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			Don’t turn someone away who knocks at your door one day and claims to be your future great-great-great grandchild. They may be right…

			Michio Kaku, American theoretical physicist (1947–)

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			I can call spirits from the vasty deep.

			Why, so can I, or so can any man;

			But will they come when you do call for them?

			—Henry IV, Part 1: Act III, Scene 1
William Shakespeare (1564–1616)
English poet and playwright

			St. Bride’s Church

			Douglas, Lanarkshire, Scotland

			In the year 1515

			The Lanarkshire hills of Scotland lack the sharp and ridgy majesty of the rugged Highland mountains, for they resemble rounded loaves of bread fresh from the oven, all huddled together. The lonely hills are somehow irresistibly attractive, with their pasture-covered slopes and fairy-like meadows, where clear streams murmur through rolling undulations of thick woodlands, and the wood mouse and roe deer reside. Here, the sterner features of the north give way to a grace of forest and tenderness of landscape, where the gentle Douglas Water flows. 

			Alysandir Mackinnon thought it a good day as he rode across the rolling hills, accompanied by the rhythmic clang of his sword tapping against his spur, while larks, hidden among the leathery leaves of trees, broke into song as he passed beneath the heavy branches. A glance skyward told him the sun had passed its zenith, as it dipped behind a cloud to begin its slow descent into afternoon. Just ahead, spangles on the river danced and sparkled their way downstream. 

			Alysandir pushed back his mail coif. Sunlight brought out the rich darkness of his black hair and the vivid blue of his eyes. He turned toward his brother Drust. “We will follow the river until we find a place to ford.” 

			Drust followed Alysandir’s lead and pushed back his own coif, the shiny links of mail almost matching his silvery, blue-grey eyes. He wiped the sweat from his face and gave a silent nod. They continued and drew rein at a point where the terrain sloped gently downward toward the river, before it narrowed to make a meandering turn. 

			“This looks like as good a place as we have seen,” Alysandir said, and he spurred his mount forward and plunged into the water. His horse staggered with the first splash and the water washed over his hocks, but Gallagher was a hobbler, a sturdy Highland pony known for its stamina and ability to cover great distances over boggy and hilly land at high speed. Alysandir only had to spur the horse lightly as he urged him slowly forward until Gallagher gained his footing as the water rose over the stirrups. 

			When they reached a point where the water became deeper than they expected, Alysandir was about to turn back, but Gallagher leaped ahead with a mighty splash, and they began the climb upward toward the opposite bank. 

			Wet and dripping, they rode into town and attracted a great many curious stares from villagers who gawked as if they rode into town to slay a dragon or two. Although a small town, Douglas was large enough to have a two-story tavern with a stable out back and streets that were fairly busy at this time of day. They rode between uneven rows of buildings stacked on each side of curving streets that had been laid out more than three hundred years before. 

			They passed a steep cobbled path that ran through an archway to a small, walled garden next to a house in ruins, and as they threaded their way among carts, wagons, barking dogs, clucking chickens, and the occasional darting child, they observed the slow progress of a lone rider coming toward them. He was leading a prisoner riding a hobbler, the unfortunate wretch bruised and blindfolded, with his hands bound behind his back. Alysandir wondered what the Highlander’s crime had been—probably no more than trying to eke out a living in a harsh and unforgiving land. 

			Just ahead, near the center of town, stood St. Bride’s Kirk, where mail-clad heroes of yesteryear lay entombed within, most of them with the surname Douglas. But Alysandir’s fiery thoughts centered not upon the long-dead knights but upon his own desire to be away from the Lowlands, Douglas, and Lanarkshire, and back in the Highlands and his home on the Isle of Mull. 

			Drust, meanwhile, was giving his attention to a young lassie with copper-colored hair who was standing in the kirkyard and holding a bonnet full of eggs. Alysandir caught a glimpse of her standing beneath the graceful branches of an old tree and felt a strange yearning tug at him, but he hardened his heart and dismissed her. Aye, she was a beauty and his body stirred at the sight of her, but he still wasn’t interested. The sound of Drust’s voice cut into his thoughts. 

			“That lassie with the russet ringlets is a beauty, and she has taken a fancy to ye, Alysandir, for already she has wrapped ye in her tender gaze.”

			“I am leery of any lass standing under a wych elm,” Alysandir replied. 

			“I know ye have no desire ever to have a woman in yer life again, but just suppose ye did find yerself in a position where ye were forced to take another wife. What virtues would ye seek?”

			“Ye ken I have no desire to marry again. Not ever.”

			“So make up a list just to keep me happy. We’ve naught else to do right now.”

			Alysandir did not know why his brother insisted on having high discourse with him. Of late, Drust had been making too many inquiries as to Alysandir’s unmarried state. “Ye are becoming a great deal of trouble, Drust. Next time, I will let Ronan or Colin ride with me.”

			“Fair enough,” Drust replied as a wide smile settled across his face. “I will start the list. Loyalty would be one, am I right?”

			Loyalty. The word evoked pain. “Aye.”

			“Ye canna stop there,” Drust said with a teasing tone. “Give me the rest.” 

			“I will give ye the virtues that any man should want in a woman, but only if ye promise to keep quiet the rest of our journey.”

			“Aye, I agree. Now, give me the virtues.”

			“Chastity, loyalty, honesty, wisdom, strength, courage, honor, intelligence, confidence, and a strong mind. A woman who knows when to yield as readily as she knows when to take a stand. A woman equal to the man in question, not in might but in nature, virtue, and soul. She would possess a true and steadfast love for him, and in return, she would have his undying love, respect, and honor.”

			“What aboot silence and obedience?”

			“If a man had a woman’s love in the truest sense of the word—which I have yet to see any proof of—then he would have all the others for they are but parts that make up the whole.”

			“I hand it to ye, brother. I didna think ye could give me one virtue, yet ye named many. Surely ye miss having such a woman.”

			Alysandir pinned him with a cold stare. “I never had such a woman, so how could I miss her?”

			“Ye changed once. Perhaps ye can change again.”

			“Changed? In what way?”

			“I remember when ye would as soon tryst in the kirkyard as in a hayloft. How is it that knowing what ye or any man would want in a woman, ye refuse to find her?”

			“’Tis easy enough to answer, for such a woman does not exist.”

			The words were barely uttered when the faintest echo of a man’s laughter reached their ears. The sound of it seemed to break into a thousand pieces and fall like tinkling glass. Alysandir and Drust exchanged glances as the laughter faded and a slight wind stirred the heavy branches of the old wych elm. 

			As they rode on past St. Bride’s Kirk, a tossing and rustling of the leaves sent a chill wafting down upon them. Across the way, a startled flock of sheep bolted, running across the meadow and up the hill to the pasture on the other side. The hair on Alysandir’s neck stood, and his scalp felt as if it were shrinking. “Did ye hear the laughter?” 

			“Aye, I heard it and felt the cold wind that blew through the trees. Unless my senses deceive me, there is an oddity aboot.”

			“What oddity is that?” Alysandir asked.

			“We are riding by the crypts of the ancients. Perhaps they wish us to pass by quickly and not linger.”

			Alysandir laughed. “Perhaps ye are letting yer imagination take the lead. The Mackinnons never had a quarrel with any Douglas, living or dead.”

			“What aboot the laughter? Ye heard it as well as me,” said Drust.

			Alysandir’s face looked drawn as he replied, “Mayhap it was the bleating of a winded sheep.”

			“Aye, and mayhap it was not.” Drust gazed at the river.

			Alysandir knew his brother was thinking about the Douglas Water that flowed through the village of Douglas, past the ruins of Douglas Castle. The name Douglas Water came from the Gaelic dubh-glas, which meant black water. The Norman Douglases took their surname from the river in the twelfth century. Superstitious Drust was probably searching for some connection between the laughter they heard and the Douglases. Let Drust think what he would, especially if that would keep him quiet for a while. 

			The brothers rode on in silence, taking no notice of a dark shadow that came out of nowhere to pass overhead, mysterious and foreboding as the cry of a raven as it darkened the sky. Thunder rumbled in the distance, yet there was no scent of rain in the air. Engrossed as they were with their own thoughts, they did not turn back for one last look at St. Bride’s Kirk. If they had, they would have seen a pale mist, of a greenish tint, that bubbled up from beneath the old kirk door. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Better be courted and jilted

			than never be courted at all.

			—“The Jilted Nymph,” 1843
Thomas Campbell, British poet (1777–1844)

			St. Bride’s Church

			Douglas, Lanarkshire, Scotland 

			Present Time

			If things had gone differently, she would be on her honeymoon in Argentina right now, instead of tromping around Scotland with her twin sister, Elisabeth. That morning, Isobella had written in her journal the exciting header: Visiting tombs of Douglas ancestors, which reminded her of her engagement, in that both were dead. However, it was the sisters’ first day in Scotland, and she was driving to the village of Douglas to visit St. Bride’s Church, where Sir James, the Black Douglas, was buried. 

			Isobella drove slowly down Main Street, passing buildings that looked much as they had when they were built during the Middle Ages. She turned into the parking lot and imagined the quaint, slate-gabled church bustling with medieval life—armored knights and fair ladies with tall headdresses hurrying to attend their weekly worship. Only now those noble warriors lay buried beneath mail-clad, cross-legged effigies, entombed in abbeys and small parish churches. 

			When they entered the kirk, she and Elisabeth crossed a large marble slab at the entrance to the Douglas mausoleum. It contained three canopied, medieval burial tombs with damaged effigies recessed in walls. Isobella stopped to give her eyes time to adjust to the diffused light, her gaze resting upon the exquisite stained-glass windows. A sense of a supernatural presence enveloped her as they paused to look at a glass box that held a silver case containing the heart of the Black Douglas. 

			“Since his death, the Douglases have carried on their shields a bloody heart and crown,” Isobella said, so overcome with emotion that she could almost hear the ancient heart beating. She glanced around the dilapidated choir to the north wall and saw the effigy of Sir James, the Black Douglas that lay below a finely cut, fifteenth-century pointed and arched canopy. 

			The effigy, carved from sandstone shortly after his death, had been a splendid example of medieval artistry and as grand as any found in Westminster Abbey. Sadly, the once gracefully carved effigy was now badly worn and its facial features chipped and impossible to make out. Neither sister spoke as they read the plaque on the wall.

			The Good Sir James of Douglas
killed in battle with the Moors
in Spain, while on his way to the
Holy Land with the heart
of King Robert the Bruce,
25th August 1330

			Isobella was touched to see that someone had left a bouquet of Scottish heather on Douglas’s tomb. “After almost eight hundred years, he is so beloved he gets flowers.” 

			Elisabeth, who was busy inspecting the foot of the effigy, said, “I find it sad that half of one of his legs has broken away.”

			Isobella studied it for a moment. “Thankfully, enough remains that you can still see his legs were crossed.”

			Puzzled, Elisabeth asked, “Is that supposed to be something special? The crossed legs, I mean.”

			“Crossed legs denote a Crusader. They cross above the ankle for one Crusade and below the knee for two,” she replied, knowledgeable because of her recent degrees in Celtic studies and archaeology.

			“So he went twice.” Elisabeth stared at the effigy and sighed. “My, he must have been quite a man.” 

			She had no more than finished speaking when Isobella was overcome with emotion once again, as if strings in her heart that had never been touched began to vibrate. Without realizing it, she placed her hand on the cold stone of the effigy. How deeply, inexplicably sad she felt for this powerful man whose life had changed history and whose death at the age of forty-four had been both noble and tragic. I’m so sorry. Without being conscious that she did so, she moved her hand to the place where the beating heart of Douglas would have been, had the stone effigy been a mortal being. She found the place numinously warm. A waft of spine-chilling air passed over her, and she knew the spirit of Douglas resided here. 

			“Oh, my God!” She let out a frightened squeak and jerked her hand away. For a moment, she was frozen in place, gasping for breath and feeling as if something had traveled straight to her heart, completely bypassing her sense of reasoning. The next instant, she was overcome with acute distress touching her heart so powerfully that she began to cry—not soft, gentle weeping, but anguished sobs and great gushing tears. 

			And she was unable to stop, in spite of the curious look Elisabeth gave her. “Good Lord, Izzy, why are you crying?”

			“I can’t help it,” Isobella barely managed to say before more tears drowned the words in her throat.

			Elisabeth put her hand on Isobella’s arm. “What’s wrong? Please tell me you aren’t thinking about that jilting jerk Jackson.”

			Isobella shook her head. “No, it isn’t that.”

			“Good,” Elisabeth said and handed her a Kleenex, while patting her on the back. “Then, why are you crying?” 

			“I don’t know. There’s just something about his story that’s so tragic and sad. The way he died in Spain… how they embalmed his heart… his body boiled in a cauldron of vinegar until the flesh fell away so they could bring the bones back to Scotland for burial here in the kirk. 

			“It’s so moving. Oh, I don’t know what is wrong with me. I feel compelled to tell him I’m so sorry for the way everything turned out. I wish he could have lived longer and happier.”

			Elisabeth nudged her. “Maybe we should go. You’re acting weird. Now I’m starting to feel a bit creepy. Stop sniffling, or you’ll get dehydrated.” She rubbed her arms. “It’s getting cold in here, and I want to get back to Edinburgh in time for dinner. A good bottle of wine will do us both good.” 

			Only Elisabeth would worry about dehydration at a time like this, Isobella thought, but she fell in step beside her twin, who would soon start her last year of residency at Johns Hopkins. Elisabeth always walked faster, because she was accustomed to walking down long hospital corridors. She had a long stride, while Isobella, with her anthropologic mind and tendency to take in everything around her, took her time ambling along. 

			Elisabeth reached the car first. “Gracious, Izzy! You’re as pale as a ghost. Are you okay?” 

			Isobella was light-headed, but she didn’t say anything. Elisabeth would want to talk about it and take her pulse and temperature and maybe pull out her stethoscope right in the middle of the parking lot, so Isobella shook her head and said, “Maybe I’m hungry. I didn’t eat much at lunch.”

			Elisabeth mulled that over and held out her hand. “Okay, give me the keys. I’ll drive. You look like you’ve had all the blood drained out of you.”

			That was a good description of the way she felt, Isobella thought. She walked around to the passenger side and opened the door. When she sat down, the hair on the back of her neck stood out. A cold shiver traveled across her body. She had the disquieting feeling that the two of them were not alone.

			Elisabeth put the key in the ignition. The sky began to darken. Thunder boomed, and the trees began to sway and bend. Leaves flew every which way as jagged flashes of lightning ripped across the sky. An earsplitting clap of thunder was followed by pounding rain that pelted the earth with great fury. 

			Isobella held her breath as an odd greenish glow lit up the shadowy darkness of the trees with a pale, ghostly radiance. Another flash, and she saw a vision of herself standing beneath the trees with a basket of eggs in her hand. The sound of a man’s laughter rode on the wind. 

			Then, as suddenly as it came, the storm stopped. The sun was shining, and all was quiet. She wondered if Elisabeth had heard the laughter. Judging by the expression of stunned bewilderment on her sister’s face, she had. Elisabeth’s hands flew up to her face, and she let out a long-held breath. “Did you see what I saw?”

			“I saw a thunderstorm.”

			“And a greenish light,” Elisabeth added, “and the sound of…”

			“A man’s laughter,” Isobella finished. “Did you see the girl with the bonnet of eggs?”

			Elisabeth spoke with an unsteady voice, “It was you, Izzy. She looked exactly like you.”

			“I thought so, too, except that she was dressed in a gown from the Renaissance period.”

			Elisabeth’s face was pale, her voice barely above a whisper. “Izzy, what have we gotten ourselves into? Things like that don’t just happen.”

			“And yet it did. We both saw it,” Isobella said, surprised at the calm acceptance that washed over her. Something was going on here, and it had to do with Scotland, this kirk, and the Black Douglas.

			“You don’t think it was something supernatural, do you?”

			“That’s exactly what I think,” she said, and quoted Samuel Coleridge, “‘Beware! His flashing eyes, his floating hair! Weave a circle round him thrice and close your eyes with holy dread, for he on honey-dew hath fed, and drunk the milk of Paradise.’”

			“Thanks. That was so comforting,” Elisabeth said. “I don’t believe in the supernatural. There are no such things as ghosts. When people die, they stay dead. What we heard was the wind blowing, not laughter.”

			Isobella turned her head to gaze out the window. “You will notice that, in spite of the thunderstorm, our car is bone dry and there isn’t a drop of water anywhere on this entire parking lot.”

			Elisabeth paled. “Oh, Izzy, I’m scared. We don’t belong here. I wish we hadn’t come. Whatever spirits are lurking are not happy with our coming. They want us to leave, and they are going out of their way to make it known.”

			“If they wanted to get our attention, they would do something we couldn’t explain.”

			The words were barely spoken when the car started. Elisabeth gasped. “Oh, my God!”

			“Now what?”

			“The car is running.”

			“That means you are supposed to put it in gear so we can drive back to Edinburgh.”

			“You don’t understand.” She opened her hand. The key was lying in her palm. “What do we do now?” 

			“Put the key in the ignition, I guess. You will need the key to turn the car off.”

			Elisabeth was about to insert the key when the motor stopped. “I need a drink. A big, stiff one.” She started the car with the key this time and burned a little rubber leaving the parking lot.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			I arise from dreams of thee

			In the first sweet sleep of night.

			When the winds are breathing low, 

			And the stars are shining bright.

			—“I Arise from Dreams of Thee” 
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822)
British poet

			“What are you thinking?”

			Without taking her gaze off the road, Elisabeth said, “I am wondering why I allowed you to drag me to Scotland on a wild-goose chase to trace long-dead ancestors. You’ve just completed six years of college. You have your bachelor’s in anthropology and Classical studies, and a master’s in Celtic studies. Shouldn’t you be concentrating on what you are going to do, as in going to work? 

			“I don’t want to find myself on an archaeology dig, buried up to my armpits in piles of Celtic crockery bits. Do I have to remind you that I have to be back at Johns Hopkins in three weeks?”

			“You’ve plenty of time,” Isobella replied.

			“Do you think traipsing through musty old castles and creepy kirks is going to ease the pain of being jilted?” She gasped. “Oh, Izzy, I’m so sorry.”

			Isobella barely heard her sister because she was wondering why it was so difficult for her to meet a man she could fall deeply in love with. She decided that Jackson had truly done her a favor, because she didn’t love him any more than he loved her. She had gone along with the idea of marriage because she wanted to be loved and married, but she’d gone about it all wrong. Perhaps it was time to give up believing in happily ever after. 

			Was the problem the men, or was it her? How would she ever know the answer? However, there was something about being in Scotland, and hearing the stories of the Black Douglas, that called out to her. She longed for such a man in her life and sighed woefully. “I think I was born a few hundred years too late,” she said, which sounded pathetic even to her own ears.

			Elisabeth almost ran off the road. “A few hundred years too late? Good grief, Izzy! How do you come up with these things? 

			Isobella sighed, caught in a churning muddle of sadness, regret, and confusion. “It’s the men. I feel like a fish out of water. I long to find Mr. Darcy, and he doesn’t exist in the world I live in.”

			“Good Lord above, where is all this coming from? You just make bad choices, Izzy. That doesn’t mean there aren’t wonderful men out there.”

			Isobella gazed out the window, apparently not listening. “I wonder what I’d do if a man said, ‘I love you.’ like Mr. Darcy did. A man who could speak so…” Her voice drifted, borne away by another woeful sigh.

			“Who is Mr. Darcy?” Elisabeth asked. “He sounds like a librarian.”

			“He’s the hero in Pride and Prejudice. Don’t tell me you never read the book or saw the movie.”

			“You mean Colin Firth? What on earth does Mr. Darcy have to do with you finding Mr. Right? And what did he say that has you so enamored?”

			As if right on cue, Isobella began to recite, “‘In vain have I struggled. My feelings will not be repressed. You must allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you.’ Imagine a man of today saying that. He would rather throw you on the bed to press his case.”

			Elisabeth exploded with laughter. 

			Isobella wondered what Elisabeth would do if she told her that she owned copies of Dating Mr. Darcy: The Smart Girl’s Guide to Sensible Romance, or Jane Austen’s Guide to Dating, not to mention Jane Austen for Dummies, and, God help her, The Jane Austen Cookbook.

			“Is ‘press his case’ a euphemism for penile penetration?”

			“Do you have to make fun of everything? I may be too idealistic, but you are too clinical. What a pity that we can’t all be as practical as you.”

			Elisabeth looked contrite. “Dearest Izzy, I don’t know where you got such a romantic soul. You’re a dreamer and a believer in the myth, the fantasy that doesn’t exist. Why would you pine for a man who spent most of his time sighing and looking bored, or gazing forlornly out the windows of his country house?” She paused, and then added, “If I didn’t have a medical degree, I wouldn’t believe it possible that we have identical genes.”

			Isobella had already turned her head away and tuned Elisabeth out. Staring out the window lost in her own thoughts, she asked herself, just what do you want? 

			My very own Mr. Darcy.

			Wishing for Mr. Darcy. She could write a book about it. She had been looking, wishing, and waiting for a man who lived between the pages of a book. Was it too much to ask for a darkly handsome man—heroic, upstanding and moral, with a heart filled to overflowing with love—to come to her rescue and sweep her off her feet and into his arms?

			Where was he, this man of deep feeling, inner struggle, and fiery pride? How beautiful it would be to have a man who did not want to win her love by mastering or overpowering her, but by becoming her ideal; the man of her dreams, a man reformed by love and desire. 

			How she yearned for a man of strength and quiet reserve, a man of brooding countenance, who would play the hero. If she could only be the woman who unlocked that tortured soul and released the hidden passions that smoldered within! She knew it was hopeless. To find Mr. Darcy, she would have to go back in time.

			She dozed off, but she did not sleep long. Awakened, she said, “You won’t believe the dream I had.”

			“With all the strange stuff that’s been happening to us, I’m almost afraid to ask.” 

			“Eggs,” Isobella said. “I dreamed about eggs. I was standing under a big tree holding a bonnet full of eggs when two men on horseback rode by, dressed in the garb of knights.”

			“Well, if you’re going to dream about eggs…” Elisabeth started laughing. “I hope they were hard boiled.”

			***

			Back at the hotel, Isobella did a computer search for interpreting dreams about eggs. “Listen to this. Dreaming about eggs is symbolic of fertility and that something new and fragile is about to happen. It can also mean entrapment.” 

			From her bed, Elisabeth said sleepily, “It was just a dream. Good night, Izzy.”

			Isobella slept fitfully, tossing and turning until the bedding was twisted and tangled and her gown around her waist. She turned on the bed light, removed two Benadryl from a bottle and downed them with a gulp of bottled water. The Benadryl would ease the stuffiness in her head and make her sleepy—both welcome. 

			She dreamed of floating weightlessly through the mist and over the roar of the ocean, while strange shapes and colors produced weirdly distorted visions, a bizarre mixture of real and imaginary characters, places, and events. She heard waves crash, breathed the tang of salty air, and felt herself floating low over a vast body of water and into the darkness of a place she feared she would never leave. 

			Her soul was caught in the sweep of powerful forces, and she existed in a vague way above the earth, weightlessly adrift in an imaginary sphere of being. Her mind filled with pleasant thoughts, and fantasies crowded into her memory—beguiling shapes, beckoning shadows, whispered words, and hands that knew just how and where to caress. She breathed deeply, puzzled by the scent of wax candles that filled her nostrils, and when she stretched, she touched warm skin. 

			She wasn’t alone. 

			He was there, warm and alive, for she felt the honed smoothness of his flesh. Her eyes popped open. She was in a medieval castle. The trappings of a warrior lay scattered about the room. A candle burned down on a table by the bed and further over, in an enormous fireplace, a fire smoldered from its bed of glowing coals. 

			She thought him a mythological being with a face and body created by the gods, lying there, with his head propped up with one hand, watching her. The confident, drowsy, hungry look from his dangerous, mesmerizing eyes of vivid blue held her trapped. 

			He was dark, frighteningly and desirably bare to the waist, and, more than likely, bare beneath the bedding that covered him. His skin looked hard and smooth, beautifully sculpted with muscle. She tugged the bedcovering upward, for he gazed at her like he was starving and she was the only thing on the menu. Even in her darkest, deepest desires, she couldn’t imagine conjuring up a man this perfect. And he looked so real! 

			She poked him. He was real. Her body trembled. She felt a craving thirst for him that she couldn’t explain or understand. She wanted to feel the strength of his arm around her and to be warmed by the heat of his body against hers. Her gaze dropped lower, lingering upon his torso, so wickedly bare and beautifully toned, and then lower still, where the bedding rode dangerously low on his hips. Suddenly, his mouth was on hers, and a rippling of sensation cascaded through her, like a series of waterfalls tumbling over rocks. 

			And she was as naked as he. Another shiver rippled over her, and she opened her mouth, undecided if she should scream or invite him to keep up the good work. She had no time to think further, for he moved so swiftly that she was not aware he had moved at all, until she felt the delicious weight of him. She had a fleeting thought that they had yet to be introduced, but that did not seem terribly important at the moment. 

			He stared directly into her eyes, watching, inviting, and igniting a fire within her. Oh, my! She could feel the flex of powerful muscles, the kiss of his breath against her skin. This was unlike any dream ever. The room, her lover, it was all tangible. She must have had too much wine. Or had he cast a spell over her? 

			“Are you Merlin?”

			Firelight danced in his eyes. “Nae, lass. I am no’ a magician.” 

			His voice was low, throbbing, soothing, and as seductive as the rest of him. It set her heart to pounding, and she began to think: medieval castle… candlelight, not electricity… a perceptibly irresistible Gaelic burr… animal skins, a tunic, and a mail shirt lying across a trunk. 

			“You are King Arthur.”

			The faintest shadow of a smile tantalized her. “Nae, I am not an imaginary being but a mortal man in every sense of the word. Would ye like me to show ye?”

			“Who are you?”

			A hungry look settled upon his beautifully sculpted face. He spoke with a low, throbbing voice. “I am the man who will, in a moment hence, make love to ye. Abide wi’ me.” He kissed her intimately. “Abide wi’ me, my mysterious lass.” One talented finger drew an imaginary line from her lips, across her throat, and between her breasts.

			Stupidly, she asked, “What are you going to do?” as if he had to draw her picture. Her brain didn’t seem to be functioning properly. Everything, each thought was distorted and her perception was all off. Way off.

			“It is not so much what I will do but rather what we will do together.” His finger began to draw lazy circles around her navel.

			She sucked in a breath, and when her eyes widened, he said, “Dinna worrit. No harm will come to ye.” 

			His hands traveled over her with unflappable skill, learning the texture of her skin, the curves, the indentions, the places that made her moan. Something low in her belly tightened, and she felt consumed by a wild heat unknown to her. She didn’t care who he was, what he was, or where he was from. 

			He wanted her, and she needed so desperately to be wanted, to be loved by a man who desired her and let her know it. He didn’t simply kiss her; he made love to her mouth, his tongue plunging and stroking her in a way that made her groan and ache for him to teach her the rest. Heat shot throughout her body.

			He kissed her breasts, while strange, unfamiliar feelings fluttered inside. He whispered to her in Gaelic with a hot breath that made her want to mate with him, this stranger, this dream lover her mind created. She gave in to the aching need, the incredible pleasure. 

			Paralyzed with wanting, she relaxed and opened to him. Surrounded by his warmth, his nearness, his nakedness, and bewildered by her unrestrained desire for him, she lay passive, knowing that whatever consumed her was stronger than she was. He seduced her with hands that coaxed and persuaded with the promises of the erotic, the unknown.

			I’m dreaming, and I don’t want to wake up. Please don’t disappear. I don’t think I could handle being rejected again. Not by my own dream.

			Alysandir had no idea who she was, why she was there, or how she managed to get into his bed. But, she was naked and lying beside him, with the face of Helen of Troy and the body of Aphrodite. He wasn’t about to let her get away, this divinity among mortals, this giver of pleasure. He was adrift in a realm of desire where sea nymphs sweetened the salty sea air with their delights. She was both goddess and courtesan who offered him the joy of ecstasy and a long night of lovemaking; be it imaginary, idealized, or false in nature. She was here, and she was his. 

			In spite of her appearing quite suddenly and naked in his bed, she had a stormy look of uncertainty laced with fear that made him think she was a maiden. That was absurd. No maiden would be in his bed, inviting him to have his way with her. Where was she from? How did she get into his bedchamber without one of the guards stopping her? Or was this all a dream?

			The sight and scent of her aroused him, and he had been too long without a woman. He chuckled as she drew the coverlet up beneath her chin. As if that would stop him. Firelight worshipped her face as he gazed into golden-green eyes full of puzzlement and something darker and arousing. This was not the wooing of a simple maid, nor would it be rape. Something about this night and their coming together transcended that. They were Adam and Eve in the Garden before sin entered the picture. 

			Consumed by mounting desire, he drank in the pure lines of her lithe limbs, the perfect silence of her nudity. He took delight in her lack of shyness as he uncovered her. Her body came alive in the glow of the fire, rendering it translucent and as priceless as a rare vielle waiting for its strings to be strummed. 

			He saw the look of uncertainty in her eyes. He wondered if he might have misjudged her, that she wasn’t in his bed of her own free will. Unless, of course, she had been sent to seduce him or to inflict bodily harm. But how could she do so? The only weapons she possessed were a body and face created to seduce and rob a man of his wit and wisdom.

			He kissed her throat. He kissed the hard crowns of her breasts. He threaded his hands into her hair and leaned forward to kiss her soft, full lips, gently nipping, tracing their shape with his tongue, and then plunging into the sweet, warm depth of her mouth. When she groaned, his body hardened with desire. 

			He kissed his way across her throat and down to her breasts, moving possessively over them, kneading and learning their shape and softness. His thumbs teased her nipples to hard peaks that he warmed with his breath, before he tasted them, while his hand skimmed the flat planes of her belly and dropped lower. He held her close, for she was too perfect and too precious to let go. He wanted her to desire him, to put her arms around him, giving of herself as completely as he would himself to her.

			Lying there, listening to her soft breathing, his thoughts consumed with images of what they could do together, he did not feel the ghostly touch of a hand to his brow, for it was as soft as the breath of a sleeping babe and gone swiftly. He was ready to make love to her one moment, and the next he was suddenly groggy, as if he consumed too much ale. The overpowering need for sleep began to creep slowly over his consciousness, and he fought against it. He held the woman fast, as if by doing so their entwined bodies would become one. 

			Alysandir slept on, not knowing that although he was the chief of the powerful Clan Mackinnon and protected that which was his, he had no power over the shimmering, sifting grains of time slipping beyond his grasp. Nor could he keep the delicate beauty beside him in his bed.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			O, then, I see Queen Mab

			hath been with you. 

			She is the fairies’ midwife…

			And in this state she gallops

			night by night 

			Through lovers’ brains, 

			and then they dream of love.

			—Romeo and Juliet, Act I, Scene 4
William Shakespeare (1564–1616)
English poet and playwright

			“Wake up,” Elisabeth shook Isobella again. “You’re sleeping like you’ve been drugged.” She placed her hand over Isobella’s forehead and saw the bottle of Benadryl. “How many of those pills did you take?”

			Isobella groaned and opened her eyes. “Two, I think.” She put her hand to her forehead. “My head is splitting. I had the strangest dream.”

			“You look like you’ve been ravaged and washed up by the tide. I hope the dream was worth it.”

			“It was wonderful.” She remembered strange, vague images of lying in bed. She sat straight up and gasped. “Oh, Lord!” 

			“Don’t stop there.” 

			“I dreamed I was in a castle, in bed.” 

			“Were you alone?”

			Isobella put her hand to her head. “I was in bed with a great looking guy, and he wanted to make love to me.” She sighed dreamily. “And I wanted him to.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t recall what he looked like, but I remember thinking he was gorgeous.”

			Elisabeth laughed. “Aren’t they all? If only we could swap the duds of reality with the gods of our fantasies.”

			“I never realized the mind could be such an erogenous zone.”

			“Heavens, Izzy, you’ve got sex on the brain this morning.”

			“Yes,” she said, woefully, “and what an unfortunate place to have it.” She grinned impishly. 

			Elisabeth looked at her watch. “Okay, enough daydreaming. It’s time to bid Romeo good-bye. I’ll go down and order breakfast, and you can join me when you’re dressed.” 

			“Order me a doppio macchiato in about half an hour.”

			“Sex always works up an appetite,” Elisabeth said, laughing as she dodged the flying pillow and slipped through the door.

			Half an hour later, Isobella was eating and thinking she was happy Elisabeth was with her. She hoped the trip would draw them closer, for they had never been as close as most twins. Their interests and personalities were quite different. They couldn’t agree on books, movies, clothes, cars, or what constituted a handsome man. Elisabeth was outspoken and impatient. She got to the heart of the matter quickly. Isobella tended to take her time and smell the roses along the way, wandering down unknown paths and sometimes getting lost. About the only thing they had in common was that they were identical twins. 

			While Isobella daydreamed, Elisabeth paid the tab. Soon they were on their way to the ancient Douglas strongholds of Threave, Castle Douglas, and Beloyn Castle, located in Dumfries and Galloway. 

			Elisabeth was driving. Isobella wanted to remember the night before, but a vague, greyness prevented her from recalling anything concrete. She wasn’t sure if her experience had been a dream, reality, or both, although she did have bruises and love-bites, which made her think it had been both dream and reality. And that could land her in a mental institution if she dared tell anyone.

			She didn’t have a clear image of him. Other than that he was devilishly handsome, no distinct features came to mind. Weren’t his eyes blue? She feared a gloomy state of sadness and hopelessness as her future. Why was he a dream lover instead of the real thing? 

			“If you’re thinking about Jackson, stop!” Elisabeth said.

			Isobella sighed. “There are 8,395,963 men in the state of Texas, and I can’t hold on to even one.”

			“Stop thinking about him. Who would take tango lessons to be able to dance with his fiancée on their honeymoon and then run off to Argentina with the dance instructor instead?”

			“A jerk!”

			Elisabeth nodded. “Exactly. The best thing he ever did for you was to give you the check for five thousand that we used to pay for this trip. Who knows? You might meet someone here.”

			Isobella was already drifting off to sleep.

			An hour later, she was jarred awake and heard Elisabeth say, “Sorry, I didn’t see that pothole.”

			“I needed to wake up.” Isobella looked around. “Are we almost there?”

			“Yes. I’m getting excited to see Douglas’s portrait, but I have my doubts about his being a ghost. You’ve always believed.”

			“I believed in ghosts when we were kids. Later, I knew it was impossible. Now, I don’t know. A lot of references in those old family documents attest to the fact that he appeared a time or two other than to our four—or was it five—times great-grandmother, Meleri Douglas.”

			“What century was that?”

			“Eighteenth. Back to your question, I think I want him to be a ghost. I had very strange feelings at St. Bride’s yesterday.”

			“Those documents might be based upon myth, rather than fact. In real life, there aren’t many happy endings. Prince Charming’s line died out a long time ago, if it ever existed. I wish I could be more like you, Izzy. You got all the dreamer genes. As for me, I’m a boring reality check. I think Scotland’s getting to me.”

			Isobella laughed. “Perhaps that’s why I was so moved when we visited St. Bride’s Kirk. The Black Douglas could be considered the romantic ideal, could he not?”

			“Tell me you aren’t going to fall for someone who has been dead for almost eight hundred years!”

			“I can’t. We might be related.” 

			Later that afternoon, after visiting the first two castles on their list, they turned down a narrow, winding road in picturesque countryside and Isobella caught a glimpse of Beloyn Castle. It sat upon rock, as if it rose straight out of the ground. Part of the structure lay in ruins, for over the centuries the owners had never wanted to repair the damage, preferring to leave it as a reminder that the castle had been destroyed by King James. Now, it was a stalwart fortress, with its crow-stepped gable, baronial turrets, and unusual combination of aloofness and warmth. 

			Isobella studied the massive walls of yellowing stone, with creeping ivy growing in a roofless tower and dangling from arrow slits. Her imagination ran rampant as she envisioned the walls covered with fine tapestries and silken arras and set with fine glass windows. Beneath those rudely cut stones, scattered among the gaunt ribs and splintered timbers of once-vaulted ceilings, lay the stories of great love, lavish feasts, and births and death, of betrayal, torture, mayhem, and murder. She was irresistibly drawn to this tangible link to the past, both romantic and tragic, for it was the home of her Douglas ancestors. 

			She stretched lazily, for it was a warm, sunny day and the world around her was as splendid as any rendered by an artist’s brush. The sun shone down with an almost liquid brilliance that turned the trees in the distance into a shimmering of great shadows and light, just as it had for centuries. She was awed at the secrets and whisperings the trees could tell of great warriors and battle-weary knights who once rode beneath their noble branches or hid from the English in the shielding embrace of dense foliage. 

			The road curved and she saw the white fence of a cottage, the tawny gold of a thatched roof, the glazed green of a chestnut tree, and the sparkling blue of the river against the rich brown tones of the road that curled before them. She caught the haunting sound of a bagpipe, the dull humming faint and melancholy. “I wonder who is playing.”

			Elisabeth slowed and turned onto the graveled parking area. “Playing what?”

			“The bagpipes.”

			“I don’t hear anything.”

			Isobella rolled down the window. “Hear them now?”

			“No.” 

			Isobella shivered. “It’s freezing in here. Turn down the air.”

			“We didn’t rent a car with air conditioning.”

			Suddenly, Isobella felt very cold and very frightened.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Sometimes I think we’re alone in the universe,

			And sometimes I think we’re not.

			In either case the idea is quite staggering.

			—Attributed to Sir Arthur C. Clarke (1917–2008)
English science fiction writer

			Beloyn Castle

			Scottish Lowlands

			Present Time

			The door was huge, heavily carved, and studded with brass. The marks of hundreds of years did nothing to mar its beauty. Isobella rapped the lion’s head knocker. A group of birds flapped out of a nearby tree as the door opened. 

			A stout, middle-aged woman said, “You must be the Douglas twins. I am Mrs. Kinsey, the housekeeper you spoke with earlier. You may call me Claire.” She opened the door wider. “Do come in.” 

			The entry was dark until Claire drew back the heavy, velvet drapes and sunlight spilled into the room. “As I explained earlier, the castle is closed while the earl and countess are in Italy. If you will follow me.” 

			They passed a true medieval hall, huge, with thick walls covered with tapestries and deep-set windows. The fireplace was enormous, and the stone floors, although bare, were highly polished. A lovely rood screen stood along one wall. “I bet these walls know a lot of secrets,” Elisabeth said.

			“Yes, and some are quite blood-curdling,” Claire replied.

			The sisters exchanged glances and followed her through a long gallery, which contained a great curved stairway, massive and wide. “Who plays the bagpipes?” Isobella asked.

			“No one, not since the earl’s grandfather died.”

			Isobella’s attention was suddenly captured by a painting, and her heart pounded excitedly. At least five feet wide and eight feet tall, the portrait was ornately framed in gilt and worth a fortune. She wondered why it captivated her. Beloyn Castle was in the background. The two dogs were Scottish deerhounds. She shivered and felt a chill to her neck, for what disturbed her was the man in the painting. He was quite magnificent and so lifelike he seemed a living, breathing entity. 

			He stood with his legs planted far apart and his arms crossed in front of him, with a great black cape swirling out behind him, a glimmer in his deep blue eyes, and a smile upon his lips. His hair was as black as sin, and she felt she had seen that face before, which was impossible, considering that the brass plaque beneath the portrait declared it to be of Sir James Douglas.

			A chill passed over her. “The Black Douglas,” she whispered.

			“Yes, it is.” The phone rang. “If you will excuse me,” Claire said, and hurried away. 

			“So, that is what he looked like,” Elisabeth said.

			Without realizing she did so, Isobella put out her hand and touched the bottom of his boot, where the cape curled around it. “It’s really you, isn’t it?” 

			And everything went black…

			***

			When Claire returned to the gallery, the twins were gone. She went upstairs. She searched the eight bedrooms and then the rest of the castle. When she saw their car still parked outside, she called the earl. 

			“Yes, my lord, I searched every bedroom in the entire wing and then the rest of the castle, top to bottom.” She glanced toward the great staircase and gasped. “Dear Mary and Joseph! The Black Douglas is gone from the painting. 

			“No, my lord, I haven’t been in your Scotch. Yes, I am standing two feet from the portrait. I see the place where he was, faintly outlined, but his image is no longer there. It is as if he stepped right out of the painting and took those girls with him.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 6

			But he was not so fair that we 

			Should speak greatly of his beauty. 

			In visage was he somewhat grey, 

			And had black hair as I heard say; 

			But of limbs he was well made, 

			With bones long and shoulders broad.

			When he was merry he was lovable, 

			And meek and sweet in company; 

			But who in battle might him see, 

			Another countenance had he.

			—Description of Sir James, the Black Douglas
from the epic poem The Brus, 1375
John Barbour (1325?–1395), Scottish poet

			A bitterly cold draft swirled around Isobella, a windy and destructive force that grew in strength. A glowing light surrounded by a shimmering green mist stood on one of the steps of the staircase a few feet away. There was something terribly exciting and horribly frightening about the swirling green mist, for in its center a solid shape had begun to take human form. If she’d had a lick of sense, she would have bolted. Paralyzed with awe, she murmured, “Oh, my God!” 

			From out of the mist a baritone voice boomed like thunder, “Mistress, I am not God. Ye hae only yerself to blame for my being so hastily summoned forthwith.”

			Right before her eyes, a real, live former human being was assembling his ghostly self. It was one of the few times in her life that Isobella was completely speechless. She wanted to scream, but her vocal chords were frozen. Her feet felt like concrete blocks. She relaxed, completely mesmerized by the pleasing masculine face looking at her with an almost tender expression. 

			She blinked, yet he was still there, a man well built, strong and slim, with black hair, a stern countenance, and eyes that were darkly, deeply, beautifully blue. But, it was his suit of armor that identified him. While her heart pounded fearfully, she whispered, “I know who you are.”

			His eyes twinkled merrily. “Do ye now?”

			“You are Sir James, the Black Douglas. You returned as a ghost in 1759, when Robert Douglas owned this castle.”

			His eyes shined brighter than before, “Ahhh, Meleri. Now, there was a lass!”

			“That’s what I’ve always been told. She was my many times great-grandmother.” Isobella saw the amused way he was looking at her. She felt like such a dolt. Like he didn’t know that. 

			“I know you were Scotland’s bravest knight and greatest warrior. You fought beside Robert the Bruce, were feared by the English, were sung about in ballads… and I don’t have the faintest idea why you are standing here, or why I’m babbling like the village idiot when I should be fainting from fright.”

			“Ye do have a way o’ talking overmuch,” he said. 

			“Yes, I know. Am I dreaming?”

			“’Tis no dream, but reality, lass.”

			Ye gods! I’m talking to the ghost of the Black Douglas. She felt as if a bolt of lightning had flashed through her skull. Her mouth was dry, and Elisabeth was squeezing her hand so tightly that Isobella was certain all her blood had given up trying to get through and rushed back to the sanctuary of her heart. Even her eyeballs ached. And her brain! It ached like someone had used it for first base. 

			“You’re a real person, yet you’re a ghost.”

			His brows rose in question. “I am not always an invisible nonentity. Why do ye look so stunned? Ye did summon me forthwith, did ye not?”

			“Summon? Oh no, I would never. I don’t know how.”

			“Aye, lass, ye did, for it was ye who touched my ancient heart with the warmth of yer tears shed over my effigy at St. Bride’s. No one has ever done that, ye ken—not once in the eight hundred years since my puir boiled bones were placed there. ’Twas yer words that awakened me and summoned me forth.”

			“My words?” she said, sounding like a hoarse crow. “But I didn’t say anything.” Then suddenly, she remembered. I’m so sorry. “Oh, you mean you read my thoughts?” 

			Were his eyes twinkling? “Aye, ghosting doth have its privileges, ye ken.” 

			Isobella’s brows rose and she said, “What kind of privileges?”

			“Mayhap I will show ye.”

			She studied him with close scrutiny. “You didn’t happen to whip up a little surreptitious interlude for me last night, did you?”

			With eyes as full of mischief as a four-year-old, he asked, “What do ye think?”

			She gasped. Was her dream lover real? She was about to ask for a repeat performance, but Elisabeth was gouging her ribs. She turned toward Elisabeth and everything began to darken and spin, wobbling noisily with a great whirring sound. Isobella’s breath caught in her throat, and she felt as if the air was being sucked from her lungs. She heard a loud roaring—louder than a freight train flying by at great speed. She put her hands over her ears to stifle the sound but to no avail. 

			The earth beneath her feet vibrated wildly, and she feared she was being sucked upward into a tornado. Elisabeth’s face was bloodless, and her wild hair rivaled Medusa’s snakes, as she held Isobella’s hand in a death grip. Debris swirled, and trees were stripped of their leaves, laid almost flat from the force. 

			Isobella’s long hair whipped about her face, tangled as seaweed. She feared her clothes were being ripped asunder as she was drawn into a whirling, swirling mass of debris. Even the light of the sun dimmed and, for a time, went out like a snuffed candle. 

			Surrounded by an inky blackness, Isobella knew the world they loved was lost to them. Then, in the blink of an eye, everything changed. 

			Light returned. Grey and smoky at first, but then infused with pale, soft color. The world grew still and eerily quiet. For a shimmering moment, Isobella saw the Black Douglas’s majestic figure as it had been in life, and then it began to fade. Somewhere, in the maze of her mind, his voice spoke to her and she felt comforted by the words, clear and sharp, with their lilting burr.

			Fear na ye…

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 7

			From ghoulies and ghosties

			And long-leggedy beasties

			And things that go bump in the night,

			Good Lord deliver us!

			—Scottish prayer

			Isle of Mull

			Scotland, 1515

			It was dark when Alysandir and Drust stepped into their small boat and rowed the short distance across the Sound of Iona to Mull, where their brother Colin waited with their horses. The night was inky and black. A furtive moon slid between slow-moving clouds to illuminate everything below, including the boat that navigated a labyrinth of craggy rocks, dim in the moonlight. With a yank of the reins, Colin led the horses closer, anxious to hear if their sister Barbara was safely tucked away in the nunnery.

			The boat rocked as Drust stood and steadied himself. The current lapped against the hull as he searched the rocky shore for a sign of his brother and spotted Colin’s fiery hair. “Troth, brother! ’Tis good to see ye.” 

			“Did ye have trouble finding me?” Colin called back.

			“Aye, ’tis as difficult to see ye as the flame of a stick of resinous wood.” 

			Colin grumbled, and Drust chuckled loudly enough for Colin to hear. It always set Colin’s temper on edge to be teased about his red hair, and teasing his brother was something Drust rarely resisted. 

			Tonight, Colin ignored his brother’s taunt and quietly stood guard while Alysandir heaved himself over the side of the boat and landed with a gentle splash. The hull scraped against rocks as Drust pulled the boat ashore. Eager horses pawed at the sand, tossing their heads with impatience. Colin extended his hand, and with a toss, threw the reins toward his oldest brother. 

			Alysandir caught them in one hand and spoke a few soothing words. Gently stroking Gallagher’s neck, he mounted. The moment he was in the saddle, the sturdy hobbler broke into a canter along a sandy stretch of sand, splashing through the shallow water and throwing up clumps of wet sand. As Alysandir turned his mount toward higher ground and broke into a gallop, he fleetingly thought of the Macleans and how old Angus must be raising their clannish ire. That did not bother Alysandir, for he preferred Angus’s anger to his cunning, for an angry man was ever a stupid one. 

			However, it did rankle to be spending so much time on a gnat like Angus Maclean when more important matters needed to be dealt with. Besides his troubles with the clan elders who wanted to see him married, Alysandir had to deal with Scotland being trapped in the middle of a power struggle between England and France. It was like crossing a vast chasm on a rope bridge burning behind them, while all manner of poisonous vipers waited at the bottom. 

			Behind him, his brothers quickly mounted and rode after him, accompanied by the muffled sound of horses’ hooves against the boggy soil. “Did all go well with ye?” Colin asked when he slowed his horse to ride next to Drust. 

			Drust gazed at the leather bag tied to Colin’s saddle and asked, rather good-naturedly, “What have ye there in those bags, Colin?”

			Colin shrugged. “I like to be prepared. Did all go well?”

			“Aye, Barbara is comfortably settled in with the nuns, cozy as can be, and our uncle said to give ye his blessing.” 

			Colin nodded. “Our uncle… did ye warn him that there could be trouble with the Macleans if they learn Barbara is in hiding there?” 

			“He knows, but he is no’ too worrit aboot it. He thinks Angus Maclean is too smart to risk the wrath of the church in Rome just to snatch a prospective bride from the nunnery so he can marry her off to his son. Angus knows our uncle is the abbot and that the church would soon learn of such a rash act.”

			“Ye do seem a mite delighted at the prospect,” Colin said.

			Drust grinned widely. “Aye, ’tis true enough that it is a source of delight to rankle the old dog by pulling his tail.”

			“There never was any love lost between Lachlan Mackinnon and Angus Maclean,” Colin said. “I heard they both had their eye on the same lass at one time, and Angus lost out. There has been bad blood between them ever since.” 

			Drust replied, “Weel, that may be, but I ken there’s never been any love lost between the Macleans and the Mackinnons since the beginning of time. Bitter as gall and wormwood it is to Angus, knowing the Mackinnons belong to the kindred of St. Columba and that many have been abbots at the monastery he started. ’Twas always as damp as water on the aspirations of ole Angus.”

			“The two of ye are overly confident on the eve of strife. Ye should be preparing yer mind for battle and filling yer soul with iron will,” Alysandir said, cutting into their conversation. He remembered when things had been that way between him and his older brother, Hugh, and how it had wounded him to be the one sent to bring Hugh’s body back from where it had fallen at the Battle of Flodden Field. 

			He remembered, too, how he had not wanted to take the mantle of tribal chief from the shoulders of his dead brother. In the end, Alysandir had assumed a role he had never asked for and never really wanted, and at times like this he envied his younger brothers the freedom of their carefree ways and lighthearted banter, for heavy hung the mantle of responsibility upon his shoulders.

			His brothers fell silent and rode on, while Alysandir contemplated how he had been only twelve years old—a peace-loving lad and a bit of a scholar—when his father had sent him to school in France. He recalled how confusing and disorienting he had found being in a foreign country, with Parisian culture so far removed from a Highlander’s life. 

			But he had been a happy lad, hardworking and resilient, and he had taken to his studies like a duck to water. Soon he had settled in happily enough, making friends, doing well in his studies, and getting into trouble on occasion, never knowing that one day he would call upon all those experiences, trouble included, to lead the Mackinnons as their chief. 

			His father had wanted him to learn to interpret official documents, both public and private, most of which were couched in Latin—and learn them, he did. In addition to Latin, he also became fluent in English and French. Although Gaelic was spoken in the Highlands, Lowlanders and those of the noble classes usually conversed in Norman French, and most of them also spoke English. Years later, his knowledge of languages did open doors, as his father had said it would. 

			Alysandir learned to play the lute and to sing, neither of which he enjoyed. He was tutored in literature and writing, even though it was expected that he would always have clerks at his disposal. He excelled at horsemanship and the use and care of arms, as well as being educated in the behavior, skills, and qualities befitting the second son of the Mackinnon chief.

			He often wondered if his father had had some sort of premonition that his second son might one day be called upon to lead and guide the Mackinnons, for if he had not had the education afforded him, he would have been ill prepared to lead and would have fallen woefully short of being the kind of leader the ancient tribe deserved. Yet, there were times like today when Alysandir doubted he was good enough, wise enough, and strong enough to be the leader his father and brother had been. So many memories; so many deaths, so much pain. Life goes on.

			His face was as cold and imperturbable as his thoughts, which he knew should be directed toward more important matters, like keeping a sharp eye out for signs of trouble. In spite of the moon, the world seemed to have closed in on them, and the wind blew a little bit stronger, while the air grew a wee bit colder. There was definitely something afoot this night and he had a strong sense of foreboding. 

			He had never wanted more to feel the walls of Caisteal Màrrach closing around him. He longed for his brothers to be safe and out of harm’s way, to know again the warm and comfortable feeling of belonging. Once inside the castle he would feel the heat of a fire drawing the seawater from his boots and hear the sound of Duff’s tail thumping against his chair. 

			“’Tis a serious face ye be wearing.” Drust said, after riding silently beside Alysandir for several minutes. “Ye have the look of a haunted man.”

			“We need to pick up the pace, lads,” Alysandir said. He spurred Gallagher into a fast lope, not bothering to look back to see if his brothers followed. He knew they did.

			A faster pace did not outrun the apprehension that had captured and held his thoughts since they left Barbara at the nunnery. He worried for her safety but for his brothers’ more. It would make no sense for Angus Maclean to harm Barbara when his son fancied himself in love with her. Angus would not be so kind toward her brothers. 

			At daybreak, Colin stood in the stirrups and searched the horizon for a glimpse of Alysandir. Seeing none, he said, “Sometimes I wonder why he wants us to ride with him, for he canna stay be with us verra long without riding off alone.”

			“’Tis a part of who he is,” Drust said. “Part of it comes from the role he inherited. Since he became chief, there has been a change in him. It is as if he was touched in some magical way by the same passions that touched our ancestors. So, dinna worrit if ye canna see him. He is close enough that he can see us.”

			“So, what are ye trying to tell me, Drust?”

			“That we canna criticize that which we dinna understand.”
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