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1 

STRATHYRE HOUSE, CENTRAL SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS, JUNE 1566



All was in readiness.

The bedchamber was spotless, the linens so recently washed the faint scent of sunshine and fresh air clung to them still. The stout oak bedstead had been hand-rubbed with oil until it gleamed. The stone floors were scrubbed and laid with newly cut, summer-sweet marsh rushes.

Beeswax candles, impaled on tall, iron stakes, flickered and burned on either side of the bed. A fire smoldered in the hearth, adding its own warmth and light to mute the chill darkness of stone-damp castle and dreary summer night.

Still, seventeen-year-old Regan Drummond shivered, clasping her arms protectively about her night-rail-clad body. Gooseflesh tightened her fair skin. The thin, lawn fabric was, after all, not meant for warmth but enticement. Regan could only hope, after tonight, her wedding night, she’d be able to put away the ridiculously impractical gown forever.

But not just yet. Tonight, no matter how senseless all the bedtime ceremony seemed, she’d grit her teeth, keep her opinions to herself, and do her duty. Aye, do her duty, and not give dear Roddy cause  to question her devotion to him. Already he was in such a state of agitation over their impending coupling, Regan had all but forced him into the arms of his inebriated younger brother and other male wedding guests.

“Give me a time to prepare myself,”  she had urged her new husband. “A cup or two of wine won’t harm a braw lad like ye,”  she then added, motioning Roddy away. “Indeed, it’ll ease the night to come for the both of us.” 

Misgiving in his warm brown eyes, Roddy had reluctantly joined the party of revelers, leaving Regan to her maidservants and the bedtime preparations. If the truth be told, she was in no hurry for the marital consummation. If the truth be told, she was as frightened and unsure of what this night held as he.

With a sense of foreboding, Regan walked to the big, four-poster bed, climbed in beneath the cool, linen sheets, and pulled the down comforter up to her chin. The sound of raucous male voices echoed down the long, stone corridor, voices thick with drunkenness and loud with crude songs. She shivered. It was the wedding party, at last delivering Roddy to his bride.

It was only for a night, Regan reminded herself, and only for a short while at that. Roddy would manage his husbandly duties, then fall asleep beside her. On the morrow, they’d rise, share breakfast, and fall back into the comfortable routine and relationship they had always known before.

Aye, Reagan thought. It was only for a night—well, the worst of it, leastwise. It was also, in the total scheme of their lives, a very small part indeed.

The singing and shouts grew louder. The remarks came again, crude and ribald. Hot blood warmed Regan’s cheeks. The boors. The vulgar, insufferable boors!

Then they were at the door, kicking it open and spilling into the bridal bedchamber like a horde of Viking marauders. Hair disheveled, shirts wine-stained and half hanging from their kilts, the group of twenty or so clansmen, led by Roddy’s younger brother, Walter,  slid to an abrupt halt at the sight of her. Roddy, carried aloft by the other revelers, looked up from his perch and blinked in surprise.

It took only a moment, however, for his surprise to transform into a drunken leer. “Och, there ye are, my bonny bride,”  he managed to slur. “Ready and waiting for yer man to make ye a woman, are ye?” 

At that, Roddy’s companions roared in laughter and resumed their unsteady trek toward the bed. Regan watched them approach, their grinning passenger held overhead like some precious cargo, her desire to dive beneath the covers warring with the impulse to leap from bed and pummel the lot of them. Only her fierce Highland pride held her where she was. That, and the hurt Roddy’s insensitive acquiescence to this ridiculous performance stirred in her.

She had begged him not to allow the traditional activities that always culminated in drunken men milling about, making bawdy comments in the marital bedchamber. And he had given his word that no such escapades would mar their wedding night. Yet here he was, as inebriated and lewd as the rest, joining in with the most unseemly—and traitorous—enthusiasm.

But there was no time to dwell on his hurtful betrayal. The MacLaren men halted at the foot of the big bed. With suddenly the greatest of care, they lowered their laird and deposited him there. Apparently oblivious to Regan’s murderous glare, Roddy immediately rose to all fours and crawled up to meet her.

“A wee kiss for yer husband,”  he growled, his liquor-bleary gaze roving over her. “Show me how badly ye want me, lass.” 

Regan steadily traded glances with him. “First, send them on their way,”  she said, her voice low but taut with fury. “What’s between us, if indeed there’s aught to be salvaged this night, isn’t for the sight of others.” 

As if trying to fathom the meaning beneath her words, her husband blinked stupidly. A light of comprehension flared, signaling that a shred or two of sense still remained. He nodded slowly, then, half turning, looked behind him.

“Away with ye,”  he snarled. “I’ve better things to do than celebrate with the likes of ye.” 

“But ye haven’t even crawled between the covers!”  one of Roddy’s compatriots shouted. “And we’ve yet to verify ye’re properly bedded.” 

Roddy turned back to Regan. She could see the liquor beginning to regain its foothold, the uncertainty rise. “Send them away,”  she whispered. “Please.” 

“She said ye must leave,”  he muttered thickly, never taking his gaze off her.

“And since when does a wife tell her husband what he can and cannot do?”  a voice rose from somewhere beyond the foot of the bed.

“Aye, bridle the filly before she takes the bit, and she’s forever out of control,”  another man yelled. “Teach her to obey now, or ye’ll never tame her!” 

“And ye’d know that better than most, eh, Fergus!”  yet another added, and they all laughed.

At that, something hardened, went dark and shuttered in Roddy’s eyes. Despair rippled through her. She had lost what little influence she may have had over him. Or, leastwise, this night anyway.

The laughs and suggestive comments rose again, until Regan felt smothered in their dreadful, demeaning cacophony. She shut her eyes, attempting to block it all out. And then Roddy leaned close, took her chin in one hand, and slammed his mouth down on hers.

His kiss was rough and awkward. The taste of wine, the odor of smoke and sweat, was on him. Nausea roiled in her gut.

Suddenly, Regan couldn’t breathe. Panic seized her. She struck out frantically.

Roddy tumbled backward, falling off the end of the bed. For a fleeting moment, his companions fell silent, then roared all the louder in laughter. It snapped the last thread of maidenly modesty and decorum Regan possessed.

With a cry of rage, she leaped from bed and grabbed one of the tall, iron candlesticks. Pulling the beeswax taper free, she tossed it aside. Then, swinging the candle stake’s pointed end in a wide arc before her, Regan advanced on the clansmen.

“Out of here, I say,”  she screamed. “Get out before I run ye through with this!” 

The sight of an enraged, night-rail-clad woman must have finally been enough to sober the assembled men, at least temporarily.

They fell silent; their mouths dropped open, and they stared. She knew, though, she must press her advantage while she still could.

The candle stake held before her like some battle spear, Regan advanced on them.

“Get out, ye leering, liquor-besotted swine,”  she all but shrieked. “Out! Out of my bedchamber!” 

She punctuated her demand with a sudden lunge forward with her lethally pointed weapon. With an indignant gasp, the men parted before her. Another sharp thrust, and they began to crowd backward toward the still-open door.

Like she would with a flock of sheep, Regan slowly but surely herded them out the way they had come. When the last man stepped back over the threshold, she finally set aside her weapon. Taking the door, she slammed it shut and bolted it.

There were a few defiant shouts and muttered curses, but from the footsteps now echoing down the corridor, it was evident all the revelry had at last ebbed from Roddy’s clansmen. Soon, silence reigned once more. It took a time for Regan’s anger to cool and her heart to resume a more placid beat. At last, though, the candle stake in hand, she turned back to the bed.

Roddy was sitting on the floor where he had fallen, a crooked smile on his lips. Though most times that boyishly endearing look was enough to erase any lingering anger or exasperation Regan might still harbor against her dearest friend, this night there seemed nothing behind that smile. Nothing, leastwise, that could come close to justifying what had almost happened.

“Are ye planning to impale me on that wee spike, lass?”  her now apparently contrite new husband inquired. “It wouldn’t sit well with the clan, ye know, killing the bridegroom on his wedding night.”  

“Yet almost ravishing me before half the men of the clan would?” 

He gave what looked to be a half-apologetic shrug. “Well, mayhap I let things get a wee bit out of hand . . .” 

Regan gave a disdainful snort. “A wee bit?” 

Roddy heaved a weary sigh. “Fine, it got far too much out of hand. And I’m sorry, lass. Verra sorry.” 

All the fight drained from her in one big rush. “Ye . . . ye promised, R-Roddy.”  Despite her best efforts to contain it, her voice quavered. “And ye knew how badly I didn’t want such a degrading spectacle on our wedding night. Yet ye . . . Och, how could ye go against yer word?” 

“Lass, lass.”  He shoved to his feet, swayed unsteadily, and had to grab for one of the bedposts to keep from toppling over. Once more, a sheepish grin split his handsome face. “Let me make it up to ye. Come here. Come to me, for I fear I’ll surely fall and crack my skull if I try to walk verra far.” 

She knew what would happen if she went to him. Yet, despite what had just transpired, despite the lingering pain at his vow breaking, Regan knew she couldn’t avoid the inevitable forever. And at least the bedchamber door was now firmly bolted against any intruders . . .

“I’m not thinking ye deserve aught from me this night,”  she muttered, even as she made her way back across the room, “but if ye give me yer solemn vow ye’ll never do that again—” 

Just as soon as she came within arms’ length, Roddy grabbed her and pulled her to him. “Wheesht, lass,”  he said to silence her. “I promise. It’ll never happen again.” 

With that, he lowered his head toward her. At first the kiss was gentle, even tentative, but as Regan moved close and yielded to him, his mouth slanted harder and more insistently. He crushed her lips  with an increasingly savage intensity. His hands began to rove over her, touching places no man had ever touched before.

She wrenched her mouth away. “Roddy . . . please. Ye’re hurting me!” 

He lifted passion-glazed eyes to her. “Wheesht,”  he mumbled, his voice gone hoarse and frighteningly unfamiliar. “Ye’ve had yer apology. It’s time ye give me what I’ve been wanting for years now. It’s time ye begin acting the obedient wife.” 

Whirling around, Roddy forced her up against the foot of the bed. Regan fought to keep her balance, but her husband’s greater weight and strength inexorably bore her back until they both fell onto the bed. And then his hands were tugging at her night rail, wrenching the delicate fabric until it tore.

The sound of the ripping cloth sent Roddy past the point of reason. He threw himself atop her, his fingers entwining in her hair to twist the long locks painfully in his hands.

“Roddy,”  Regan cried. “Stop! Ye’re going too fast!” 

Her husband—the gentle man she thought she had married—was no more. A madness the like of which she had never seen before came over him. Terror filled Regan. Panic rose to nearly strangle her. Instinctively, she fought back, pounding at him, striking his head and face, all the while screaming for him to stop.

And then, he did. He went limp and slumped over her. At first, all Regan could do was struggle to catch her breath. Gradually, though, as her heart eased its pounding and the room ceased its crazed twirling, Regan realized he hadn’t stopped of his own volition. Roddy had either succumbed to the vast amounts of wine he had surely imbibed this eve, or she had inadvertently knocked him out in her terror-stricken thrashing.

She shoved him off her and, for a long moment, lay there beside him. Then, rolling away, Regan slid from bed.

His face relaxed once more, Roddy looked again like the friend she had grown up with all these years. He looked familiar, comforting, kind—nothing like the madman of a few minutes ago. But it  didn’t matter anymore. She had seen a side of Roderick MacLaren she didn’t like. Didn’t like at all.

Regan glanced down at her nightrail. Nausea welled. Suddenly she couldn’t bear to be in the same room with the stranger who was now her husband. She shrugged from the ruined garment, hurriedly dressed, then ran from the room.
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“The alarm’s been raised, m’lord. Reivers have attacked Shenlarich and taken the cattle.” 

Not another village, Iain Campbell thought late that evening, and that only a fortnight since the last attack. Though he loved the Highlands dearly, there were times when he grew mightily weary of all the lawlessness, plundering, and blackmail that were such an integral part of the Highland way of life. He had suffered enough at the hands of power-maddened, narrow-visioned men. All he wanted was to live in peace.

But apparently the fulfillment of that particular wish wasn’t in the offing anytime soon. With a sigh, the laird of Balloch Castle and tanist to his cousin and clan chief, Niall Campbell, glanced up from his spot in the chapel pew. “And have ye word, as well, Charlie, as to which clan’s doing the thieving?”  he asked.

“It’s likely the MacLarens, m’lord.”  Charles Campbell’s mouth lifted in an apologetic grin. “I’m sorry to be disturbing ye at prayers, and this well into the eve and all, but if we’re to have a chance of catching them . . .” 

Iain closed his prayer book, set it aside, and leaned back in the pew. “Dinna fash yerself. Clan honor won’t permit such a humiliation. Best we see to the task forthwith.” 

“Shall I call out the lads to ready themselves then?” 

Though understanding for his reluctance burned in his captain’s eyes, Iain knew his men would leap at the chance to avenge the thievery. They’d be eager for a late night’s rousing ride, thirsty for retribution against a band of other clansmen likely out for naught  more than a bit of excitement and a few cattle to prove the mettle of their manhood. Still, the crofters who had lost their beasts were poor folk and could hardly spare even one less animal. Even more importantly, they were Campbells and looked to him, as their laird, for a reckoning.

“Was any crofter seriously injured or killed?” 

Momentarily, Charlie’s weathered brow furrowed in thought. “Nay. Daniel, the smithy, was banged upside his head, and old Angus got a foot stomped on by a passing horse, but no one was much in the mood to defy armed men. Most just stood back and watched.” 

Things might not go quite as peaceably for the MacLarens, Iain well knew. Once his men’s blood was stirred to recapture their cattle, the possibility was strong that lives might be lost. MacLaren lives, as well as the lives of his own men.

Iain grimaced. He’d had enough of fighting and death in the past two years to last him a lifetime. He’d had enough of treachery and misguided Highland honor. Yet few seemed to share his sentiments. Few Highlanders, at any rate.

“Well,”  he said, rising, “though we didn’t start this absurd custom of reiving, we’ve no other choice but to end yet another instance of it.”  He shook his head. “As if Roddy MacLaren and his clan are on the verge of starvation, now that he’s gone and wed that Drummond heiress.” 

“Mayhap he intends to present the cattle to his wee bride as a wedding gift.”  Charlie chuckled. “The MacLarens are themselves, after all, poor as church mice. And a man, even a poor one, has his pride.” 

Iain gave a snort of disgust. “So a stolen bridal gift is better than no gift at all, is it? Nay. I don’t see it that way, and never will, Charlie.” 

The older man stepped aside for Iain to slip from the pew and head down the aisle of the ancient, stone chapel. “Nay, m’lord,”  he  softly called after him. “But then, ye’re not like most men, are ye?  And thanks be to God that ye aren’t. Aye, thanks be to God!” 

[image: img]
“R-Regan? Regan, are ye all right? Regan, wake up!” 

Cold, stiff, and miserable, Regan awoke in the pale light of dawn to a sweet, childish voice. For a fleeting instant, disorientation, as thick as the morning mists hanging heavy on the air, swirled about her. Then, as she tried to stretch her drawn-up legs—and found she couldn’t—remembrance returned.

She was in the garden, crammed between the high stone wall and the yew bushes that formed a backdrop for the fountain with its crumbling statue of an archer. Her gown and woolen cloak were damp with dew. Her toes, clad as they were in a pair of thin leather slippers, were numb.

“Regan?” 

She looked up and, through the parted branches, saw Molly. Roddy and Walter’s little sister gazed back at her with frightened eyes. Regan’s heart went out to the seven-year-old. Likely she had heard the noisy celebration last night. And, just as likely, she had been awakened in the wee hours to Roddy roaring about like some wounded lion. No wonder the bairn was confused and afraid.

“I’m fine, lassie.”  She attempted a reassuring smile. “I was just playing a game with Roddy and Walter, that’s all.” 

Molly’s pert little nose wrinkled in puzzlement. “But Roddy’s not even here, nor is Walter. So why are ye still hiding?” 

Good question. “Och, well, I suppose I dozed off while I was waiting. But now there’s no reason to hide anymore, is there?” 

“Nay, there isn’t.” 

With a sigh, Regan rolled to the side and crawled from her hiding place. It was past time she face the world again, whatever time it actually was. Fortunately, no one was about in the garden, and the mists effectively blanketed her from view of the tower windows.

As she climbed to her feet, however, a chill breeze swept through  the little, enclosed courtyard, sending needles of ice to pierce her sodden garments. Regan shivered and wrapped her arms about her. If she wasn’t careful, she’d surely catch the ague from the past night’s sorry refuge in the garden.

Served her right, she supposed, for running out on Roddy last eve. Not that he had long remained in his drunken stupor. Scarcely a half hour later her husband had roused and taken to storming though Strathyre House, shouting her name and demanding she join him posthaste. For his efforts, Roddy had stirred anew his still-inebriated clansmen, who had then proceeded to add to the pandemonium.

Not that any of the blustering and threats had pried her from her secret bower. Regan was no fool. Roddy was a man changed when under the influence of liquor. A man whom she had only recently discovered she neither liked nor trusted. Or, leastwise, didn’t like or trust when he drank. No matter how he bellowed and pleaded, she had refused to face him again last night.

One betrayal in her life was far more than she could bear. She’d not risk her heart again.

At the irony in that thought, Regan’s lips lifted in what she imagined was a parody of a smile. Roddy’s abandoned promises last night had been an unexpectedly savage wounding. It might indeed take a long time to heal, if it ever did. But she hadn’t really been thinking of his shameful behavior. She had been remembering an even more troubling, long past ordeal.

Odds were, though, that Roddy and his clansmen would return soon. After a time of searching the tower house, her husband had given up his efforts to find her. He and his men had ridden off, apparently in pursuit of the nearest tavern. She only hoped the drunken lot had managed not to fall from their horses and been trampled in the doing. That’s all she needed. A hungover and injured husband.

“Er, shouldn’t we be going inside?”  Molly asked just then. “It’s verra chilly out, ye know.” 

Regan glanced down at the little girl. With a mop of long, blond curls, big, blue eyes, and the sweetest smile, Molly was the sister Regan had never had. She had been born late in Roddy and Walter’s father’s second marriage, and her birth had killed her mother. Regan, with the help of the servants, had essentially raised her.

“Aye, ye’re right as always, lassie,”  she replied. “It is verra chilly out.” 

Taking Molly’s hand in hers, Regan skirted the flower beds that angled out from the fountain, then headed down the flagstone path between the two, long rows of herbs and vegetables leading to the ground-floor entry. Slipping inside, she made her way to the turnpike stair leading up to the first floor, which opened immediately onto a large kitchen. Cook and her two helpers were already hard at work, preparing what Regan realized, with a start, was the noon meal.

“And what’ve ye been about,”  the older, pleasantly plump woman demanded as she caught sight of her, “to be slinking into my kitchen like this?”  She shot Molly then Regan a quick, assessing glance before returning her attention to the bread dough she was kneading. “Ye look a drenched cat, ye do, Regan MacLaren. Best ye hie yerself up to yer bedchamber and have Isabel draw ye a nice, hot bath. Meanwhile, I’ll prepare ye a wee bit of breakfast to tide ye over, and have it sent up. The young lord has yet to return. Ye’ve still time to prepare yerself, not to mention gather yer wits about ye.” 

Regan could feel the warmth flood her cheeks. She looked down at Molly. “Why don’t ye go over and see if Sally has any sweets left from last eve’s meal?” 

The little girl seemed to like that idea and scampered off. Once she reached Sally’s side, she tugged on the woman’s apron.

“And why would I be needing to gather my wits about me?”  Regan asked then, sidling up to Cook even as she faced the humiliating realization that her and Roddy’s marital spat was indeed known by all.

“Why else than to show that man of yers the proper way of  things?”  Cook gave a hoarse laugh. “He acted the craven boor last eve, and well ye know it. Ye mustn’t let him off lightly. Not if ye’ve even an ounce of pride in ye, at any rate.” 

Cook meant well. Indeed, over the years living at Strathyre House she had been the closest thing to a mother that Regan had had. In the end, though, she was now a MacLaren. Her first loyalty must ultimately be to Strathyre’s laird.

“I’ve my pride,”  Regan muttered. “But I’ll deal with my husband in my own time and way, thank ye verra much.” 

The expression on the other woman’s face fell. “Och, I beg pardon, m’lady. I didn’t mean aught by my comments. Of course ye must deal with the young lord as ye see fit.” 

She had bruised Cook’s feelings. Compunction filled Regan. “Och, I didn’t mean aught by my unkind comments! I value yer advice, truly I do. It’s just that . . . well, I’ve a lot to think on before Roddy returns.” 

“Aye, that ye do.”  Cook smiled in sympathy. “And it’ll all go better after ye’ve had a bite to eat and a nice, hot bath.”  She made a shooing motion with her flour-dusted hands. “So off with ye now. Just as soon as ye hie yerself to yer room, I’ll send up my two lasses with the buckets of water.” 

Regan’s mouth quirked in gratitude. “Thank ye. I don’t know what—” 

A cry went out from high overhead. It was the sentry walking guard on the tower house parapet. Regan and Cook’s gazes met. It was surely Roddy and his men, headed home at last from their night’s escapades.

Now that the moment was upon her, Regan wasn’t so certain she was up to facing her husband. Perhaps it was best to take to her chambers for a time, then find Roddy in a less public moment. But that smacked of some beaten dog slinking away to hide, and she had nothing to hide or be ashamed of.

She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “The time for gathering my wits, I see, has passed. I must go and greet my husband.” 

Understanding flared in Cook’s eyes. “Aye, m’lady, ye must. Naught else would be fitting, would it?” 

“Nay, it wouldn’t.”  Regan hesitated, her glance alighting on Molly now seated at the table, her face smeared with strawberry jam from one of the tarts she was eating. “Best Molly stay down here. Until I’ve had a chance to speak with Roddy.” 

Cook nodded. “Aye, best she does. We’ll keep an eye on the lass, we will.” 

“My thanks.”  With that, she turned and left the kitchen.

Though Regan’s intent to have it out with her husband had sounded confident back in the kitchen, as she made her way to the stairs, then up another flight to the Great Hall where she intended to await the men, fresh doubts assailed her. How should she receive Roddy? What should she say, or should she say aught at all? Might it not be best just to let him do all the talking?

One thing was certain. He must understand, and understand thoroughly, that his behavior last eve was reprehensible and wouldn’t be tolerated ever again. He must, or there was no hope of salvaging their marriage.

She removed her cloak and laid it on a bench as she passed into the Great Hall. Her gown was still damp, but no one would likely notice in the excitement of the homecoming. There wasn’t aught to be done about her hair, but then, the dampness only made the thick mass of chestnut locks even wavier, and Roddy was well used to that. Regan doubted he’d note aught amiss in her appearance. 

Drawing up before the hearth fire, she first took a seat in one of the high-backed, carved wooden chairs placed there. Finally, however, when it began to seem Roddy and the others were taking an interminable amount of time to come inside, she stood and began to make her way across the wide expanse of rush-covered floor. Before she could traverse even half of the room, however, the MacLarens walked in.

Regan jerked to a halt. Between the double file of clansmen, they carried what looked to be a length of tautly stretched plaid. For an  instant, she stared at them in puzzlement. In the yet gloomy day, it was difficult to make out what they carried between them. Then, as the men drew nearer, Regan saw a body lying on the plaid.

She noted now that many of them were bloodied, their shirts torn, and some wore bandages. Fear stabbed through her. What had they been about last eve?

Her glance searched them more closely now, seeking but one face in the mass of men approaching her. Walter, his face twisted in anguish, strode along at the side of one of the men carrying an end of the plaid. Regan’s hand went to her throat. Nowhere did she see Roddy.

And then she knew. They carried Roddy!

With a strangled cry, she ran to them, shoving her way past the men, crowding up to stand beside her husband. The men halted, and she could finally see what had been hidden before. Roddy lay there, pale and unmoving. She reached out, touched his cheek. It was cold.

“How?”  Regan forced out the word. “How did this happen?” 

No one replied.

“How?”  she repeated on a thread of hysteria. “How?” 

“He wanted to prove himself to ye,”  Walter said at long last, moving to her side. “He wanted to make amends by giving ye a fitting bridal gift. So we went on a wee ride into Campbell lands to lift a few fat cattle.” 

She turned a horrified gaze to Roddy’s younger brother. “Ye . . . ye went reiving? On my wedding night?” 

“It wasn’t my idea, lass,”  Walter said. “I tried to talk Roddy out of it. Ye can ask any of these lads here. They’ll vouch for me, they will.” 

“What happened?”  Regan dragged in a shuddering breath. She gestured to the lifeless form of her husband. “How did this happen?” 

“The Campbells weren’t in a verra forgiving mood when they caught up with us. We found ourselves fighting for our lives. Finally, Roddy cried out to the Campbells that we yielded. That seemed to  satisfy them, once we had thrown down all our weapons. I thought then that we might actually live through this, especially when the Campbell leader next ordered us to depart. Things got a bit confused then, in the darkness and all, and I lost track of Roddy. Soon thereafter, a shot rang out.

“The clouds momentarily parted and, in the moonlight, I saw Roddy fall. I wheeled about just in time to catch a flash of a silver pistol in the hand of the man who had just fired it. Fired a bullet into my brother’s back.”  His mouth contorted in hatred. “The cowardly, cold-blooded knave!” 

Time stilled. Blood pounded through Regan’s skull until she thought she’d scream. All the while, though, a chill calm spread through her. Roddy was dead, and the man who had murdered him still lived.

“Who?”  she gritted out the demand. “Who killed Roddy?” 

“The laird of Balloch Castle, no less,”  Walter hissed. “None other than Iain Campbell himself.” 
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It’s strange what kinds of thoughts enter yer head when ye least expect them, Regan mused three days later as she watched the final shovelfuls of dirt tumble down onto Roddy’s casket. Rather than dwell on the morbid scene of glum MacLaren clansmen or the still wailing bean-tuiream —professional mourning woman who had followed the coffin to the kirk graveyard—Regan chose instead to consider her current options. Mayhap it was just her way of distancing herself so she might cling fast to the tattered remnants of her control. Or mayhap she truly was, in the end, as cold-blooded and hard of heart as Roddy sometimes accused her of being.

One way or another, Regan knew she had to maintain her sanity, had to survive. That resolve hadn’t changed but only evolved over the years from a childish, unthinking instinct to one of now-conscious intent. With Roddy gone, however, the only question remaining was should she continue on here or attempt once again to return to her own clan? Unfortunately, the decision was no simpler than it had ever been.

Walter had already made it clear that her place was here, that in everything but birth she was now a MacLaren. And there was some truth in the fact that Strathyre House, whether she had ever wished it so or not, had long ago become her home.

She had been only five when her parents had brought her here  to stay with one of her mother’s cousins, a dour-faced, imposing woman who was by then Roddy and Walter’s stepmother. But only for a few months, her parents had assured her, while they journeyed to Edinburgh to attend the widowed queen, Mary of Guise’s, appointment ceremony as Governor of Scotland to rule in the place of her young daughter, Mary, until she came of age. Though that day had been over twelve years ago, Regan recalled it yet as if it had been yesterday.

She had begged her parents until she was hoarse, then screamed and wept until her voice was gone, pleading with them to reconsider and take her with them. But they had remained adamant, promising to return just as soon as they could. Their departure had sent Regan to her bed for nearly a week, in which she refused to eat or be consoled. Indeed, what could be said that would justify such desertion? It was a wounding the likes of which she hoped never to experience again.

But experience it she had, but three months later, when word came that both of her parents had died of typhus. All good intentions aside, they had never returned for her. They had never even set out on the road back home, having died in some miserable, louse-infested lodging in Edinburgh.

This time, Regan was inconsolable. Though but a child, she knew the truth of what had happened. Her beloved father and mother were gone, headed for a distant place she could never reach in this life. They had left her behind. They had rejected her. They didn’t love her.

But neither had Regan found much comfort or love from her two caretakers. Roderick senior had been too busy trying to provide for his family to spare the grieving five-year-old much time. And his wife, for some reason still unknown to Regan, found a strangely sadistic pleasure in taunting her at every turn, accusing her of driving her parents away and, in the process, inadvertently causing their deaths. The cruel words, however, didn’t long suffice.  And then the beatings began.

Not that Clan Drummond, her father’s people, appeared to bear her any true sort of love either. Though at the time of her parents’ untimely demise Regan had been too young even to think about returning to her ancestral home, much less even care to do so, factions had soon risen within the peevish Drummond clan over who should or shouldn’t assume the now-vacant clan chieftainship. And, with several uncles to contend with—all of whom, for one reason or another, felt their claim was the most legitimate—no one had given much thought to a wee girl child’s own, even more valid, claim. No one had lifted any hue and cry, for that matter, that she should even be returned from the temporary—and presumably far safer—care of the MacLarens.

In her heart of hearts, despite the brutality of Roddy and Walter’s stepmother, Regan knew she had always been far safer at Strathyre than in her own lands. It was why, over the years, she hadn’t ever seriously broached the matter of returning home. And it was why she gave it only passing consideration now, as she stood at Roddy’s grave, contemplating what path her life should next take.

She was now a MacLaren and would live her life as one, until the day came when some other man would take her as his wife. She wasn’t a fool. Her only value lay in whatever future suitors saw in her. After all, having squandered the one opportunity to become impregnated with Roddy’s heir, Regan knew Walter would now inherit Strathyre and its lands.

He could never wed her himself, though, if he even desired to do so. Highlanders were an independent lot and frequently ignored the laws and social strictures of their cousins to the far south. The taking of one’s widowed sister-in-law in marriage, however, wasn’t one custom easily discarded. Especially not when the Kirk itself also frowned on such a practice.

For that reason alone, Regan had little worry Walter would ever consider her as a possible wife. Unfortunately, he also lacked the funds to put together sufficient dowry to entice any other potential husbands. Only her claim to the Drummond fortune would offer  any hope for future suitors. If they were of a mind to go to war with her uncles over it.

In the distance, thunder rumbled. Regan lifted her gaze to the pewter gray skies. Rain was in the offing, as it frequently was this time of year. Best they hie themselves home while they still could, or soon be trudging through a torrential downpour and the resulting mud. 

Not that Strathyre offered any promise of respite, Regan thought as the gathering finally began to disperse. Even on the sunniest of days, it was still a damp, dreary, rundown place. Once the seat of a mighty clan, Strathyre, perched on the shores of Loch Voil, was a superbly defensible tower house that had, in the last century, been additionally fortified with two additional conically capped turrets on opposite corners from the already existing gabled watchtowers.

As she headed up the hill toward the old stone dwelling, Regan’s gaze lifted. A four-story, square tower topped by an attic and a garret story beneath its steeply pitched roof, the building’s seven-footthick walls had withstood numerous assaults in the three hundred years of its existence. Made of local stone, the dark gray house was a sophisticated balance of intricacy and symmetry. It was also, however, a dwelling of few comforts or amenities.

The ground floor, which held storage cellars, a small armory, and two prison cells, was dark and dank, its only illumination three narrow, vertical, defensive loopholes. A turnpike stair led to an L-shaped first floor, which housed the kitchen, several more storage rooms, and a general workroom. It at least, though, had three windows and a garderobe. The Great Hall on the second floor, plastered and painted with rapidly fading scenes, was even more brightly lit, with windows in each wall, two with stone seats, a fine fireplace, and garderobes at both ends of the south wall.

On the third floor, in addition to the two, large bedchambers with fireplaces, was another, smaller bedroom in one of the turrets that had always been Regan’s. Or, leastwise, she thought sadly, her room until her wedding night, when she had gone to join Roddy in the largest of the two main bedchambers. Access to the lower  stories of the turrets—which additionally held garderobes—was also available from the third floor.

The fourth story was the attic. Besides offering entry to the upper stories of the turrets, in inclement weather the attic was used to hang the wash from ropes strung from the rafters. It had also been, throughout the days of her girlhood, a favorite place for her to play.

At the memory, Regan’s lips curved in a sad little smile. Many the times she had escaped up there to hide from the wrath of Roddy and Walter’s ill-tempered stepmother. Perhaps the woman had been dull-witted enough never to suspect the attic as a hiding place. More likely, though, with her ever-increasing corpulence, she lacked the energy to climb the additional flights of stairs on the twisting, circular turnpike.

One way or another, the attic had become Regan’s haven. From its imposing height, she could peer out the windows on each wall and see for miles in every direction. Sometimes, when the weather was particularly miserable, Roddy and Walter would even deign to entertain her childish pleas to play with her. Together, they’d create all sorts of scenarios, of knights and ladies, of heroes and dragons, and sometimes, though not as often, of saints and martyrs.

High up in the lofty heights of the attic, for a short while Regan was temporarily able to set aside the raw wound of her grief, the ever-present doubts and questions about her role in her mother and father’s deaths, the waking nightmare that had become her life. In those blessed, highly imaginative moments, she could almost believe her parents were yet on their way home. She could almost believe that they’d soon be reconciled as the loving, happy family they had once been, and all the misery and fear would disappear as if it had never, ever happened.

Those fleetingly happy times with the two brothers, however, had soon faded. Roddy’s interests rapidly turned to more carnal ones, and he began spending what seemed both day and night pursuing  every maiden in sight. And Walter, but two years younger, wasn’t long in joining him.

By that time, wee Molly had been born, and Regan soon had her care to preoccupy her. So Regan watched the two brothers’ escapades in curiosity, then shook her head in bemusement, secretly grateful they continued to view her as naught more than their little foster sister.

The day came, though, when all that changed.

“R-Regan!”  a male voice, unsteady most likely from the exertion of running up the steeply winding hill to Strathyre House, rose from several feet behind her. “Hold up, l-lass. I need to speak with ye.”  

It was Walter. She heaved an inward sigh. Notwithstanding that she didn’t always get along with Roddy’s self-absorbed, eternally calculating younger brother, she was in no mood right now to talk. All Regan wanted to do was retire to her little turret bedchamber, be alone with her thoughts—and especially her regrets—and shed some more tears.

Still, Walter was grieving too. Perhaps he but wished for a few words of comfort, for assurance that all would someday be right again with the world. Problem was, Regan wasn’t convinced of that herself.

Nonetheless, she halted and turned to await his arrival. Walter soon drew up at her side.

His dark brown eyes skimmed her slender form and, as always, Regan couldn’t help but wonder what direction his thoughts were taking. She soon discarded that consideration. No one could ever really be certain what Walter was thinking. To dwell on it was a pointless waste of time.

He was as tall as his brother had been, but instead of Roddy’s sturdily muscled form, Walter was thin and wiry. His hair was brown, but a drab shade, with none of the glinting highlights of Roddy’s wavy mane. And there was nothing of singular appeal about his face. He was neither handsome nor ugly. The best and worst that could be said of Walter MacLaren was that he was . . . average.

“Aye?”  Regan met his impenetrable gaze with an open, steady one of her own. “What is it?” 

He stepped around to her side and took her by the arm. “As I said, lass. I need to speak with ye—in private. Come,”  he said, tugging now on her arm. “I’m thinking the library would be best.” 

Irritation at his suddenly high-handed manner surged through her. Did he think, now that Roddy was gone and he was laird of Strathyre, that he could begin ordering her about? But then, perhaps Walter, who had always stood in Roddy’s shadow, was but unfamiliar with being in a position of authority. She shouldn’t misjudge him so quickly.

“As ye wish.”  She fell into step beside him.

It wasn’t long before they reached the big tower house and climbed the stairs to the third-floor library. Tucked in one corner off the Great Hall, it was a cozy, if windowless, room, lined with two half shelves of books, a long, high-backed oak settle, and two plainly fashioned wooden benches.

The room always had a musty, closed-in smell, but Regan didn’t care. Few people frequented the little library, save for a private conversation or meeting, and so she generally—and quite happily—had the place all to herself.

She entered, and Walter followed, closing the door behind them. Regan walked to the settle, took her seat on one end of its wooden expanse, and quickly smoothed a fold of her most elegant gown, its severe lines of gray wool adorned with but a bit of lace at the edge of the high-collared neck and ends of the long sleeves. It was, at the very least, five or more years out of date compared to the current fashions at Queen Mary’s court. Fine dresses these days, though, came dearly for the now almost penniless Clan MacLaren. Not that it mattered much to her. She had long ago learned to content herself with the everyday dress of a simple clanswoman.

Only the silver cross, rich with openwork scrolls and flourishes, that she wore constantly about her neck reliably alluded to her higher standing in the Scots’ nobility. At the cross’s center was a  tiny hinged compartment for keeping a written prayer close to the heart. It was a parting gift from her mother, and though the script on the enclosed scrap of yellowed parchment was now faded with age, Regan kept it still. As she’d likely do until the end of her days, she imagined, her fingers touching it fleetingly before falling once more to her lap.

She cocked her head at Walter, who hadn’t yet exited his spot by the door. “Well, what is it? Ye’ve never been one to mince words before, so what’s holding ye back now?” 

He inhaled a deep breath. “Now that Roddy’s been prayed over and buried, we need to talk about what to do about the man who murdered him.” 

Regan went still. Och, holy saints and martyrs! What would going after Iain Campbell accomplish now at any rate? Roddy was dead, and no amount of talk of revenge or reliving that fateful night would bring him back.

But mayhap Walter needed to speak of this. And mayhap, in the speaking, it would ease a bit of his pain.

He had always kept his feelings close, not sharing much of his heart with anyone. Indeed, she was perhaps the only person who had ever been privy to any of Walter’s thoughts, and even that was a rare happening. But she saw the look that had haunted his eyes since Roddy had first been brought home, already cold and lifeless. It was there still, gnawing at him like some relentless beast that refused to release its fallen prey. In his own way, Walter had likely loved his older brother far more deeply than Regan—and perhaps even Roddy—had ever realized.

“Aye?”  she prodded when he chose not to continue with his unsettling pronouncement. “And what of it? Roddy’s dead. What more is there to say?” 

“It’s one thing to die fighting yer enemy face-to-face. There’s some honor on both sides in that.”  Walter paused and glanced away yet again. “But when yer enemy chooses to spare yer life and sends ye on yer way, only to then backshoot . . .” 

For a long moment, Regan just stared at him. She knew now where Walter was going with this. Roddy’s murder was grounds for a feud. No Scotsman worthy of calling himself a Highlander would deny there wasn’t just cause to call out the clan. But to go up against the mighty Campbells . . .

“Aye, ye’re right.”  Regan expelled a long, slow breath. “At the verra least, Iain Campbell must be brought to justice.” 

Walter gave a harsh, high-pitched laugh. “And who’d dare bring the Campbell clan’s tanist to justice? He’s cousin and dear friend to the clan chief, and once even saved his life.”  He shook his head with a savage vehemence. “Nay, we’d get no support from anyone in accusing one of the Campbell nobility. The queen dotes on those two, she does.” 

Regan knew Walter spoke true. As if Mary’s favor in itself didn’t squelch any hope of legal justice, Niall and Iain Campbell were both powerful lairds in their own right, owned highly fortified castles, and could commandeer hundreds of men with but a few days’ notice. And if the MacLarens declared a feud, clan loyalty would then require the entire Campbell clan join with their two clansmen.

“Aye, we’ve no hope of bringing Iain Campbell to legal justice,”  she finally replied. “Yet, in all honor, we’re bound to do something to avenge Roddy’s murder. And murder it is, now that we know how he truly died.” 

A grim smile tugged at the corners of Walter’s thin lips. “There are many forms of justice, some legal and some not. But the final result’s the same.” 

As if a chill breeze had found its way into the room, Regan shivered. “What are ye suggesting?” 

He chose that moment to walk over to stand before her. Presentiment brushed Regan before skittering away to cower in some dark corner of the room. She looked up and met his suddenly piercing gaze.

“Iain Campbell must suffer the same fate as Roddy. It’s only fair, wouldn’t ye say?” 

“Aye,”  she replied warily. “But because he’s a cold-blooded murderer doesn’t mean we have to become one in the doing.” 

“Och, lass, lass!”  With an exasperated sound, he took a seat beside her on the settle. “It’s not murder. It’s justice! The only difference is, instead of taking him to the High Court in Edinburgh for trial and hanging, we’ll instead be his judge and executioner. And only because there’s no other way to bring him to justice.” 

She eyed him with misgiving, even as a part of her agreed with him. Iain Campbell, because he was a Campbell, would indeed likely get away with his cowardly attack on Roddy. And a part of her dearly desired revenge. But it wasn’t just because Roddy had died. It was also because she felt she had played a part in his death. If she hadn’t rejected him, run and hid where he couldn’t find her . . .

Somehow, the act seemed nearly one and the same with whatever she had done long ago to drive away her parents.

As if summoned by her memories, Roddy’s voice came to Regan, still unsteady from the copious amounts of liquor he had imbibed that night, plaintively calling for her. Calling for her like some wounded child—like a child she had once been—confused and hurt because he had been left alone, and he couldn’t quite comprehend why. If only . . . if only . . .

Tears welled at the recollection. With a savage effort, she choked them back and forced herself to return to the matter at hand.

“What ye propose is verra dangerous,”  she said. “Even if ye were to succeed, ye could be discovered. And then the Campbells would descend on us like a plague of locusts. All honor aside, is it worth the risk to the clan?” 

“It is to me. And it’s not just for Roddy, ye know. It’s for ye too.” 

“Me?” 

“Aye, sweet lass.”  As he spoke, Walter lifted a hand and, with his fingertip, tenderly stroked her cheek. “I know ye well, I do.  Yer heart’s aching for Roddy, but it aches as well over yer guilt in sending him out that night.” 

It was as if his finger had suddenly turned to flame. Regan jerked away. “I-I don’t know what ye’re talking about!” 

“Aye, but ye do, lass,”  he said, his voice deepening to the thickest honey. “I know what ye did. I heard my brother staggering through the house, calling for ye. He loved ye, he did, and he thought ye’d abandoned him.” 

She turned away from him then. Please, don’t say that. Please, don’t make me remember . . . 

“It wasn’t like that,”  Regan whispered, wrapping her arms about her. “I just . . . just wanted to give him time for the whiskey to leave him. He wasn’t himself that night. I don’t know why, but he just wasn’t my Roddy.” 

Hands settled gently on her shoulders. “Wheesht, lass. I know. I only said what I did because I wanted ye to understand why this is so important to me. I wouldn’t do this for any other reason. I’m not a bloodthirsty man. But I also won’t stand by and see what matters most to me ruined.” 

A great weariness crushed down on her. She didn’t know how to sort through this terrible mess anymore. What, indeed, was the right thing to do, and what was wrong? Where was there any fairness in any of it?

“Do what ye think is right,”  Regan said at long last. “Whatever happens, it’s only just.” 

“Aye,”  Walter murmured, a strange, oddly triumphant note in his voice. “It’s only just.” 
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The attack on Iain Campbell took a time in coming. Walter wasn’t fool enough to ride up to Balloch Castle and demand a battle to the death with the Campbell chief ’s finest warrior. His particular gifts lay in less physical pursuits than sword practice and sweat. Which was well as it should be. As the days, then weeks, passed,  Regan had a gradual change of heart and began to hope he’d not hold fast to their plan.

Finally, Walter’s spies returned with news that the Campbell tanist would depart in two days’ time for a short visit to the nearby town of Fortingall. Walter immediately moved to gather his men for the long-planned ambush.

By midday, they were armed and ready to depart. Watching them mount up from the front door of Strathyre House, Regan was filled anew with misgiving. Too many times to count in the past weeks, she had reconsidered her acquiescence to Walter’s bloodthirsty plan. If anything went wrong with this undertaking, after all, it wouldn’t bode well for Clan MacLaren.

He must have seen the uncertain expression on her face. After a few final words to his captain of the guard, Walter strode over.

“A wee kiss for the departing hero?”  he asked, taking her by the shoulders.

“Aye,”  she murmured distractedly and allowed him to press his lips to her cheek. When he finally pulled away, however, Regan met his dark gaze. “Are ye certain this is the best of all solutions? The more I think on this plan of yers, the more uneasy I feel. Mayhap we should—” 

“Wheesht, lass.”  He pressed a gloved finger to her lips. “It’s natural for ye to have yer doubts and fears. It’s the way of women. That’s why it falls to men to be the doers of the braw deeds. Once we make up our minds, we don’t waste time wondering if it’s the right decision. We take action.” 

Stung by his belittling appraisal of her reservations, Regan opened her mouth to speak her mind. Then she thought better of it. What, indeed, did she know of men’s ways when it came to things of this nature? The only weapon she had ever learned to use was a bodice knife, and that but in self-defense. She truly didn’t have any better solution for what to do about Iain Campbell.

Regan pulled his hand away. “Then at least promise me ye’ll  abort this plan if it appears there’s any chance of failure. There’ll be other opportunities. Don’t risk yerself needlessly.” 

“Och, and is that concern I hear?”  he asked, a broad grin splitting his face. “One would almost imagine ye’d feelings for me.” 

There was something behind that lightly given statement that troubled Regan. A fleeting expression of eager expectation, of primal hunger? Whatever it was, the look was so quickly hidden that she questioned what she had really seen.

“Ye’re my brother and the only one, besides wee Molly, who’s left now of my true family,”  she chose to reply instead. Lifting on tiptoe, Regan gave him one final hug, then released him and stepped back. “What would Molly and I do if we lost ye too?” 

“Well, that’ll never be.”  He grinned. “I’d crawl back on my hands and knees, I would, to return to a bonny lass such as ye.” 

Walter paused to don his blue bonnet and adjust it until the large, soft, woolen cap sat somewhat sideways on his head. As the new laird of Strathyre House and its lands, and hence a gentleman of the nobility, he now proudly wore one eagle feather on his bonnet. Indeed, it gave even plain-faced Walter a certain flair that he had never possessed before.

Regan knew he had long desired that feather, which, until a few weeks ago, had been the sole prerogative of his brother. But no more, she reminded herself as she watched him turn and swagger off to mount his horse. Naught was as it had once been. Naught would ever be the same again.

In those minutes that next passed, Regan’s emotions ranged far and wide. Then, with a shout, the men reined their horses around and rode away. The wind picked up and, as if a shroud had passed over the sun, clouds darkened the sky. She shivered, as much from the sudden chill as from the unreasoning fear that washed over her.

“Ye’re wrong to let him go,”  a gravelly voice rose from over her  shoulder.

She wheeled about and found Father Henry standing there. The  bald, old priest, his threadbare, black robes fluttering about his ankles in the rising wind, stared calmly back at her. Guilt flooded her.

“Ye know Walter well enough to know he’ll do what he wants.”   Regan brushed a lock of dark cinnamon-colored hair from her eyes. “And justice must be done.” 

“Aye, justice,”  the elderly priest said. “But whose justice does Walter truly go out to mete? His or the Lord’s? The murderer shall surely be put to death, but mayhap not in the time or manner ye now imagine. And it may not even be the man ye imagine.” 

He turned then to leave. Regan reached out and grabbed his arm.

“What do ye mean?”  she asked, her voice going taut with apprehension. “And what have I to do with it?” 

Father Henry looked deep into her eyes. “Lassie, ye stand on a threshold this day. Whatever ye do or do not do, ye can never turn back. I only pray that ye choose the true path. The path that, in the end, will lead ye where ye’ve always been meant to go.” 

“And where exactly would that path lead me?”  she demanded hoarsely, her heart hammering, her palms going damp.

With the gentlest of touches, the priest pried her fingers from his arm. “Wherever ye wish, dear child. To yer healing and happiness, if only ye’ve the courage to face and survive the journey. If only ye discover who ye’ve always been meant to be.” 
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