both men reemerged, one sputtering in righteous indignation, the other laughing and ducking the droplets flung his way. Billy's dream self laughed, caught up in the revelry of the two men

Were they lovers? The scene seemed so familiar somehow. Being city born and raised, Billy had never gone swimming in a stream. At least, not that he was aware of. All the while, he continued to play, the music a fitting backdrop to the story unfurling before him

The men climbed from the stream, the second's wet clothes were hung on a bush to dry, and the pair stretched out in the sun upon a large, flat rock, naked. The smaller of the two appeared hesitant, unsure. The other man was bolder, patiently coaxing the first from his awkwardness. Silent communication seemed to pass between them where they lay gazing into each other's eyes. They moved closer, their lips sealing together. Billy knew that he was witnessing the first bloom of attraction, that moment in which passion ignited before flaring to full life. Could this be their first kiss? Watching the dream lovers left him feeling bereft, like he'd closed his fist a moment too late and something precious had slipped through his fingers.

When the men parted, the smaller, paler one smiled, looking straight up at Billy
 Billy bolted upright in bed, heart thudding and breath coming in harsh pants. Chills raced over his body. The face he'd seen was his own!
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Chapter Thirteen
"Wonderful performance last night, Billy. Why, I've been getting calls all morning! Look what they're saying about you in the papers!" Neil peered up at Billy over the top of his glasses.

Ignoring the proffered daily news, Billy chose instead to avail himself of the coffee service sitting on the table, plopping bleary-eyed into a chair. After his dream, he'd been unable to go back to sleep.

Neil shrugged and continued reading. "Listen to this! 'I attended the concert, disappointed that Mr. Tucci wouldn't be playing, but kept an open mind about his last-minute replacement, an American performer by the name of William Byerly. With his long, carrot-colored mane, the musician certainly looked like the Byerly that I'd read about on the Internet. If that was the same man whose recordings I previewed, the improvement was remarkable! The program called for the standard classics that make up his normal repertoire, yet every piece during last night's performance was refreshingly original and, at the same time, filled with old-world charm. Not that I'm complaining. Bravo, Mr. Byerly.'"

"Well," Billy acknowledged between sips of black coffee, "it's better than my last review. How did that gentleman put it? 'Exciting as day-old bread?'"

Neil dropped the paper and reached across the coffee table to pat Billy's hand. "Actually, he said 'a soggy doughnut.' The 'day-old bread' comment was from Cleveland. I wouldn't worry about that if I were you. If last night's performance is any indication, those days are over, and both unkind critics will soon be eating, get it? Eating their words." He snorted at the weak pun. "Besides, the paying customers clearly disagree, if ticket and CD sales are anything to go by."

"I would hope so. I work hard. I'm not in it for the fame, you know that. Still, it's nice to have my efforts appreciated."
 "Well, you definitely were appreciated last night," Neil assured him, folding the paper back to read more. "Here's another good one. Listen to this, 'It's small wonder Laird Callaghan's spirit is once more rumored to haunt the Highlands. Perhaps he's distressed that Byerly might replace him as most talked-about violinist in Scotland.'"
 It was the name and not the review that got Billy's attention. "Laird Callaghan?" That name rang a bell, he just couldn't quite place why.
 Neil waved a dismissive hand. "Local legend. Apparently, one of the popular historic sites is rumored to be haunted by a violin-playing ghost. You know, the kind of thing perpetuated to bring in tourists. If you continue playing like you did last night, you're sure to give him a run for his money."
 "Wait a minute! Callaghan! Isn't that your mother's maiden name? And she's Scottish!"
 Again Neil brushed off the question. "It's a common enough name here in Scotland. I seriously doubt we're related." The too-quick answer served to convince Billy that his friend was hiding something.
 Billy was about to question it when Neil changed the subject. "I've been meaning to ask you, when did you find time to write all those new songs? You've been touring steadily for six months now."
 That was something Billy had been pondering himself. Where had the new material come from? He didn't recall ever hearing those pieces before. At least, not when awake. A vague memory tickled his consciousness. "I really don't know where I got them, to be honest. I've never practiced them. When I started playing they... happened. I don't recall any of my teachers playing them, either. It's like they were locked in the violin, waiting to get out." He shook his head at such foolishness.
 "Well, keep them happening." Neil switched easily from the role of friend to manager. "I'd like to get you into the studio after your next concert." He tapped a fingernail against a CD case on the coffee table. "There's your recording of last night. Superb!"
 Billy sighed, leaving the CD where it was. One concert barely over and now he had to think about the next one. He loved to play, and considered it an honor to make a living doing exactly what he wanted. That didn't stop him from getting a bit tired at times, especially of having no one to share it with. No one to help celebrate the good times and be there for the bad, except for friends. "Where is the next one?"
 "Inverness." A wicked grin appeared on Neil's face, and Billy knew from experience that the man was in "let's get you some publicity" mode. The last time he'd had that particular gleam in his eyes, the result had been effective, if not entirely pleasant. Billy had wound up on a local TV station's children's show, serenading a puppet. Knowing Neil pretty well, given their long association, Billy still wasn't quite prepared for, "While you're in the neighborhood, you can challenge Laird Callaghan, which will undoubtedly make a headline or two."
 Billy sputtered, nearly choking on his coffee. "What are you talking about, Neil?"
 Neil looked like the cat that got the cream. "It seems the haunted castle is a stone's throw from Inverness, and, conveniently, its owners have agreed to rent it for a week. You're booked there for a private concert."
 "Now, wait a minute," Billy shot back. "I can't do that on the spur of the moment!"
 "You won't." Neil wide smile was downright scary. "A small, independent production company is filming a documentary on Scotland's haunted estates. They're the ones footing the bill. The producer attended last night's concert and said you'd be perfect for their film. You've been hired to play the role of the spirit. I think they're secretly hoping to capture a duet between you and the ghost!
 "And the best part? You get the stay on the grounds while we're in the area. Can you imagine? A genuine haunted castle, if you believe in such things!" He winked and added, "I wonder if the ghost of the old laird will inspire some more of those amazing songs you've kept hidden from me. You'll arrive tomorrow and be there through Halloween."
 Had the man lost his mind? "Neil, you've outdone yourself this time." A haunted castle? Neil wanted him to stay in a haunted castle? Well, he had wanted to stay someplace Scottish. "A long-dead, violin-playing roommate is certainly new," he mused.
 "Don't tell me you believe in ghosts!" Neil rolled his eyes. "These things are stunts designed to attract tourists. You'll go, play a few songs, have a nice time exploring a real Scottish castle, and get your name added to film credits. Think of all the publicity!"
 Billy's eyes narrowed. You'll? "And exactly where will you be staying?"
 "With Lisa, at a charming B and B in Inverness."
 Oh, right. The last thing Neil wanted was to mix work with pleasure. All the same, it would have been nice to have Neil and Lisa nearby. Billy squashed his reservations about staying alone at a supposedly haunted dwelling, unable to bear disappointing dear friends or interrupting a romantic getaway. "Okay, I'll do it," he agreed, turning away to refresh his coffee cup.
 "I promise you won't regret it."
 * * * *
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Chapter Fourteen
The apparition had long black hair that fell in inky waves across a field of green and red plaid. A neatly trimmed beard and moustache framed a smile that lit a fire deep inside Billy's heart and groin. Wrapped in tartan over a loose-fitting white shirt, the vision was a far cry from the kilted actors Billy had seen in movies, and he instinctively knew that the garment wasn't a costume. It was everyday garb, and it was worn well

Billy's fingers were captured in a rough and callused hand. He was silently led into a ring of trees and urged down on sweetly scented grass. Dark eyes gazed into his, and a sultry smile turned his insides to mush. This had to be a dream, for never in real life had anyone looked at him so intently, devouring him with a single glance, nor had he ever met a man who so completely captured his attention. "My little fox," his dream lover said, in the lyrical tones of a Scottish Highlander, a sound that seemed far too familiar for a man who'd never been to Scotland before. "How I've missed you." Full lips descended, the specter breathing, "My Mael Caluim," before taking possession of Billy's mouth.

Billy came awake instantly, sweaty and breathless, the name clearly imprinted in his mind. Not Malcolm, but Mael Caluim. Where had he heard that before? Was that in Edinburgh? Mael Caluim was what the shopkeeper had called him. Was it the Scottish accent slurring his name? He'd always performed under the name of William Malcolm Byerly; it wasn't like 'Malcolm' was a secret. Most people called him William or Billy. Only his mother used Malcolm, and that was when she was angry.

A wave of homesickness washed over him at the thought of his parents. He'd been too busy to check for messages from home. With little chance of going back to sleep soon, he pushed aside the remnants of the dream and climbed from bed. His laptop case rested by the desk in one corner of the room. A quick glance at the extra cable by the phone confirmed that the hotel offered Internet access, if not wireless connection.

He placed the computer on the desk and powered it on, grabbing a drink from the mini-fridge while it did. It took a few minutes to respond to all his e-mail, reading and answering personal ones and forwarding business matters to Neil.

That done and still wide awake, recollections of their earlier conversation left him curious. A search on "Laird Callaghan" brought several pages of references, and he scrolled through the offered listings until an article caught his eye entitled, Myths and Legends of the Highlands. Clicking on the provided link, he began reading.

Castle Callaghan, located near Inverness in the Scottish Highlands, has a long and illustrious past. Parts of the castle date back to the thirteenth century, and many historic personages are reputed to have stayed there. Its most famous occupant is the alleged presence of the Lost Laird. Aillil Callaghan was laird of the Callaghan clan for a mere twenty-seven days in 1758. Due to the mystery and rumors surrounding his disappearance, he remains one of the most notorious members of the clan.

Born in 1733, he disappeared in 1758 following a scarlet fever epidemic that took the life of two brothers and his father, Eoghan Callaghan, leaving Aillil the chief of his clan at the age of twenty-five. There is some speculation that he merely died of the fever himself, though no grave has been identified. A more romantic explanation for his disappearance, handed down from generation to generation, is that when the fever took the life of his lover, Laird Callaghan died of a broken heart. His ghost is rumored to haunt Callaghan Castle to this day. The Druids, once respected leaders of the Scottish Highlands, believed in reincarnation, and legend states that when his lover is reborn, the laird's ghost will play the violin, beckoning her to return to the castle, where they'll be reunited for all eternity.

Mysterious, unexplained music was reportedly heard in 1846 for a period of three days, and again in 1915, when it's said to have occurred nightly for two weeks. Parts of the castle were used as a hospital at the time, and several staff members reported having heard the chilling melodies in the night. One resident declared it heart-rending. No recent occurrences have been reported

The article was dated the previous year. If there had been any more reports of paranormal activity, they were recent.
 Billy stopped reading, scrolling down the page to see the rest of the article, until he saw a picture of Castle Callaghan. He froze, staring at the image with disbelieving eyes. The fullcolor photograph was of the front of the stately structure, but many more images flickered behind his eyelids—the great hall, seen by firelight, the stairs that led up to the room at the top of the tower, the orchard behind the house, a skinny boy hanging upside down from one of the branches. Although logic told him he'd never been there before, his heart cried, "Home!"
 * * * *
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Chapter Fifteen
The photos didn't do it justice. Huge and imposing, Castle Callaghan was all a haunted dwelling should be, in Billy's opinion. He craned his neck in the back of the car to get a better view, imagining the transparent faces of former occupants peering from its many windows. The place inspired a gut-wrenching sense of deja vu, but something didn't seem quite right.

"What happened to the east wing?" he blurted before taking time to consider the words.
 His driver half turned to look into the back seat. "Fire in the forties. How'd you know about that? It's not in the tour guides."
 To be honest, Billy didn't know how he knew. He just did. Like he knew that the little guest cottage they were approaching was new, regardless of how carefully its stone was matched to the original building.
 The car slowed, and Billy spotted a group of men huddled together, various camera cases, lights, and other equipment strewn around them. The sunlight glinted off Neil's glasses when he turned and waved, grinning broadly. He ran up and opened the car door the moment the vehicle stopped, face lit with excitement. "Billy, you've got to see inside this place, it's awesome!"
 Grabbing Billy by the arm, Neil dragged him over to the assembled men who, to his great embarrassment, were watching with amused smiles. Okay, so much for not acting like awestruck tourists.
 "Come over here and meet your new employers." A proprietary arm landed around Billy's shoulders and Neil whispered in his ear, "Pay particular attention to the big one, Luke. He's a fan." Acting like an older brother bent on protecting Billy's virtue, Neil growled, "He'd like to be more than a fan, if you get my meaning." His expression was serious and disapproving. "No hanky-panky. That would be unprofessional."
 Billy glared at his self-appointed protector, a "You're kidding, right?" look on his face. Was he so hard up that he was expected to jump the first available male that swung his way? "What's up with you?" he asked, studying Neil with a critical eye. "Normally you'd say, 'Go for it.' Why don't you like Luke?"
 Thankfully, the look in his friend's eyes didn't suggest that, after all these years, he had suddenly decided to give up Lisa to see how the other half lived. "I've got a bad feeling about him, okay?" Neil replied. His concern seemed genuine.
 Hmm... interesting. Billy cut his eyes to where Luke was waiting with the others. The man was a very attractive, blueeyed blond, a bit on the cuddly side, and appeared harmless. However, Neil had good instincts; if he had a bad feeling, that was to be respected. "Your feelings are usually dead on the money and the reason I'm where I am today. Don't worry about it. We're not going to be here long, right? Besides, he's not my type."
 Their conversation halted when Luke stepped from the group, offering a beefy hand and a friendly grin. There was more than casual assessment in his eyes. Billy had seen that look often enough backstage after a concert, and realized Neil was right in believing Luke's interest might be less than professional. "It's fabulous to meet you in person, Mr. Byerly. I'm one of your biggest fans. I had to buy your CD 'Moonlight' twice because I left the first copy at home and missed it dearly while traveling. Might I add that your performance in Edinburgh was outstanding?"
 "Please, call me Billy," was out before he could form a more eloquent response. His face flushed hotly under the compliments as he shook the offered hand. The rest of the crew was introduced, and they turned toward the imposing fortress that was the focal point of the meeting. Hearing a startled squeak, Billy turned to see Neil squeezing between him and Luke. Luke smiled sheepishly and stepped back. What was up with that? If Billy didn't know Neil was one hundred percent hetero and in a relationship with an amazing woman, he'd think the guy was jealous. Since when did Neil feel the need to block admirers?
 Neil grasped Billy by the arm, leading him away from the perceived predator. "I'm told the acoustics in the great hall are amazing," he said, opening the heavily carved front door to admit them. Three men could easily walk side by side through the entry, not that Neil seemed inclined to test that theory by allowing Luke to come any closer.
 They entered a small foyer that Billy found unnerving. It seemed out of place.
 Luke waved the others past into the great hall beyond, to a chorus of 'ohs,' 'ahs,' and one loudly proclaimed, "Wicked!"
 "Is something wrong?" Neil asked. He refused to follow the others and remained behind, arms folded across his chest and the eyebrow over one suspicious eye raised in Luke's direction. A dark brown loafer tapped out an impatient beat against the stone floor.
 Billy disregarded Neil's abnormal behavior, trying his best to explain without sounding like a lunatic. "This foyer, it doesn't seem quite right somehow." He felt foolish for saying anything. Who was he to judge ancient Scottish castles?
 Luke stepped forward, smile displaying a mouthful of gleaming teeth. "You share my fascination with Scottish history, do you?" he asked, inching closer.
 From behind Luke's back, Neil drew a finger across his throat, staring pointedly at Billy's admirer.
 Billy fought the impulse to roll his eyes, thinking it best to simply ignore Neil for awhile. "What do you mean?"
 Luke ran one hand down a section of wall, and Billy noticed the subtle differences in the stone. "This foyer isn't a part of the original structure," the filmmaker explained, sounding like the narrator of one of his documentaries. "Ancestral dwellings have a tendency to evolve over time, reflecting the tastes of the current owners. Prior to about 1850, the door opened on the great hall itself." He swept an arm toward the arched entryway the others had disappeared through. "Come, let's see the rest of it, shall we?" The hand that had caressed the rough stone wall came to rest at the small of Billy's back.
 Fully expecting Neil to intervene, Billy was unprepared for the temperature to drop twenty degrees. "Come with me to the grove." Chills skittered along his spine. He stopped, eyes darting around the small room, looking for the source of that invitation. He knew that voice!
 "Th...th...these ancestral relics are so damned drafty." Luke stuttered several times before managing to get the words out, his eyes frantically sweeping the foyer. All color drained from his face. Ah, he'd felt it, too, and appeared equally unnerved. The hand at Billy's back disappeared.
 Neil, oddly enough, appeared unfazed, looking everywhere but at them.
 What the hell was going on? Eyes shifting from Luke to Neil, Billy demanded, "What did you say about a grove?" unsure which of them had spoken, and privately fearing it had been neither. When he turned back to Luke, he expected to see a big, blond man with a ruddy complexion. He jumped back when, instead, he saw a seductive smile, framed by dark facial hair. The vision lasted but a moment.
 "Are you all right?" Luke asked.
 Billy closed his eyes, taking a deep, cleansing breath and attempting to explain away what he'd seen.
 Neil gallantly spared him the effort. "This place has that effect on me, too."
 Although Billy hardly doubted it, he appreciated the save and followed his friend into the great hall, which was much warmer. His heart skipped a beat. He knew this room! Not only as it appeared now, but how it looked at night, fire roaring in the fireplace, chairs arranged in a semi-circle, filled by a family of Highlanders enjoying an evening's
 entertainment. A cleaning crew was spreading white sheets over the furniture. His eyes shot to the other end of the hall, where a tremendous table occupied much of the space, automatically seeking out a spot at the far end. The darkhaired man from his dreams appeared there for one split second.
 His breath caught in his throat, a name coming to mind. "Aillil," Billy breathed at last, pulse pounding in his ears. He concentrated on inhaling and exhaling. I will not panic, I will not panic!
 "Why, yes," Luke replied, coming up beside him. "Aillil Callaghan is the spirit you'll be portraying in the film. Your manager gave you the music, right?"
 Billy nodded, eyes still riveted to where he'd seen the apparition. Plainly and simply, he was losing his mind. Many times he'd seen it happen to fellow musicians, but usually performance burnout and drugs were involved. Billy didn't take drugs, even those for anti-anxiety, more afraid of what the chemicals might do than of the occasional panic attack. He was starting to rethink that decision, because it appeared he was going insane anyway, without the help of hard living.
 Too stunned to move on his own, Billy let Neil guide him to where the others were standing, looking up at a small balcony to the right of the hearth—a musician's gallery. "That wasn't there before," Billy said before he could question how he knew that.
 Luke elbowed his way past Billy's guardian. "I knew it! You are a history buff! That was added the same time the foyer was, in the mid eighteen hundreds. It connects with the turnpike stair, part of the original structure. That's where you'll be playing, or, thanks to a little movie magic, where the ghost of the Lost Laird will play."
 Much to Billy's relief, Luke walked away and began giving instructions to the crew, allowing a desperately needed moment of peace. He had the overwhelming urge to fetch his violins. "Can I have some time later in here to practice?" he asked Neil, who was still staring up at the balcony.
 "Sure. The work crew will be here tomorrow to clear the room and place those chairs." Neil pointed toward the stack of folding chairs lining the walls. "You're staying in the cottage out back, so take all the time here you need. The caretaker lives in another cottage on the far side of the barns. I'll instruct him to let you in whenever you'd like."
 From across the room, one of the workers sneezed, and the sound reverberated throughout the hall.
 Neil brightened. "Wow, the acoustics really are great in here."
 * * * *

During daylight hours, Aillil's spirit was confined to the tower room where his violin was secreted. However, if he concentrated, he could see bits and pieces of what was occurring elsewhere on the grounds.

Feeling the privacy of the stone sanctuary had been breached, he focused on the front of the castle, where several men had entered. He felt a vague sense of recognition, for Callaghan blood flowed through the veins of the one who'd slept there a few night ago. Several of the other men had also been there before, walking the property, but who was the newcomer? Why did this man seem familiar? Desperate to investigate, Aillil fought with every ounce of his strength to no avail. Until nightfall, his spirit was imprisoned in that one room.

The Callaghan did his best to steer the predatory stranger away from the one who'd piqued Aillil's interest, and still the unwelcome suitor persisted. With no other recourse, Aillil pleaded with the spirits in the glen for help. "Bring him to us," they said. "He'll be safe here."

With a sudden burst of energy he'd never before been able to command, Aillil found himself downstairs, staring into a face he'd dreamed of for over two centuries. "Come with me to the grove," he said, turning a baleful glare on the one standing too close.

The Callaghan stepped in, leading away the reminder of all he'd lost. Aillil's body solidified in the great hall before abruptly being pulled back to the tower. Quietly, he thanked the ancestors for allowing him those few brief glimpses of the stranger. His heart clenched at the memory of burnished ringlets and bright green eyes. Did he dare to hope, or had his long wait made him see what wasn't there? Aillil growled possessively when he thought of his new nemesis, the one who'd claim the handsome redhead for fun. He was going to have to watch out for that one.
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Chapter Sixteen
The dark wooden panels, covered with carved gryphons and other fantastic creatures, quite frankly gave Billy the screaming shivers. Despite his best efforts to be quiet, the doors' hinges screamed loudly when he pushed the tall monstrosities open, which didn't help his frayed nerves in the least. It was a reminder of too many horror movies. He'd definitely have to report it to the caretaker.

That uneasy feeling of deja vu returned upon crossing the foyer and entering the gigantic hall. It dawned on him that this was the same stone structure that haunted his dreams, having only recently discovered it was real and not a fabrication of an overactive imagination.

Caught up in open-mouthed fascination at the shapeless masses hidden beneath protective sheets, he knew what each piece of furniture was and what it looked like, sight unseen. He also didn't need to approach to know that the tall windows looked out over the once-splendid orchard, for he had seen them before in dreams.

Behind the house, connected by a breezeway, was the kitchen, and to his right a long hall led to the library, study, master's suite and ballroom. Upstairs were additional family living quarters, downstairs, servant's quarters, and in the tower... well, it was ridiculous, really. Having never been there before, he couldn't possibly know that there were exactly forty-eight stairs from the bottom to the top. He knew all this and more about the estate; the one thing he didn't know, wanted desperately to know, was why and how he knew these things.

A sudden compulsion sent him hurrying back to the guest cottage for his violin case. Easing back into the room, he pulled a sheet from a chair before the hearth. He sank down onto the upholstery, feeling an odd sense of rightness, like the chair was his. His eyes roved above the mantel to the sheet-draped painting there. Even hidden from sight, Billy knew it was a portrait of the one who inhabited his dreams.

With one swift movement, he rose and peeled back the covering, dropping it to the floor. It was, indeed, the man whose face Billy had seen nightly since obtaining the Edinburgh violin. Soot-black hair fell in a shiny silken mass around broad shoulders, and thick brows rose haughtily over dark eyes. The rather noticeable nose reminded him of Neil's. The effect would have been intimidating had it not been for the playful smile that tugged full lips up at the corners. Looking up at the castle's former master set Billy's heart to racing.

"My dark laird, why ever do you haunt me?" he asked. He ached with a deep sense of unexplained loss, pining for this man wearing garb from a bygone age, a man who had disappeared under mysterious circumstances many years ago. "Where did you go?" Billy wanted to know. "Is it true that you died of a broken heart?" The Highlander remained silent, staring down from the canvas.

Whoever had painted the portrait was either a highly skilled artist or a liar, for the result was an exquisite example of masculinity. That is, except for the nose.

Unable to look away from the mesmerizing likeness, Billy eased back into the chair, opening the violin case and withdrawing the vintage instrument. He played a melody that he'd never heard with his waking ears, but knew every note of in his subconscious mind. It was slow, ethereal, and brought him to tears. When that song ended, he began another and another until, exhausted, he fell asleep.
 * * * * Aillil's spirit had barely emerged from his wooden sanctuary when he heard a sound that would have made his blood run cold had he possessed any. It was a stirring refrain that he'd first heard years ago, played on a worn-out instrument, the one Malcolm had destroyed defending Niall.

Aillil swept down the stairs in righteous pursuit of that sound. He'd overheard the plans of the men with all their peculiar belongings, how they'd hired a violinist to impersonate him. It was bad enough that they invaded his home to make a mockery of the Callaghan legends; how dare they cruelly torment him by playing that song!

The enchanting music stopped. Although Aillil knew he couldn't be seen, he slowly approached the lone figure, anger boiling that the stranger had the audacity to sit in that chair! No one sat there! Only one man was allowed to sit in that chair. Aillil's own kin had known better than to so much as look at it with intent.

Furious, he floated to the hearth and turned to face the intruder. He would have gasped had he been able, and his anger vanished, for there, fast asleep, was the man he'd seen earlier who reminded him of the love of his life. At least, it looked like Malcolm. He crept closer for a better look. Could someone be playing some kind of evil trick, getting his hopes up only to dash them?

He knelt before the chair, carefully taking the instrument and bow from the stranger's pliant fingers and setting them on the floor. Wait! He could touch them? His hands didn't sweep through? He tried with the chair, a lantern, and the hearth. The violin and bow were all he could manage. Still, it was an improvement. Did he have a connection with them? Wait! It was the twin to his own! Was it the violin that drew him or the man who'd played it?

The hall was dim, with lanterns that didn't need oil providing illumination, but Aillil had no need of light. The tangled mass of hair that draped the back of the chair, the milk-white skin splashed with freckles, he knew like his own. Long-lashed eyelids fluttered over tightly closed eyes that he knew to be the softest of greens. Aillil would have thought the man dead if not for the flickering movement that indicated dreaming.

An ever-present draft that circled the stone floor buoyed him along, and he stared in fascination, waiting for the man to awaken. Was it true? Could this really be his love reborn, come back to him? "Mael Caluim," the elders whispered from out in the glen.

Relief flooded Aillil's soul. His incorporeal fingers traced a long, thin nose, then smoothed unnoticed over soft curls. Eyes could be deceived; his soul couldn't, and it told him that this was truly Malcolm, at long last. "Thank you," he told the elders, a happy tear rolling down his cheek. Of blood and breath he had none, tears he had aplenty. It was all he could do not to wake the man up. It would serve no purpose, for nothing could come of it until the time was right. Malcolm was mortal and couldn't see him. And until Malcolm truly believed, Aillil was destined to remain a spirit.

A smile curved his lips. Aillil might not be able to hold his love in the waking world; however, he could send his little fox a reminder of past times in the realm where he did hold sway—dreams.
 Summoning his violin and bow, Aillil began to play. * * * * The canvas hanging over the hearth was blank. Billy flinched, looking up to find the raven-haired Highlander standing over him, smiling and extending a hand. The gesture seemed comforting somehow, and Billy reached out for that large, rough hand without hesitation. In a part of his brain inaccessible during waking moments, he knew this man, the Lost Laird of the Callaghans. Far from the expected fear, Billy was filled with deep and sincere longing. Giving trust freely along with his hand, he followed the otherworldly visitor from the great hall

"Where are you taking me?" he asked, without really caring. He'd go anywhere this spirit led
 "You'll see," the specter replied with a soft chuckle, placing a blindfold that had appeared from nowhere over Billy's eyes. "Take care where you step."
 "You're taking me upstairs?
 "Shh... Quiet, my little fox," was murmured against Billy's skin, warm lips finding and tickling his neck. Ghosts had warm lips? A shiver flew up his spine. "A few more steps."
 Billy had never ventured upstairs before, but had a good idea of their destination, and his anticipation soared. A door quietly shut behind them and a rich Scottish burr husked, "Open your eyes." The blindfold slid from his face
 Billy's eyes flew open and he stared in shocked amazement. The familiar bed, the trunk, the mirror, the chair! He'd been to this room before! His guide smiled, eyes crinkling at the corners. A hand on his back ushered Billy toward the enormous bed, then slipped beneath his shirt to tease the thin patch of hair above his trouser band
 "I want you," the ghost murmured against Billy's nape, whiskers tickling the sensitive skin there. Billy shivered, not from cold, but from arousal. A second hand joined the first, and his dream lover stripped the shirt away, leaving him bare from the waist up
 Gentle hands stroked his sides, turning him, and dark, lust-filled eyes left Billy feeling more desired than ever before. Cock already hard and aching, he feared he'd come immediately from a single touch.
 "Do you trust me?" the apparition asked.
 "With my life," Billy replied, knowing in his soul that it was true. He watched, fascinated, as the spirit's lips descended, drawing ever closer
 A faint meeting of lips, like a shy hello, and then the gentle exploration escalated into something deep and passionate. It had been far too long since Billy had had the attention of another, and the craving for this man was nearly unbearable. The kilted Scot reached down and squeezed Billy's erection with a strong hand. "It seems you missed me, too, Mael Caluim.
 Billy woke abruptly, still feeling those lips upon his skin. Why did he have to wake up now? Why couldn't he have finished the dream?
 With a start, he realized the late hour. The sun had long since set! If he was going to play a concert tomorrow, he needed to get to work! The score Neil had brought, traditional Scots' tunes from Aillil Callaghan's time, was difficult and required hours of practice. He didn't need a manager's gentle scolding to know how important a flawless performance would be for the video; he well knew the benefits of reaching potential new fans.
 Wait a minute! Where was his violin? He panicked, looking down at his empty lap and then frantically searching around the chair. A sigh of relief escaped when he found it on the floor, resting on a soft, plush rug. Thankfully, the instrument appeared unharmed. Had he' put it there before falling asleep without remembering? He'd been pretty tired. Now he was surprisingly well rested for having spent a few hours in the chair.
 Recalling the vivid dream, his eyes darted to the portrait, relieved when he saw the Lost Laird, looking down with that enigmatic smile. Billy'd half expected to find the man missing. The dream had been so real! A tantalizing, masculine scent played on his senses, and he raised a hand to his cheek, expecting to find whisker-abraded skin. He stood, staring up at the painting. The words were out of his mouth before his brain had a chance to question them. "Aillil, your little fox has come home."
 Aillil? Little fox? Now where did that come from? He recalled the dream and the endearment the Highlander had used "My little fox." It's a dream, he told himself, an anxietyinduced dream
 He decided doing something normal might help overcome the silly notions that had taken up residence in his mind since arriving at the castle. He'd always prided himself on practicality. Now to believe in ghosts?
 He placed his sheet music on a nearby table and positioned the violin, the wood against his skin comforting. Raising the bow, he began playing the first melody. When a second violin joined in, he stopped immediately. All was silent. He must have imagined it. Again he put bow to instrument and, once more, two violins could clearly be heard. He stopped, so did the other violin. Recalling Neil's words, "The acoustics in this room are amazing," he fought against the tendril of fear that curled to life in his belly. Those were no mere acoustics. For a brief moment, terror filled him. Relax, Billy. You're scaring yourself. Nothing's there. Relax
 Slowly, he expanded his lungs, exhaling even slower. Easy, Billy, easy. Of course there was a logical explanation. It was his own playing reverberating off the stone walls, like Neil said. Could the coolness of the evening cause the
 phenomena? He raised his violin, feeling a bit foolish, when another thought occurred to him, the reason he was here to begin with.
 "Aillil," he breathed, wondering why that name tripped from his tongue so easily, as though he said it every day. His heartbeat thundered in his ears. What had the Internet article said? How did the legend go? That the Lost Laird would play the violin in hopes of bringing back a lost lover?
 Billy focused on breathing slowly and steadily, trying to reclaim rational thought. "There's no such thing as ghosts," he said out loud, willing his hammering heart to believe. The words bounced off the walls, filling the cavernous space. Determined to get on with practice, he began playing again, ignoring the second violin when it joined in. It's the room, it's just the room.
 When he'd finally mastered the piece to his satisfaction, he lowered the bow and spoke loudly, "Gee, the acoustics really are amazing in here."
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Chapter Seventeen
That night, Billy slept like the dead. Once again, the Highlander appeared in his dreams, and like before, Billy awakened too soon, cock hard and begging for relief. Remembering the previous day in the castle, and the sense of not being alone, deflated it.

A gripping, forlorn tune, leftover from his dream, stuck in his head, "Chi mi 'n t-iasgair aig ceann nan lionan..."
 Feeling the need to be among people, Billy called a former instructor who was currently teaching a master's class in Inverness. An invitation was issued, and he took a taxi into town, hoping to say hello and listen to a few promising musicians. Instead, he'd been introduced as an honored guest and invited to speak to the students. He stood in the center of a circle of chairs occupied by talented violinists, most barely past their teens and all staring in fascination. It was a bit awkward.
 "How old were you when you started playing?" a lanky young man asked, face partially hidden by a fall of light brown hair. He would have looked like the typical, bored college student if not for the keen intelligence shining in his eyes, and the long, slender fingers constantly in motion— violinist's fingers.
 Billy smiled. Whatever the age of the students, they all asked that question. What they really wanted to know was, "Will I have a chance to play professionally, like you, or did I start too late?"

"I was four," Billy replied. A smug smile appeared on the man's face. Oh, the brunet had started young, too, had he? "Actually," Billy clarified, "according to my grandfather, I was drawn to the violin before I could walk. He recounts, at great length, a couple of near misses when I almost destroyed his favorite. Let that be a lesson to you. Never leave your instrument out of its case."

That got a giggle from some of the girls. The brunet watched Billy closely, a knowing glint in his eyes.
 "Where are you playing next?" a woman asked, appearing a little too fascinated, not in the answer, but in him. Apparently, she'd never read the American tabloids that linked him with this actor or that singer, with the odd male model thrown in for good measure. To Billy's great misfortune, they were just friends, with the occasional 'friend with benefits.' All were busy with their careers, which wasn't conducive to settling down. The football player had been the most scandalous tale, and the one that he resented most, only because it wasn't true. While never flaunting his lifestyle, he didn't believe in hiding the fact that he was gay, either.
 Billy flushed hotly under the collar and cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the flirting. Unlike some gay men of his acquaintance, he'd never experimented with the opposite sex and, except for Neil's fiancee, didn't have any women who were close friends. Lisa liked to tease that he was afraid of them. Looking now at the one before him, twining a strand of hair around her finger and pursing her lips (dear Lord, did she wink?), he was inclined to agree.
 "I'm playing October thirty-first here in Inverness," he somehow managed to say around a too-thick tongue, blood rushing to his cheeks. Hoping she wouldn't see
 encouragement where none existed, he threw in for good measure, "In case any of you would like to attend."
 The woman turned a blind eye to the "I'm not interested" signals and crossed her long legs, allowing her short skirt to slide up one thigh.
 Their teacher conveniently placed himself between Billy and the lacy pink panties she was showing off and asked, "William? Would you do us the honor of playing?" While most people called him "Billy," Curtis Everham had always insisted on "William."
 Relieved that the uncomfortable moment had passed, Billy replied, "I thought you'd never ask."
 He unlocked his case and reached inside, intending to remove his normal, concert violin. Of its own volition, his hand crept to the other side of the double case, pulling out the instrument from Edinburgh. An intermediate piece, he decided, fun to play, not too demanding. The moment he began the magic of the violin suffused his playing, transporting him to another world.
 Enraptured by music, it took a moment before the sound of a second violin registered. What? Here? Anxiety gripped him until he looked up to see, not a kilted Highlander, but the young man who'd questioned him. Their eyes met and they shared a smile. Turning to face the audience, they began a lively competition of "dueling violins," much to the delight of Dr. Everham and the other students.
 "Way to go, Kenny!" a student yelled.
 "Whoo-hoo! You go, boy," shouted another.
 The kid was a few years younger than Billy, and possessed a lot of talent. So much talent that keeping up with him was proving difficult. Grinning like maniacs, they moved on to more challenging pieces, putting each other through their paces, each trying to one-up the other.
 Caught up in the sheer joy of playing, Billy glanced over at his rival. Instead of seeing a smiling young student, he saw a dark-haired, dark-eyed man, sensuous lips surrounded by a well-groomed beard and moustache.
 The teacher, students, and classroom disappeared, and Billy was transported to an alternate reality, nothing new while performing, only this time he wasn't alone.

They were in a cavernous room, lit by a roaring fire in an enormous fireplace—the great hall of Callaghan Castle. It appeared differently than it had the previous night. Billy sensed, rather than saw, a small audience. Normally, his eyes were closed whenever playing; now he kept them open, not daring to blink for fear he'd miss one moment of gazing at the man next to him
 All his life, Billy had been attracted to men with dark hair and eyes. Facial hair was a big plus. Add to that the remarkable skill with the violin and the man he was currently staring at was, in a word, perfect. While Billy was used to his body's wholehearted agreement with his brain's choices, it was the first time his heart had wanted in on the vote. Something deep inside it twanged
 The piece they were performing was one that had magically risen from the violin the night of the concert, and they were playing together like they'd practiced for years. In fact, everything—the man, the room, the hidden spectators, all seemed to belong in his memories somewhere. With a wicked wink, the man launched into a stunning cadenza, daring Billy to follow
 Fingers flying upon the strings, the world narrowed down to the two of them, which suited Billy fine. Instinctively, he knew that this man was all he needed, all he'd ever need
 The fire dimmed, the walls faded, and Billy felt himself slipping away from the momentary paradise. He tried to stop the slide between that world and the lonely reality that awaited. "No!" he screamed. The words were drowned in music.
 He was powerless to do anything as the one he'd waited his whole life for dimmed from view. Comforting reassurance appeared in the man's eyes. "Not to worry, my little fox; we'll meet very soon." The phantom musician disappeared in a swirl of green and red
 "Mr. Byerly, are you okay?"
 Someone tugged on his sleeve, and Billy looked over to see the brunet student, bright blue eyes full of concern. When had they quit playing? Disoriented and trying to separate vision from reality, Billy thought up a convenient lie. "A touch of indigestion, nothing to worry about." Desperate to change the subject, he managed a tremulous, "You play superbly, by the way."
 The concern was replaced by a dazzling smile. "Thank you, sir. I'm Kenneth, Kenneth Boyd. Please call me Kenny, all my friends do." Bouncing on his heels, energetic and excitable, the boy reminded Billy of a puppy. "Thank you also for letting me play with you. Wait 'til I tell my da I played with William Byerly! He's a huge fan." Something in that Scottish-tinged accent stirred a memory that danced out of reach before fully forming. Why did that voice seem so familiar?

He sounds like Niall. What? Niall? Who's Niall?
 The rest of the class was uneventful, save for the deep sadness that Billy couldn't shake. He was getting used to the nocturnal visits; now it seemed the persistent spirit had crossed into his waking moments, too. He was tired, that's what it was. Weeks of nonstop touring had taken their toll. That had to be the reason he kept seeing things that weren't there. Thankfully, little was required of him after that, and he dutifully listened to the students, murmuring compliments and words of advice.
 When the class ended, he bid his former teacher and the students good day. He'd barely left the room when the sound of hurried footsteps caused him to stop.
 Kenny caught up, ramming both hands into his pockets. "Can I walk you out?" His weight shifted from foot to foot. Billy pictured those bright blue eyes in another face, framed by darker hair. A name whispered through his consciousness: Thomas. Thomas? Who was Thomas?
 Billy nodded and Kenny followed him outside, opening his mouth a few times and closing it without saying anything. They stepped onto the curb. "So, you've got a concert tomorrow." Billy had to strain to catch the words. More foot shuffling and throat clearing followed. After several moments Kenny blurted, "What are you doing for lunch?" The words all ran together.
 Used to straightforward approaches from more mature admirers, Billy had to admit the coy schoolboy routine was refreshing and possibly genuine. "How did you know I was gay?" He tried to hide a pleased smile. Many wanted to be with him because he was a professional musician or had a few recordings to his credit. This man actually seemed to see him. It was quite flattering. And they literally made beautiful music together. Still, Billy didn't think that his orientation was widely known outside of the United States. Perhaps Kenny did read the tabloids.
 Kenny leaned in and stage whispered, "There was nothing up Margie's skirt that you wanted to see."
 "Was I that obvious?" Billy gave an embarrassed laugh.
 That earned him a grin. The boy was really attractive when he smiled. His face became animated, looking less like that of a serious violinist and more like any other mischievous youth. "If you know what you're looking for," Kenny replied. "Besides, Da reads the gossip rags and he told me. You weren't really involved with that footballer, were you?"
 Billy faked a pout and shook his head.
 "Pity that." They shared a laugh. The charming Scotsman took on a serious air. "So, what do you say? Go for a bite with me?"
 When Billy looked up, the image of the black-haired man with the laughing eyes was superimposed over Kenny's face. "I can't," he found himself saying. Kenny was of age, attractive, witty, and a gifted musician. That should have been enough. It wasn't. Billy needed more, and Kenny deserved better than someone who longed for another, or rather, longed for someone who didn't exist. How pathetic was it to turn down a flesh and blood date for the sake of a dream?
 The stooped shoulders and eyes that wouldn't quite meet his nearly did Billy in. He'd felt that way too often himself. Thinking of how best to redeem the situation with no hard feelings, he recalled the student's extraordinary playing. "Can I have your number? I'd like to give it to my manager."
 "Really?" The bright smile reappeared, the rejection apparently forgotten.
 "Really. I'd like to play with you sometime." The words hung between them for a moment before they both threw back their heads and laughed at the unfortunate choice of words.
 "Well, I tried." Kenny peered up from beneath overly long bangs, fluttering his lashes.
 If the boy could smile, then no harm done. "Yes, you did. And I am flattered, really I am. I simply can't."
 Later, Billy sat in a nearly empty restaurant, eating a solitary meal and staring out the windows at couples holding hands, wishing the young man had tried a bit harder. * * * *

"If I'm not down by four, come get me," Luke murmured, shooting an appraising glance at the workers setting up equipment in the great hall. He winced when a chair leg screeched across the floor.

"Be careful!" he barked. "Those are priceless antiques!" "Sorry," was yelled back.
 Thankfully, the dour caretaker wasn't in the room, ticking
 marks on a clipboard, documenting each offense. His assistant scowled. "Speaking of priceless antiques, you know the owners forbade any of the crew to go upstairs without Neil Richards or the caretaker in attendance. The agreement is for the downstairs, tower, guest house, and the grounds, unless accompanied by their designated
 representatives."

Luke rolled his eyes. Jeez, had the overeager butt-kisser memorized the damned contract? "I'm not going to steal the silver. I merely wish to have a look around, get a feel for the place for the documentary. They'll never know I've been up there."

Glaring a silent reproach, the nosy meddler who knew far too much for his own good sighed and relented. "You're the boss," he sniffed, evidently not approving. It wouldn't be the first time they'd been at odds, and probably not the last.

"Stop worrying and come get me if I lose track of time. I wouldn't want our violinist to be kept waiting." Luke chuckled. There wasn't single member of his team who didn't know that he'd like to get Billy Byerly alone for a few hours. Like the assistant, most had been with him for years and were well acquainted with his mating habits when it came to actors and musicians.
 "Will do." Luke took advantage of the chaos downstairs, where chairs and equipment were being arranged, to slip upstairs to the private quarters traditionally occupied by the Callaghan family.

Without quite knowing why, he felt the need to tiptoe after climbing the first flight of stairs. Once he'd topped the landing, the noises from below were extinguished. All was relatively quiet during his steady, upward climb. From the moment he'd conceived the documentary, he'd been obsessed with the Lost Laird. Neil Richards' phone call, inviting him to hear Byerly play in Edinburgh, had been a godsend. He'd never expected that evening to include negations for filming in Callaghan Castle, particularly since the owners had repeatedly turned him down. He didn't know what pull Richards had, and didn't really care. It was a golden opportunity he wouldn't pass up. It was also no hardship working Byerly into his script, at Richards' insistence.

Since arriving here he'd felt compelled to see the room Aillil Callaghan had slept in each night. It was imperative to setting the mood, or so he told himself. He wasn't nosy, not at all.

Money crossing the palm of the right maid bought him the location of the sought-after room, and Luke, not in the best physical shape, was quite winded by the time he arrived on the top floor. His eyes darted this way and that, searching for evidence of the paranormal. After fifteen such documentaries, requiring days of touring historical dwellings, he'd learned to expect such sightings, though they usually turned out to be fabrications of his own mind.

He prowled the hall, stopping at each unknown noise in a structure that creaked and groaned constantly. Was that a shadow, or did something move? He paused before the plain wooden door that hid the mysteries of Aillil Callaghan. If the servant girl was to be believed, the room remained much as it had been the day the former laird had last left it.

Luke took a deep breath and pushed the door open. He entered, half-hoping to find a dilapidated ruin, complete with a chain-rattling ghost, and was disappointed to discover a quite ordinary room. The traitorous girl had lied. The fourposter bed wasn't nearly antiquated enough to have been slept in by Aillil Callaghan, and the dresser was a match. In fact, the only objects in the room that may have dated back to 1758 were a beaten and battered wooden chest and a fulllength piece of highly polished silver, what had passed for a mirror in that time. Luke kneeled to inspect its one imperfection, a dent in the lower corner. Something had struck the surface violently. Hesitant fingers reached to probe the damaged surface.

When his eyes roved upward, he gasped and jerked his hand away. For a moment, the blink of an eye, he'd clearly seen a man's reflection. He jumped up and turned around, ready to stammer half-hearted apologies for trespassing. No one was there. Unchastened, he resumed his inspection of the room.

The bed was covered by a rich satin duvet and, the longer he stared at it, the heavier his eyelids became. Drawn to the pillow-laden haven, all arguments of "why not?" disappeared and he sank onto the soft covering, eyes snapping shut.

Luke stood in the great hall, all the chairs and equipment he'd brought missing. A fire blazed in the hearth, providing dim light in an otherwise darkened room. For a moment he was angry, thinking his assistant had failed to bring the necessary supplies, but his anger was short lived when the door clicked open and in walked Billy, carrying a violin

Luke's smile and wave were either unseen or ignored. The diminutive redhead crossed the floor and sank into one of the two chairs before the fire. Luke tried to approach, thinking to take the other chair, to find he couldn't move. Forced to remain standing by the wall, he watched as Billy positioned the violin. The young musician really was a fine-looking man, and Luke planned to add the name of Billy Byerly to his long list of conquests. His lover wouldn't mind, not really, as long as he confined such affairs to the field and was monogamous at home

Yes, Billy would definitely do to heat a bed with until Luke returned to Stephen. He stood transfixed, watching the talented violinist play the piece that would be filmed for the documentary. Ah, perfect. Another violin joined in, playing as skillfully as the first. Luke tried to look for the second musician, but was unable to do anything except stare straight ahead. When the music faded, he saw a pale outline form in the second chair. Slowly, it solidified. The apparition had long, dark hair and was wearing a tartan great kilt, the same style they'd be using for the documentary. Not the shorter version now popular, it was the longer style worn in the early seventeen hundreds, the type Aillil Callaghan was famed for wearing. The phantom's dark eyes swept over Billy, filled with longing, before turning to gaze at Luke. The open hostility within them issued a clear warning. "Mine!" the man roared, rising from the chair and crossing the room in long strides

Luke, paralyzed, tried futilely to run. He opened his mouth in a silent scream as the specter approached, fading with each step until transparent. Cold air blasted past and once more he heard, "Mine!"

Luke shot upright, terrified eyes sweeping the room, trying to get his bearings. Clutching his chest with both hands, he took slow, shuddering breaths. It was only a dream.

A glance at the mirror clearly showed the faded likeness that he now believed was Aillil Callaghan's ghost. Luke trembled, closing his eyes tightly and whispering, "Yes, Laird Callaghan, yours." When he opened his eyes again, the room's reflection was all he saw.

He all but ran down to the great hall, relieved to see the chairs and equipment exactly where they should be. "Only a dream," he muttered aloud, "only a dream." He glanced over his shoulder, half expecting to see an enraged Aillil Callaghan in pursuit.

Discounting the whole episode as stress-induced nonsense, Luke began shouting orders, scolding the workers for imagined shortcomings and urging them to hurry. Filming of the violinist scene was to take place at sundown! He'd have loved to film that particular segment on Halloween, if not for Billy's manager declaring it out of the question.

An anxious fluttering began in Luke's stomach when two men entered the room, one with the distinctive red hair of Billy Byerly. When he looked into the hostile eyes of Neil Richards, for a split second he saw the image of a tall, imposing man with black hair, and clearly heard the warning, "Mine." A shiver ran up his spine.
 Retreating back into the shadows, he whispered, "Yes, yours." 
 * * * * "There you are!" Luke cried. "I've been looking all over for you!" His eyes flicked to the wall mirror and back repeatedly.
 Billy stood on a small wooden stool, arms held out for a middle-aged woman to add the finishing touches to his attire. "I thought you wouldn't actually be filming me," he said, staring into the mirror. "I look nothing like the portrait of the Lost Laird."
 Luke's eyes ran up and down Billy's body, but instead of the assessing regard of a prospective lover, now it was all business. In fact, if it hadn't been for the blatant attention the day they met, Billy wouldn't have thought Luke interested in anything other than his musical skills. Not that he'd welcomed the advances, with or without Neil's intervention; he was too obsessed with a man who'd died centuries ago. That couldn't be healthy. When this tour was over, Billy vowed to take a nice, long vacation, somewhere free of Highland lairds. Aruba, perhaps.
 "Don't worry. You'll do nicely for what we have in mind." Luke's hand stopped shy of patting Billy's arm. "We won't show your face, we'll edit that out, like the folding chairs and all modern touches. Viewers will think themselves transported back in time. What we're looking for is a hint of tartan while you play or sweep from the room. Very dramatic in the right lighting. Are you ready?"
 Billy nodded. He'd be performing for an audience dressed in period garb and, according to Luke, the film crew would handle the rest. It was the shortest program he'd played in recent memory, consisting of four pieces. He'd been warned that he might be asked to stop and start several times, until the desired result was achieved. That part was worrisome. Sometimes he became so wrapped up in the music that he lost touch with the outside world, and a literal slap might be needed to snap him out of it.
 The seamstress basted a final stitch on his costume and stepped away. When Billy looked in the mirror, he hardly recognized himself, dressed as a 1700's Highlander. Without conscious thought, he unpinned the brooch that held the garment together, re-pinning it slightly higher. Luke and the costumer looked at him quizzically. Why had he done that? Staring at his reflection, he realized the kilt was now fastened correctly. How did he know? "It would have pinched," he offered, hoping they'd believe him. He really was losing his mind! When this tour was over, he was definitely taking time off.
 Luke's assistant arrived and broke the uncomfortable silence. "If you'll come with me, sir." Leaving Luke and the seamstress, Billy trailed behind his guide to the door that led to the musician's gallery, the assistant reciting last-minute instructions. Billy took a deep breath, opened the door, and stepped into the past.
 The great hall was illuminated by simulated candlelight, casting an eerie glow upon the faces below. Billy closed his eyes, put bow to violin, and began the first score. He'd barely gotten past the introduction when he heard a second violin joining in. Reminded briefly of what had happened during practice, he tried to reject it as a natural phenomenon. On second thought, that was no mere acoustics or an echo, for the notes were harmony and melody, coming together and drifting apart. Neil or Luke must have hired accompaniment and failed to mention it, hoping to simulate a concert with the spirit of Aillil Callaghan. Whomever they'd chosen was brilliant, and soon the two violins' notes intermingled in perfect accord.
 Instead of entering a trancelike state, Billy remained lucid, watching and waiting for the cue to stop. None came. He progressed seamlessly from the first piece to the second and on to the third. The other violin kept pace, never missing a single note. The fourth song began, and still no interruptions came from Luke or the assistant. When the final measure faded, Billy noticed the small group gathered beneath the balcony. Far from being simple extras, Neil had said that the audience was comprised of music critics and journalists. It disturbed Billy greatly that they sat so quietly, giving no response at all. Had something gone wrong? Had his ears deceived him, for he thought he'd given a near flawless performance?
 He was approaching the verge of panic when a man near the back of the hall rose, slowly clapping, to be joined by another and another, until all were on their feet, applauding wildly. Billy nodded and took a bow before retreating down the stairs to meet a beaming Luke.
 "That was outstanding!" Luke gushed. "We got it all in one take!"
 He responded to the compliment like he always did, face probably matching the red in his plaid costume. "That's very kind of you, Luke; but I can't take full credit."
 Luke pursed his lips and cocked his head to the side, brows meeting in the middle of his forehead. "What do you mean?"
 "I couldn't have done it without such a skilled second violinist," Billy clarified. "Who was it?" The music came from behind and above him, maybe on a higher floor.
 If possible, Luke looked more perplexed than before. "Second violinist? There was no second violinist."
 Billy studied Luke's face, waiting for the "just kidding" grin to appear. It didn't. Luke was serious. And nervous. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead.
 A crew member ran up, dodging lights and cables. "Boss!" he exclaimed, skidding to a stop in front of Luke. "You've gotta come hear this!"
 Billy followed uninvited on Luke's heels to the library, which housed the recording equipment for the shoot. "Play it back," the crewman shouted, crossing the floor at a near run.
 A man sat before the recording console, back turned, and he gave a curt nod before pressing a button. A playback of the concert filled the room. Billy recognized his own playing and, a moment later, the second musician joined in.
 The play of emotions over Luke's features ran the gamut from incredulous disbelief to horror, and on to 'kid at Christmas' excitement. He turned to Billy, eyes wild. "Do you know what this means?"
 Billy had a sinking suspicion he did, a suspicion Luke was quick to confirm. "Dear heavens, Billy! I think you actually played a duet with Laird Aillil Callaghan!"
 * * * *

It wasn't possible! The Lost Laird was a rumor, nothing more, yet there it was on the recording, a second violin, matching his own measure for measure without lengthy practice sessions. It was unheard of. It had to be another musician! One that could somehow read Billy's soul and anticipate what he'd do next. Unless...

Billy reeled as if hit. All the time he'd spent in the great hall practicing. If there was a paranormal presence, if the ghost of Aillil Callaghan really did exist, it would have heard the rehearsals. What was he saying? He didn't believe in ghosts! But what about the second violin he'd denied hearing during practice? Fighting to breathe, Billy left the others to their enthusiastic chattering. No one appeared to notice when he slipped from the room.

The great hall was empty except for the chairs and what appeared to be miles of cables, cords, and equipment. Everyone was crowded into the library. Gingerly picking a way through the mess, Billy returned to the scene of the crime, the stairway that led to the musician's gallery. He'd no sooner placed a foot on the bottom step when he heard the sweet strains of a violin from somewhere up above. Bucking up his courage, he slowly ascended, determined to find the second violinist and prove once and for all that he wasn't insane.

Chanting, "I don't believe in ghosts..." Billy counted the stairs as he climbed. Twelve steps, turn... one, two, three... twelve more and another turn. On the third landing, he stopped, looking out an unusually shaped window at the starladen night sky. No longer fighting the visions, he relaxed and let the image of a narrow arrow slit appear over the opening. The tower, like the great hall, had been renovated. The sconce-like light fixtures had been cleverly adapted to accommodate electricity, using original torch brackets.

Billy had never been in the tower before, yet somehow knew there were twelve more steps to go. Exhaling a harsh "hfffff", he placed one foot on the next uneven stone stair. Through sheer force of will, he climbed the remaining stairs to meet whatever was waiting above, the music growing louder with each step.

He was somewhat breathless when he reached the top of the tower, facing a nondescript wooden door. The music came from this room. Thinking It's now or never, Billy pushed open the door. Silence. The room was smaller than most he'd seen in the structure, this being the oldest part of the castle. The original stone keep had been constructed to defend the lands of the Callaghan clan, not for comfort. That bit of information didn't come from some vague dream-memory; he'd gotten it from the Internet.

No one was there. Candles lined the mantelpiece, providing the only illumination. A small bed and desk were the room's sole furnishings, and he knew that they were reproductions of earlier pieces, along with the woolen blankets covering the narrow bed. Overcome by compulsion, he crossed the tiny room in three paces and gently eased himself down onto a modern mattress, unlike the down-filled one he'd envisioned. Without conscious thought, he placed the violin and bow on the desk in a move that seemed automatic and long practiced. He stared at the violin where it sat. He'd never stored his precious instruments out of their cases—ever. Oddly enough, this one seemed to belong on the desk.

He truly was losing his mind if he'd been reduced to chasing phantom, non-existent violinists to castle towers in the middle of the night. A laugh escaped, a laugh totally without humor. "Why are you doing this?" he shouted to the stone walls, never expecting an answer. Cold swept through the room, raising chills on his exposed forearms and lower legs, where the kilt didn't cover. His breath fogged before his face. Terrified, he struggled to his feet, fighting yards of material, and snatched the violin from the desk. The door slammed shut before he could reach it. The chill disappeared, replaced by the sensation of a warm, comforting blanket. An immediate sense of rightness settled in, calming Billy's fright.

"Play," was murmured into his ear. So right, so very right. In a daze, he raised the violin. He closed his eyes and drew the bow across the strings. The tune that emerged was bittersweet, speaking of longing and loss, of hopelessness and despair. On the third measure, the second violin joined in. Too tired and confused to question it, he simply let it happen, let the music happen, let the duet happen.

For all his years of practicing and performing, he'd never before experienced a feeling of such completeness, as though this was the one shining moment he'd prepared for all his life. The rest were merely rehearsals. Every song came from within, the ones the violin had taught him in Edinburgh, and he played until he couldn't play anymore, knowing that when the music died, his connection with the phantom would be broken. It was a loss he couldn't bear. He must keep playing.

Finally, he had no choice. "I'm sorry," he whispered, the music faltering and then failing altogether. He returned the instrument to the desk and collapsed onto the bed, asleep before his head hit the pillow.
 * * * * In a far corner of the room, a shadow emerged, taking the shape it had worn in life. The more he played with the handsome violinist, the more power Aillil gained in the daytime world, and the more he believed that Mael Caluim had truly returned. While his mind told him to be cautious, the rest of him said that this was the one he'd waited for. The elders in the grove agreed.

The flickering candles cast a glow upon his reborn lover's skin, making the man appear young and innocent. He was very appealing, and Aillil counted himself lucky that none had claimed Mael Caluim for their own in this lifetime. That thought inspired a growl. He could hardly blame that Luke fellow for feeling attraction, for Mael Caluim was like a candle to a moth. One dream was all it had taken for Aillil to convince that rival to abandon pursuit. The flame-haired violinist was taken, even if the man in question didn't seem to know it yet.

The sound of footsteps drifted up from the stairwell. "Billy?" someone called. With great satisfaction, Aillil discerned that it wasn't the rival called Luke. It was the Callaghan. He blended into the shadows when the door creaked open.
 * * * * "Billy? Are you in there?"
 Neil pushed the door open, squinting behind his glasses while adjusting to the candles' glow. He'd have to reward the maid who'd been bold enough to light them. Most of the staff he'd spoken to were reluctant to come up here since the Lost

Laird's reawakening.
 His eyes darted around the room, spying what some long
 dead ancestor had written about. Why had no one found it
 before? Yes, the wording had been clever, but the location
 hadn't been too difficult to figure out, although there had
 been some mention of, "Hidden until its time." With a little
 tugging, a loose stone above the mantel slipped from its
 place, and Neil peered into the nook that had to be the
 location of the Lost Laird's violin.
 He stood over the sleeping Billy, who'd never looked so
 peaceful or content. Neil and Lisa both dearly loved the man
 and had worried about his inability to forge a meaningful relationship. Now, it seemed there'd been a reason for that.
 Billy's destiny had been waiting here in Scotland all along. A breeze fluttered the candle flames and Neil smiled. "I
 thought you'd be pleased," he said, backing from the room

and easing the door closed.
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Chapter Eighteen
All Soul's Night, Samhain, Halloween—whatever one chose to call it, the eve was not to be taken lightly. Mairi laid her ceremonial robes out on the bed, brushing away imaginary lint. Grandmother would be thrilled! All around the village, others were doing the same, some to attend parties, others to attend a long-awaited ritual.

The castle caretaker had told her all about the red-haired violinist who'd recently arrived. If the American truly was the Lost Laird's reborn lover, he'd be unable to resist the lure of the grove at midnight. The elders would summon him; Mairi and her friends would do the rest.

Her bedroom door burst open, and Mairi scarcely had time to hide the robes beneath a knitted coverlet before her grandsons swept into the room.

"Gran, you tell him," Evan insisted, poking out his bottom lip, arms crossed over his chest. He was dressed in Callaghan tartan, chubby knees protruding from beneath a short kilt.

"Tell him what?" Mairi asked, exasperated that she'd been called upon to referee another one of their fights. Why couldn't they learn to get along?

"I'm Laird Callaghan!" he shouted, pointing an accusing finger at his brother.
 Ian, dressed identically to Evan, shot back, "No, I am."
 Rolling her eyes to the heavens and praying for strength, Mairi tried reasoning with them. "There have been twentythree Lairds of Callaghan thus far; don't you think there's plenty to go around?" It was nine in the morning! Did they have to start so soon?
 "I'm Aillil Callaghan," Evan said, too stubborn to give in without a fight.
 Ian countered, "No, I am."
 "And so are half of your friends," Mairi retorted. "This makes no sense if you ask me, because none of you play the violin."
 The two brothers turned questioning looks on her. Good, at least she had their attention. "Evan, why don't you be Niall Callaghan instead?" she asked sweetly. "He successfully resisted English attempts to move the clan to the lowlands during the Highland Clearances and built the first village schools."
 "And Ian." She faced her other grandson. "Laird Keith Callaghan was a highly decorated fighter pilot during World War Two and always wore the Callaghan plaid in public. I think those are two suitably historic Callaghans for you to be."
 "But Gran!" they wailed, in agreement for the first time in recent memory.
 Mairi held up a hand to stop their protests, head beginning to pound. "No buts. If you start one more argument before your father comes to get you, I'll insist that he make you stay home this evening."
 The boys hung their heads. Mairi wasn't fooled for a minute. "Now shoo," she said, flapping her hands at them. "And don't you dare come in this room again without knocking."
 "Yes, Gran." They shuffled from the room. The moment the latch snicked shut, the bickering resumed.
 There was still a chance that her granddaughter would be of a sweeter disposition, for Mairi needed to take on a novice one day. She shuddered to think of Ian or Evan or (heaven forbid) both learning the secrets of the Druids.
 A crash sounded from the vicinity of the kitchen. Mairi sighed. It was going to be a very long day.
 * * * *

Billy poured a cup of coffee while sitting in the small living area of his rented cottage. He offered one to Neil, who declined.

"I hate springing this on you at the last minute, because I know you hate that. It's seems there's been a change of plans." Neil wore an unreadable expression.

"Oh?" Billy looked up from his coffee, anticipating the worst. Had the concert been cancelled?
 Neil seemed to be fighting a smile by coughing into his fist. "Well," he began, a grin breaking free. "After your success in Edinburgh and the rumors swirling about what happened during the documentary, the tickets to your performance sold out. So many more requests came in that you're being moved to the larger auditorium. It holds two thousand people, Billy!"
 Two thousand people? The performance was going to be in front of two thousand living, breathing people? For a rock star that might not be many; to a concert violinist of Billy's caliber, it was huge! He gasped, fighting for air that wouldn't fill his lungs. It had been coming for days; now it was here—a full-blown panic attack. "Ah...ah....ah..." he panted, hard and fast. "Can't...can't....brea..."
 "Oh, dear God!" Neil shouted. "I'm sorry, I totally forgot!" A bag of croissants was upended in a flash, the contents dumped onto the coffee table. Neil placed the empty paper bag over Billy's mouth and nose. "Breathe, Billy, breathe," he chanted.
 Billy huffed obediently into the bag until his heart rate slowed and his lungs no longer burned. "Jeez, Neil," he wheezed, once he could speak again, "don't spring stuff like that on me without warning me first, okay? You know how nervous I get!"
 "I'm sorry." Neil seemed genuinely contrite, though, as Billy's manager, he probably couldn't help being elated. They'd both worked long and hard for the big time. A concert of this size could be the opportunity they'd been waiting for. That is, if Billy could control his nerves long enough to get through it. "I'm just so happy for you, Billy. You're finally getting the recognition you deserve."
 Ever the pessimist, Billy replied, "It's not me. They're hoping something weird will happen like back at the castle. If it were me, I wouldn't pay for a ticket; I'd believe it was all a publicity stunt." While Neil wasn't opposed to publicity, he would never stoop to such a thing. Would he? "It wasn't, was it?"
 "No!" Neil exclaimed. "I would never do that to you!"
 No, of course he wouldn't. Neil might be his manager, but they were friends first and had always looked out for each other's best interests. "Do you think Luke might have cooked something up to get his film noticed?"
 Neil shook his head. "Luke Scofield doesn't need gimmicks to get his work noticed; he's a world-renowned producer who's won numerous awards."
 Billy leaned back into the couch, ripping a croissant into tiny pieces. "What else has changed?"
 Now it was Neil's turn to fidget. "Well, you'll need an extra rehearsal or two. A small orchestra has been hired." Misreading Billy's look of horror, Neil grabbed the bag again and hastened to add, "Don't worry, I've been told they're the best. The conductor is a big fan of yours, and they've practiced your standards many times. They've also been given scores to some of your new songs."
 Well, he supposed it wasn't really important since he was normally lost in his own world anyway. But "a rehearsal or two"? With musicians he'd never played with before? "What about Leon?" Leon had been with him a long time and was a calming presence onstage. Also, with a wife and kids to support, the man would benefit financially from the increased exposure.
 "Oh, he'll be there," Neil assured him. "He's been practicing, too. Come now, finish breakfast and we'll get you to rehearsals. Oh, and Billy?"
 "Yes?"
 "You're gonna knock 'em dead."
 * * * *
 Billy's nervous trepidation was unfounded. The orchestra proved quite professional. The new songs, under Leon's skillful ministrations, came alive. Practice was nearly flawless with only a few minor adjustments necessary. In spite of the normal pre-performance jitters, Billy felt ready.
 Forgoing dinner due to anticipatory nerves, Billy returned to the tower room with his violin. Accepting the familiarity that grew stronger with each step to his room, he eagerly anticipated the warmth that wrapped around him upon entering.
 Without wasting a single moment, he began to play, his only means of communing with the spirit that must certainly dwell there. He rehearsed until sunset, never tiring. In fact, he felt energized when Neil came to collect him for the drive to Inverness.
 Ignoring Neil and Leon's animated conversation, centering on football, he stared out of the car window, watching the twinkling stars. Upon nearing the city, the celestial bodies gave way to the artificial street and house lights.
 Occasionally, the car slowed for a group of costumed children moving from house to house, many wearing plaid recreations of their ancestors' attire. My, what a glorious history these people have, Billy thought. While several of the children smiled and waved, the majority were too intent on their mission of acquiring far more goodies than a child should be allowed in a year, and eating them all before they got home. Billy didn't envy their parents.
 Soon they reached their destination downtown, and he stepped from the car behind Leon. Together they passed through the entrance of the stately turn-of-the-century building that was their venue, the reassuring presence from the tower room wrapped around Billy like a favorite sweater.
 Violin case tucked beneath one arm and displaying far more confidence than normal when faced with so many people, Billy strolled, unhurried, across the crowded atrium, stopping once or twice to accept a compliment or shake the hand of someone he recognized. He was delighted to see Kenny, Curtis Everham and class members in tow, and made introductions all around, hoping Neil would consider Kenny a potential client. Their moment for any romantic possibilities had come and gone, but the gifted Scotsman had talent worth cultivating.
 A half-hour before show time, Billy slipped backstage to attend last-minute preparations. All too soon came a knock on the door. "Five minutes, sir," a voice called.
 The normal panic tried to rise until the peaceful sensation settled over him once more. "Aillil," Billy whispered, no longer fearing the spectral presence. The warmth hugged tighter.
 Clutching the antique violin, he left the room to the soft murmurings from the audience and made his way to the stage. "Go get 'em, Tiger," Neil said, holding out a bottle of water.
 Billy took a few quick sips before handing it back. "Thanks."
 "Lisa's out there; she said to tell you to break a leg. She's free of my family tomorrow and wants you to have lunch with us."
 That brought a smile to his face. It was one thing to play for a roomful of strangers, all intent on judging every move and ready to pounce on any tiny mistake. At least with Kenny, Curtis, and Lisa there, Billy could count allies hidden amidst the enemy.

"Aye, and you have me," whispered through his mind. Yes, that he did. The Lost Laird was with him when he stepped out onto the stage to find his mark. Oddly enough, this no longer was cause for concern. It felt—right.
 A hush descended on the auditorium when he began to play, his notes joined by the phantom's a second later. If anyone else heard, he neither knew nor cared; he heard it. Besides, if anyone else did, they'd attribute it to the orchestra.
 Nearly two thousand people were out there somewhere listening; only one of them mattered, and not an actual person, really. Billy played for Aillil Callaghan, the proud Highland laird whom he'd somehow known and loved. Memories enfolded him along with the music, a reminder of days long since past. As if it had happened yesterday, he recalled the incident at the stream. This time, instead of merely watching, he felt the water close over his head, the cold shocking him breathless. Later, his naked body had dried in the sun alongside the Highlander's before the two shared their very first kiss.
 The legend spoke of a lost love. The Internet had assumed that meant a woman. Billy knew it had been a man. Had been him. He should be terrified that he had finally, completely lost his marbles, but the opposite was true. Somehow he'd been Aillil Callaghan's lover, and he'd never felt saner.
 He was so enraptured that several moments passed before it registered that all the other instruments had quieted and only the violins remained. Instead of panicking, he followed the phantom's lead, improvising a finish that had the audience on their feet.
 His return to the car was a veritable battle, well-wishers blocking his escape. Their words fell on deaf ears. He rushed through the crowd, filled with the same sense of urgency he'd felt back in Edinburgh.
 Neil was waiting, a huge smile on his face. He took one look at Billy and the smile fell. "It's time, is it? All right, hurry. I'll make your excuses."
 Before Billy had a chance to puzzle out the words, Neil had wrapped an arm around him, pushing them through the crowd and offering fabricated excuses. "I'm afraid Mr. Byerly is ill. No, nothing serious, I'm sure he'll be fine." When they made it curbside, Neil turned to face Billy, staring deep into his eyes. "He really loved you to do what he did; now it's your turn."
 There was no chance to form a reply. Neil shoved him into the car, telling the driver, "Get him to Callaghan Castle." To Billy, he said, "Look over the mantel in the tower room, then go to the grove. You'll know the way."
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Chapter Nineteen
Billy took the stairs two at a time to the chamber located at the very top of the tower, the urgency increasing with each leap. The room was washed in candlelight, as it had been the previous night, and he wondered if the candles had been lit by mortal hands. He placed his violin case on the bed, and searched until he found the loose stones above the mantel, where Neil said to look.

The first stone came out easily, but it took several moments to remove the remaining interlocking pieces. Soon, the hidden compartment was opened, and he reached in and pulled a rough-woven bag free of the cramped space. Remarkably, the cloth, while old and dusty, showed little sign of decay. He held the precious object with two hands, placing it very gently on the desk.

He loosened the neck of the bag, working it down over what had to be the violin of Aillil Callaghan. What he didn't know, but was soon revealed, was that it was an exact replica of his own instrument. From far away the sweet sound of music called. He opened his case and removed the violin he no longer played, replacing it with Aillil's. Staring down at the matching set, lying side by side, he heard the words, "They're brothers." He shook his head. No, not brothers—lovers. Case in hand, he followed the music down the stairs and out of the castle. Just like at the shop in Edinburgh, an unseen force guided his steps.

A nearly-full moon lit the path, leading him through the wood and into a clearing. In the distance, a violin played, accompanied by chanting and what sounded like a bagpipe. Far from being frightful, it was a comforting mix of sounds.

The path took him near a ring of trees, illuminated by a bonfire that sent sparks flying high into the heavens. Fragrant smoke hung thick in the air. What looked to be nearly a dozen people stood nearby, faces hidden by dark, hooded robes. Their voices mingled in a chilling combination of chant and harmonized singing, in a language that, while he couldn't understand it, was soothing. The music faded when one robed figure stepped forward and held out a hand.

Instinctively knowing what was needed, Billy relinquished Aillil's instrument. Limping slightly, the figure stepped within the circle of trees, placing the violin on a large, flat stone that reflected the moonlight. "Play," a voice commanded when the figure returned to the other singers.

He removed his violin from the case, beginning one of the songs from the concert. The second violin joined in. While visions were not unusual during a performance, these were different from the recent ones, for they didn't star the darkhaired man.

In the first, Billy stared down at a young man who looked like himself, too weak to fight when spirit broke free of body. The next image also looked like him, lying on a cot in what he knew to be a doctor's quarters. Judging from the room's furnishings and the clothing of the man in attendance, a good deal of time had passed since the first vision. He stood by helpless, watching an alternate version of himself crying "Aillil!" with his last breath.

The third vision showed another man in the last moments of life. A soldier's uniform draped a nearby chair, and Aillil's disembodied form hovered by the bed.

Tears flowed freely down Billy's cheeks when the images faded. The voice he'd heard earlier instructed, "Step into the circle."

A crackling like an electric current crawled along his skin, growing stronger with each step he took. The bright moonlight and bonfire made the surrounding trees appear to glow. Hours of playing began to take their toll. Billy's bow slowed and finally ceased, the chanting of the robed figures growing louder.

He fought when a hand tugged at his violin. "Don't worry, Mael Caluim," a woman's voice said, "I'll guard the violins with my life. You have to finish this." Too tired to argue, Billy nodded.

Unable to stand any longer, he collapsed onto the shining rock, falling into a restless slumber. His last coherent thought was, This was where we first kissed.

Four heads bent over school work. A noise drew Billy's attention away to the entrance to the great hall, where he feasted his eyes on the enthralling figure of a Scottish Highlander, staring with a hunger that mere food couldn't satisfy. Dark eyes locked with and held his, and he couldn't have looked away if he'd tried. In that moment, destiny was sealed, for that lifetime and all lifetimes to come

In dreams, he revisited the scene at the stream where the water spirits laughed merrily at an Englishman (he'd been an Englishman?) and a Highlander courting on their shores, singing approval over the stones that lined their shimmering waters

Billy saw himself and the dark-haired man coupling within the ring of trees, the wind in the branches sighing out a blessing, the yews glowing with arcane magic that sealed the union, as surely as if vows had been spoken

Next he saw his lover, face a mask of pain and suffering, unwittingly beginning the incantation that guaranteed the renewal of Billy's soul and paved the way for their reunion

And finally, he witnessed the Druid ceremony that rendered Aillil's body a spirit, tied to a piece of polished wood to wait

The new day was dawning when Billy's eyes snapped open, the rock cold and unyielding beneath him. Malcolm, my name is Malcolm. I lived here, loved here, died here...

The comforting sensation from the tower room embraced him from behind, solidifying into a tangible presence. He struggled against the hold before a hushed voice whispered, "Quiet, my little fox, you've no need to fear."

One massive, hairy arm rose enough to allow him to turn. Brown eyes filled with yearning met Billy's and full, enticing lips, surrounded by dark whiskers, tilted up into a smile. Billy stared into the face that had haunted his dreams.

Aillil! Aillil was alive! Lifetimes' worth of memories crashed down and vertigo swept through Malcolm in heady rush, wave after wave of memory replacing logical thought with something so fantastic, yet so real, that it left no room for doubt.

Throughout it all, the protective arm held him close, a constant, reassuring presence. When at last the earth stilled, Malcolm Byerly opened his eyes and gazed with full knowledge at his lover, who'd been imprisoned for ages in a violin, trusting that they'd one day be reunited.

When they'd first loved, Malcolm had been afraid to take that leap of faith, terrified of the consequences. Now... "In this time, men can love other men with little fear of reprisal," he said, gazing in wonder at the man he now realized he'd searched for his whole life. Or, more accurately, several lifetimes.
 "Aye." Aillil's open admiration stirred things within Malcolm that he hadn't known existed in this life, and he leaned in, crushing their lips together. Aillil remained still, allowing Malcolm to lead. "You're exactly the same!" Malcolm exclaimed, running trembling fingers over the prickly mass of dyed wool that made up the Highlander's clothing. "Your kilt, your hair. It's like no time has passed at all. It's been..." He trailed off, what his eyes told him warring with what he'd previously thought impossible. It can't be, it can't be!

"I've been waiting for you for over two centuries," Aillil confirmed, rough palms cupping Malcolm's face.
 "Two centuries!" It took a moment for realization to set in. "Oh!"
 Aillil grinned.
 Two centuries' worth of pent-up passion descended on Malcolm, and he spared a modest glance toward the edges of the grove. Seeing that the robed figures were now gone shattered any resistance. His tuxedo, now rumpled beyond redemption, took far too long to struggle out of, and Malcolm briefly entertained the notion of performing in a kilt in the future, for easy-access' sake.
 In a move nearly too fast to follow, Aillil shed his kilt, laying it on the ground for a blanket before discarding his linen shirt.
 All obstacles removed, Malcolm reveled in the skin to skin contact. It was November. The temperature should have been freezing, yet only a mild chill penetrated the grove. The Highlander's warmth chased away the remaining cold, one muscular thigh easing Malcolm's legs apart to rub
 provocatively against his groin. Hissing pleasure against Aillil's shoulder, Malcolm pushed his cock against that mass of muscle, seeking release.
 Aillil pulled back, taking the glorious contact with him. "Not so quick, little fox. I've waited too long for this to end before it's properly begun."
 Lips trailing against his neck kissed the sting from the words. Malcolm shimmied downward, pushing Aillil back onto a mound of green and red. Aillil's cock was hard and dark with need, and Malcolm took it between his lips, moaning at the musky, comforting smell of his lover, a scent remembered from another lifetime. He worked Aillil's uncircumcised flesh with lips, tongue, and, very lightly, teeth. The catch in the Highlander's breath was the sweetest of sounds.
 Wanting nothing more than to make up for lost time, Malcolm drew back, cheeks hollowed with suction, pulling a moan from his lover. He flattened his tongue against the underside of Aillil's cock. Finesse flying out the window and lust taking over, Malcolm licked, sucked, and nibbled until Aillil's ragged pants were reduced to a series of steady grunts and the man's hips bucked rhythmically in time with Malcolm's sucking.
 "No!" Aillil yelled, pulling away. "I want you, too!"
 Malcolm was determined to finish what he'd started. "Then you shall have me. We were promised a lifetime, were we not?"
 "Aye, we were," Aillil agreed. "More than one."
 Malcolm suddenly found himself turned, Aillil's mouth engulfing his cock. "Ah!" he cried, startled by the unexpected maneuver. Aillil moaned, rocking up toward Malcolm, who took the hint and returned the favor.
 Time stood still in their little glen; it could have lasted minutes or hours, Malcolm couldn't say. When they moaned out their passion, they sealed the ritual begun over two hundred years before.
 Afterward, Malcolm lay resting against Aillil's chest, wrapped in wool and feeling more at home than he'd ever felt anywhere. The things he'd show his lover! The places they'd go! The lost time they'd make up for. "Wait until you see what we can do on a modern bed."
 "I'm sure I cannot wait," Aillil murmured, words slurring as he drifted off to sleep.
 Yes, there was a whole big world out there to be shared, but all that could wait. For now, Malcolm was too comfortable to move.
 His eyelids drooped and finally closed to the hypnotic sound of wind through the trees, so like the harmonized lullaby of two violins. The perfect duet.
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