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Your heart was proud . . . you corrupted your wisdom . . . you profaned your sanctuaries. So I brought out fire from within you; it consumed you, and I turned you to ashes on the earth in the sight of all who saw you.

Ezekiel 28:17–18 NRSV
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PERTHSHIRE, SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS, MAY, 1568

Since she had grown from girlhood into a woman, many men had looked at Caitlin Campbell. None, though, had ever looked at her quite the way this man did. Yet, unlike the rest, his gaze wasn’t filled with lust. His look went far deeper than that. Far deeper. As deep as her soul.

“He’s a bold one, and no mistake,” her cousin Janet Campbell muttered beside her as they walked that afternoon among the stalls of colorful wares and tantalizing foodstuffs on display at Dalmally’s thrice weekly market. “Ye should find Jamie and set him on that cur. Jamie would soon have him on his knees, begging yer pardon.”

For a fleeting instant, Caitlin considered then discarded that suggestion. From the looks of the dark-haired stranger, Jamie might well have his hands full attempting to bring that one to his knees.

He looked to be in his late twenties and was tall, broad of chest and shoulders. The bulk of his nondescript belted plaid did little to hide the fact he was powerfully built. His glittering blue eyes, as his gaze yet again boldly met hers, were alight with a  dispassionate intelligence. An intelligence that was both chilling and, conversely, compelling.

Aye, Caitlin thought with a most unnerving thrill, Jamie would indeed have his hands full with that one. Besides, there was nothing served in starting a fight with a man solely because he chose to stare overlong at her. It wasn’t the first time, after all, nor would it likely be the last.

With a final, derisive look in the tall Highlander’s direction, she turned back to her cousin. “It matters not. He’s hardly worth our concern. Why, he’s likely just some broken man, if his threadbare plaid’s any indication. And any man without a clan to call his own has problems enough.”

“Aye, problems enough,” Janet said, “that mayhap he shouldn’t seek more by casting disrespectful glances at the local lasses. And, in the bargain, especially not at the clan chief ’s sister.”

Caitlin laughed. “Well, he might not know that, might he?”

She drew up before a long table filled with fine woolen shawls, embroidered handkerchiefs, and sashes. “Now, let’s get back to the task at hand, shall we? I’ve a birthing day gift to buy. And we promised Jamie we’d not be at this all afternoon, like we were last time we came to market.”

Janet nodded. “Aye, I suppose ye’re right. Still, for all his dark, braw looks, I think that boorish stranger oversteps himself …”

Almost of its own volition, Caitlin’s gaze strayed in the direction the man had been. He was no longer staring at her but had turned his attention to another man who now stood beside him. Though tall himself, his compatriot was still half a head shorter. Red-blond of hair, he was slighter of build, with narrow shoulders and long, almost delicate fingers, and looked to be several years younger than his dark companion. Slung over one shoulder was a large, leather bag that appeared to contain some triangle-shaped object.

Just then, the dark Highlander glanced her way. A piercing,  steel blue gaze locked with hers. Somehow, she had once again attracted the increasingly insufferable man’s notice.

She nearly looked away but knew it would be cowardly. It would also lead the chestnut-haired Highlander to imagine she had been intrigued by his earlier appraisal.

Instead, as if in warning, she scowled fiercely. He grinned in return.

Hot blood filled her cheeks. Why, the arrogant boor! How dare he! He was so far beneath her as to be a mere spider scuttling across the ground.

With a haughty flounce of her long, black hair, Caitlin wheeled around, grabbed the first colorful shawl that caught her eye, and pressed sufficient coin into the startled shopkeeper’s hand. “Wrap this if ye will,” she said. “It’s past time we were on our way.”

Five minutes later, the package tucked beneath her arm, Caitlin, with a bemused Janet scrambling behind her, made her way through the bustling throng of shoppers. They soon found Jamie snoring softly in the back of the small pony cart, one end of his dark blue, yellow, and green plaid slung over his face to shade his eyes. Janet shot Caitlin a mischievous glance, then grabbed the young man’s foot and gave it a tug.

“Wake up, ye lazy lad,” she cried. “M’lady Caitlin wishes to depart.”

With a snort, the robustly built Scotsman sat up and began trying to untangle his considerable bulk from the plaid that had somehow become twisted about him. Janet laughed, and even Caitlin couldn’t help a giggle. Finally, nearly as red in the face as the auburn locks that tumbled to his shoulders, the young Highlander managed to extricate himself, tuck the remaining plaid left over from his kilt across his shoulder, and pin it in place.

“Ye could’ve given me some warning of yer return,” he groused.

“I’d imagined ye’d be another hour or two, after all.”

“Och, dinna fash yerself,” Caitlin said by way of reassurance  as she tossed her parcel beneath the pony cart’s seat. “We just finished early for a change. And, because of it, ye’re soon to be a free man, just as soon as we get . . .”

From around the village kirk, where Jamie had parked the cart, two tall men strode out, headed in their direction. Caitlin went still. It was the dark-haired man and his blond companion. What could they possibly want?

She looked to Janet, met her gaze. Her cousin opened her mouth to speak, but Caitlin gave her head a quick, warning shake. Janet’s mouth snapped shut.

Jamie returned from untying the pony from the tree where he had tethered it. When he finally caught sight of the two men bearing down on them, his kind, open expression didn’t change.

“Good day to ye,” the dark stranger said as he and his companion at last drew up before them. “I was told ye’re from Kilchurn. Are ye mayhap heading back that way?”

“Aye, that we are.” Jamie paused, too polite to prod with further questions.

“My friend and I wish to gain an audience with the Campbell. Might we accompany ye on the way?” Briefly, his gaze swept once again over Caitlin. “It’s a good hour’s journey, from what I’ve heard, and two more men along would offer additional protection from any outlaws or robbers.”

“As if any would dare attack the Campbell’s—”

A quick hand on the arm immediately silenced Janet.

Caitlin managed a smile as she then surreptitiously let her hand fall back to her side. “And what would be yer business with the Campbell? If ye don’t mind me asking, that is.”

Glittering eyes the color of blue silver captured hers. “Nay, I don’t mind ye asking. My friend here is a traveling bard. He thought yer chief might enjoy some song and story this night. Unless he already has a bard of his own.”

“Alas, he no longer does. Arthur Mackenzies died barely a year  ago, and the Campbell has yet to find a suitable replacement. He’d likely be verra pleased to offer yer friend the hospitality of his home.” Caitlin paused and cocked her head. “But what of ye? Yer friend’s worth is apparent. What do ye have to offer the Campbell?”

Something hard and cold flashed in the tall Highlander’s eyes, then just as quickly disappeared. He chuckled and gestured to the claymore, a sword as long as a man was tall, that he wore fastened to his back.

“Naught, save that I go where my friend does, providing companionship as well as protection. Bards aren’t generally given to swordplay, whereas I am. Besides, the harp he carries is verra finely wrought and, hence, verra valuable.”

Caitlin eyed the claymore. In times such as these, his claim to serving as an armed escort rang true. Still, there was something about him that didn’t set well with her. Indeed, there was something about the dark-haired man that both attracted and repelled her.

Gazing up into his mesmerizing eyes, Caitlin felt like a moth drawn to a flame. A flame that possessed a promise of sanctuary and warmth, yet at the same time threatened danger.

And well it should, she fiercely reminded herself. She had known such men before—men undeniably attractive in a dark, rugged, roguish sort of way. Men who, unfortunately for any lass who fell prey to their masculine charms, knew well how to use that power over a woman. There was little honor to be found, however, in such men. If Caitlin had learned anything in the past year, she had learned that well—painfully well.

“Ye look able enough indeed to provide protection,” she said at last, belatedly coming to the realization that everyone was waiting for her to reply. “And I suppose there’s naught wrong with permitting ye and yer friend to accompany us. It’d be the hospitable thing to do, ye being strangers to Campbell lands.”

The dark man exchanged a glance with his friend then, turning back to Caitlin, nodded. “Aye, that we are. Strangers to Campbell lands.”

He extended his hand. “My friend’s name is Kenneth Buchanan, and mine’s Darach MacFarlane. Friends call me Dar. And the rest either grant me a wide berth or don’t live long enough to call me aught.”

Of a sudden, he grinned, and the change was devastating. It was as if the sun, which heretofore had been muted, had burst into brilliant radiance. Caitlin’s pulse gave a great lurch, then quickened. It took all the willpower she possessed to grasp his hand for a quick shake.

“Well, Darach MacFarlane, my name’s Caitlin Campbell, and Janet and Jamie Campbell are my friends,” she forced herself to say before releasing his hand.

Turning, she made her way to the front seat of the pony cart. “Still, since I’ve just barely met ye, I can hardly call us friends. I’m hoping, though,” she said as she settled herself on the seat, then shot a quick glance over her shoulder, “one way or another, we’ll never be enemies.”

“That’d be my desire as well, lass.” His firm, well-molded lips quirked up at one corner. “Indeed, my most fervent desire.”

[image: logo]
She was a bonny lass, and no mistake, Darach thought as they walked along on one side of the pony cart. A lass who would drive most men to distraction, sending their thoughts careening off in wild, illogically hopeful directions. Directions that, ultimately, were doomed to humbling rejection and disappointment. Most men . . . but not him.

Indeed, a passionate tumble with the ebony-haired beauty with the blue-green eyes was the furthest thing from Darach’s mind. He wasn’t on his way to Kilchurn to seduce the local lasses or  provide Niall Campbell and his ilk a pleasant interlude of story and song, even though, of necessity, such was the guise under which he must travel in order to infiltrate the stony fortress’s defenses. Infiltrate and rescue his older brother from the depths of the Campbell’s dungeons.

It didn’t matter if Athe was innocent or guilty of the charges brought against him. It never had. Even now, Dar, who at the time hadn’t been anywhere in the vicinity of the incident that had been the MacNaghtens’ final undoing, wasn’t certain who had truly instigated the brutal slaughter. All he knew was his father, brother, and other clansmen had managed to kill a much larger force of MacNabs in their own Hall during a feast. Killed them and now, almost a year and a half later, were still paying a horrible price.

Thanks to the act of proscription placed on them because of that fateful night, all MacNaghtens, be they man, woman, or child, were now hunted criminals. On pain of death, Mac-Naghtens were forbidden to wear their distinctive clan tartan or use their clan name, and must assume the name of another clan. Their lands had been seized, their weapons confiscated, and no other clan could take them in or associate with them.

Blessedly, there were a few clans still willing to offer them food and shelter, and to permit them to use their own clan name. The Buchanans and MacFarlanes were two of them.

Nonetheless, it stuck in Dar’s craw every time he was forced to claim to be what he wasn’t. Stuck in his craw to shame himself and the MacNaghtens by cowardly hiding behind the guise of another clan and its name. Stuck in his craw and burrowed deep in his soul, fueling a bitter rage against any and every man remotely responsible for the persecution that, in due course, was intended to wipe Clan MacNaghten from the face of the earth.

Niall Campbell was part and parcel of the travesty. It had been his men, after all, who had hunted down Athe in Hell’s Glen, a  rocky, narrow stretch of valley deep in Campbell lands between the towering peaks of Stob an Eas and Cruach nam Mult. It had been Campbell men who had brought him back to molder in Kilchurn’s dungeon while awaiting sentencing and execution.

It mattered not that Niall Campbell was of the Breadalbane Campbells, a separate house of Clan Campbell, and that it had been the Argyll Campbells who had actively sought the act of proscription from the Scottish Crown. He had willingly enough joined forces when the proscription had been signed. He had willingly enough turned his back on Clan MacNaghten.

Still, Athe’s rescue would be very difficult. Niall Campbell was no fool. Athe was most certainly heavily guarded, and Kilchurn was a well-fortified castle.

A frontal and far more honorable attack was impossible. Clan MacNaghten, like most of the neighboring clans, was no match for the might of even the Breadalbane Campbells. And any who dared attack Breadalbane would soon have Argyll to deal with as well.

Subterfuge and deceit were the only true weapons Dar possessed. But then, it was all any of his clan had left. There was no honor left them—the proscription had stripped that away just as surely as it had robbed them of their name, lands, and even their lives. There were no rules anymore save to win at all costs.

It was a dirty, despicable mess, to say the least, but whenever had condemned men had any options? And if innocents must suffer in the doing, Dar thought, his gaze turning to ice as the white stone towers of Kilchurn Castle finally came into view, it was no better or worse than what Clan MacNaghten had already and would continue to suffer.
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It wasn’t long into their trek home when Caitlin noticed the bard beginning to limp slightly. By the time they topped the final  hill separating them from the first view of Kilchurn, the man’s steps were heavy, and he had moved close to the cart to grip its edge for support. She finally turned to Jamie, who sat between her and Janet.

“Pull up on the pony. Stop the cart.”

Jamie did so immediately. “Aye? And what are ye needing?”

Caitlin glanced back at Kenneth. “Climb in. Whatever’s wrong with ye, I cannot bear to watch yer pain a moment longer.”

The bard shook his head. “It’s naught, lass. I but stepped on a thorn last eve, and it festers a bit.”

“Then more the reason to spare yer foot and not aggravate it further.” She indicated the bed of the cart. “When we reach Kilchurn, I’ll see to yer wound. I’m a healer, ye know.”

“Nay, I didn’t know that.” Kenneth managed a wan smile, then looked to his companion.

The dark Highlander hesitated, then nodded. “Best ye do as she asks, lad. We’ll need ye fit and hearty before we must next resume our journey.”

He’s the leader of the two, Caitlin thought as she watched Kenneth climb gingerly into the cart and settle himself. Not that the realization was especially surprising. Beneath Darach MacFarlane’s affable if taciturn demeanor, there ran a vein of cold, hard resolve. She only wondered what he was so grimly resolute about.

Some instinct warned her that MacFarlane was a man on a mission. Problem was, the fulfillment of that mission might have unpleasant consequences for any who dared stand in his way. Yet he seemed to bear them no enmity. She supposed she should be grateful for that.

Several farm carts loaded with firewood clogged the road leading to Kilchurn’s gate. The oxen pulling the wagons were notoriously slow as they traversed the slender spit of land now connecting the shore to the former island whereon the castle stood. At long last, though, they entered the outer courtyard  and drew up in the south corner near the kitchen. Even as Jamie drove the pony cart into the yard, several clansmen had arrived to help unload and stack the wood near the kitchen door.

“Pull up as close to the main entrance of the keep as ye can,” Caitlin instructed Jamie. “There are several empty rooms available below stairs in the servants’ quarters. Janet and I can put the pony and cart away while ye and Darach carry Kenneth to one of them. I’ll find ye there, just as soon as we finish and I fetch my bag of herbs and salves.”

“That won’t be necessary, lass,” Dar was quick to say. “We needn’t be imposing on ye and yer time. I can see to Kenneth’s foot well enough, I’d wager.”

“It’s no imposition, just simple hospitality,” Caitlin replied as Jamie halted the cart before the main entrance and she climbed out. “Besides, the Campbell might well be interested in having Kenneth do some harping this verra eve. The sooner we’ve a bard whose foot is beginning to heal, the better.”

“As ye wish, lass,” the big Highlander said with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “I yield to yer far better plan.”

Jamie choked back a laugh. “Ye’re a fast learner, laddie. She’ll have her way sooner or later, at any rate.”

Dar smirked. “A masterful woman, is she?”

“And why not?” Janet chose that moment to interject. “She is, after all, the Campbell’s—”

“Enough, Janet.” Some instinct warned Caitlin not to reveal just yet who she really was. Perhaps she was being overly wary, but something about the two strangers urged her to caution.

She took her cousin by the arm and began tugging her along. “We’ve chores aplenty to see to, and no time to waste on further yammering. We’ll leave that, instead, to these men.”

“He’s verra full of himself,” Janet muttered once they were out of earshot and headed into the keep. “I can’t say as I care much for him.”

“Aye, and ye’ve made that most apparent from the first moment ye saw him.”

“And ye do care for him?” Her eyes wide with disbelief, Caitlin’s compatriot halted and turned to face her. “After what David Graham did to ye, I’d have thought yer tastes had taken a turn for the better. But if ye now find that vagabond appealing—”

“He’s verra braw.” With an exasperated roll of her eyes, Caitlin cut her cousin off. “But just because I can admire a fine piece of man flesh doesn’t mean it goes any further. I’m well aware that pretty faces and forms oft hide empty heads and hard, scheming hearts.

“Besides,” she added as she took Janet’s hand and again tugged her forward, “whatever does it matter what either of us thinks, one way or another? I’d wager Darach MacFarlane and his friend will be gone within the week.”

“Then ye’d better see to young Kenneth’s foot posthaste,” Janet said, beginning to climb the stairs leading to the second floor bedchambers. “The sooner he’s healed, the sooner we’re well rid of them.”

Aye, that we are, Caitlin thought as her cousin entered her own bedchamber and she continued down the long stone corridor. Well rid of them, indeed.

For already, in spite of common sense and painful experience, every time she looked at Darach MacFarlane, Caitlin’s thoughts turned to what it would be like to melt into the powerful circle of his arms and kiss those full, firm, and most sensual of lips. Thoughts she had resolved never, ever to contemplate—much less allow to become reality—again.
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“Have a care with that one, Dar, or yer propensity for a comely lass will again get ye into serious trouble,” Kenneth pleaded once Jamie had taken them to a spare chamber in the dark labyrinth  below ground and departed. “The task before us is difficult enough without ye complicating it by coupling with one of the Campbell’s servants.”

As he closed the thick oak door and latched it shut, Dar gave a disparaging snort. “And do ye think me so lust-driven that I’d let a bonny lass—and truth be told, that blue-eyed beauty is one of the bonniest I’ve ever laid eyes on—endanger our mission to free Athe? Hardly.” He turned and strode over to the simple, strawstuffed mattress he and Jamie had deposited Kenneth upon. “If the opportunity arises for a quick tryst in some private corner or leaf-shaded bower, then I’ll be the first to seize it. But aside from such a fortuitous occurrence, her only value is to provide us with whatever information might help us gain access to the dungeon and the keys to Athe’s cell.”

Kenneth settled back on his bed and sighed. “I’d hoped ye’d see it that way. Ye’ve always been a generally sensible sort, but the way ye were looking at her . . . well, I haven’t seen ye look at a lass like that in a verra long time.”

“I can admire an especially comely female, can’t I?” Dar grinned. “Tell me true. Can ye claim ye didn’t find Caitlin the bonniest lass ye’ve ever seen?”

“She’s verra bonny. I just don’t see how it’s the time or place to be paying any lass much attention, that’s all.”

Kenneth leaned down and pulled his clarsach from its leather bag. With a gentle, loving touch, he stroked the tautly strung wire strings.

“Now, this harp . . . I confess I can hardly keep my hands or eyes off it for verra long. But then, it’ll never betray me, or toss me aside for another, or break my heart.”

“Fine. Fine,” Dar muttered in disgust. “Ye’re right. It’s past time we drop the matter entirely. Once ye begin spouting honeyed words about yer harp, trying to discuss women with ye is already a lost cause.”

As clear, ringing notes began to rise from the bronze strings, Dar strode over to his own bed, dropped his traveling bag beside it, and lay down. Beneath the woolen blanket, the mattress gave a little atop its rope supports, but the wooden frame was sturdy and easily supported his weight. Pillowing his arms behind his head, the big Highlander settled back and closed his eyes.

There wouldn’t be much time for rest, he wagered, before Caitlin arrived to treat Kenneth’s foot. Still, after a journey that had begun before dawn, with a day that was now fast fading to sunset, even a brief respite was welcome. He needed time to sort through the myriad options that now presented themselves, ensconced as they finally were in Kilchurn Castle.

In the end, all the decisions that mattered were up to him. Kenneth was as brave and loyal as they came, but he lacked the head for complex strategies. His value in this adventure was to serve as a plausible reason to get into Kilchurn, and then as a distraction while Dar freed Athe from his prison cell. Each man, however, was vital to this plan, and Dar gave his cousin his due.

He wondered if Caitlin might be of any use in this undertaking. She claimed to be a healer. As such, she surely moved about the castle freely and had the trust of all. He’d have to tread carefully with her, though, in attempting to extract information and access to places he would never easily be able to visit himself. She was clever and quick. He had ascertained that pretty much from the start.

There was just something in those striking, turquoise blue eyes that bespoke a keen intelligence overlaid with a natural wariness. Caitlin wasn’t a woman easily misled, and it was already apparent she didn’t suffer fools easily. It was also quite evident she didn’t trust him.

Not that her suspicion disturbed Dar in the least. He had charmed women far more worldly and jaded. And Caitlin Campbell, for all her bold words and apparent confidence, was still a  maiden in every sense of the word. No man of any experience could’ve missed the truth in her eyes whenever their gazes met.

Still, on further consideration, her lack of experience could well play to his advantage. Dar also knew when a woman was attracted to him, and Caitlin didn’t hide that attraction as successfully as she might have imagined. All he had to do was woo her a bit, and she would be his. With Kenneth sure to be laid up with his infected foot for at least several days, Dar now had sufficient excuse and opportunity to remain at Kilchurn.

Sufficient excuse and opportunity, as well, to lay siege to a black-haired beauty’s heart. Once he had scaled that wall, he would use her to gain access to the information he needed to free his brother. It might not be honest or honorable, but such fine aspirations had died with the act of proscription against the MacNaghtens.

Dar’s mouth quirked in black humor. If the truth were told, for him at least, such fine aspirations had died long before the act of proscription. Died when his father had refused to believe his claims of innocence and banished him from the clan, cast him out to roam the Highlands as a broken man.

It was the greatest of all ironies. An outlaw, a broken man, was now the last hope of Clan MacNaghten. Indeed, if his father had lived, he most likely would’ve refused Dar’s aid. But his obstinate, unyielding sire hadn’t survived the brutal night that had brought their clan at last to its inevitable downfall. And, like it or not, there wasn’t anyone left who possessed even the remotest chance of saving his father’s favorite son.

No one, save the other son. The one who had been a neverending source of disappointment and despair.

No one, save Dar.
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Her head buried in the depths of a wooden barrel as she scraped out the last handfuls of dried marigold flowers, Caitlin at first didn’t hear Anne’s greeting. After a quick tap on her shoulder finally alerted her to another’s presence, she levered herself up out of the barrel. Her fists full of the pungent petals, she wheeled about. Niall’s russet-haired wife stood there, with Brendan, her chubby, fifteen-month-old son, perched on her hip.

“Janet said I might find ye here.” Anne’s glance strayed to Caitlin’s hands. “Are we already out of marigold ointment? If I’d known, I would’ve made up a fresh batch.”

Caitlin could feel the heat steal into her cheeks. “The fault’s mine. I used the last of it on Maudie’s hand after she burnt it grabbing that poker someone had left overlong in the fire. I meant to make more ointment, but I forgot.”

The chief ’s wife smiled. “Well, no harm done, I suppose. But a good healer is also a prepared healer.”

“Aye, so she is. That’s one lesson I still need some work on, I’m afraid.” Caitlin held out her fisted hands. “Not that there’s much left to work with. Fortunately, springtide is well upon us, and the flowers are finally beginning to bloom.”

“We have gone through a lot of marigold ointment this year,  haven’t we? Mayhap we should see about growing a larger bed to harvest this summer.”

“Either that, or encourage the castle folk to take greater care not to injure themselves quite so often.” Caitlin grinned. “As if that would ever happen.”

“That’s verra unlikely, ye can be sure. Especially with our men. A more clumsy, careless bunch of lads never existed. Still, if we run out of marigold ointment, we’ve always other herbal remedies at hand.”

Caitlin nodded, her gaze lifting to the rafters of the modestsized, stone chamber a few feet down the hall from the kitchen. The room had once served as an additional kitchen storage closet. Soon after Anne and Niall were wed, though, Anne had appropriated it for a healer’s storeroom.

Myriad bundles of dried plants hung from the wooden beams. Two tall, sturdy cabinets, on the far wall on either side of a slit of a window, were filled with bowls, several small cast-iron pots, and all sizes of stoppered jars, each carefully labeled. On the narrow wooden table sitting in the middle of the room, a stone mortar and pestle took center stage. Several sharp little knives in a jar, a stack of thin, smooth boards, and ten glass decanters stood neatly lined up alongside the mortar and pestle.

“Fortunately,” she continued, meeting Anne’s glance, “we’ve got a good supply left of nettles to make nettle tea for burns, and St. John’s Wort for festering wounds. Still, I am partial to marigold ointment.”

“As am I.” Anne paused to heft her black-haired son a bit higher on her hip. “Janet also mentioned we’ve two new visitors— some bard and his personal guard. And that this bard has an injured foot.”

“His name’s Kenneth, and I think his foot may be infected from a thorn he stepped on. Mayhap, though, he left a bit of the thorn tip in when he tried to pull it out, and that’s what’s  paining him. I won’t know until I examine his foot. Once, that is,” Caitlin added as she walked to the table and dumped the marigold petals into the mortar’s rounded stone bowl, “I get some fresh ointment made.”

“Well, then, I won’t detain ye.” The other woman turned to go, then paused. “The bard’s companion . . . What did Janet say his name was? Darach, I believe?”

“Aye, that’s his name.”

“What do ye make of him?”

Caitlin tensed. Just as she feared when first Anne had made mention of Janet, her cousin had gone and blabbered her concern about the dark Highlander. And likely, as well, made mention of what she viewed as Caitlin’s improper interest in the man.

Needing a moment to gather her wits about her, Caitlin dusted off the petals still clinging to her hands over the mortar. Moving to the nearest cabinet, she took down two jars, one containing beeswax and the other imported olive oil. She next found a small cast-iron pot, added a cupful of beeswax and a spoonful of olive oil to the pot, and stirred the two together. Then, because she knew she couldn’t delay the inevitable discussion without stirring her sister-in-law’s suspicions all the more, Caitlin looked up.

“He’s big, braw, and holds most things closely to himself. Yet, for all his threadbare clothes, he carries a finely made claymore. And his speech isn’t that of a common peasant.”

“So, ye think he bears watching, do ye?”

“Aye. Kenneth is likely what he claims to be—a traveling bard—and Darach could just as likely be his guard, but no harm’s done keeping a close eye on them. Time will tell the truth of their claims.”

“Janet made mention of this Darach’s interest in ye.” Anne cocked her head. “And, more to the point, of yer apparent interest in him.”

So, here it comes.

Caitlin expelled a long, exasperated breath. “I already said he was braw. Indeed, I’d wager he’d catch even yer eye, if ye weren’t so besotted with my brother. But the act of admiring a man’s looks is hardly the same thing as swearing undying love and devotion to him.”

“I just don’t want to see ye hurt again, like yer were over Lord Graham. And neither does Niall.”

“So, Janet’s gone to Niall as well, has she?” Anger swelled in Caitlin. This time, her well-meaning but loose-tongued cousin had gone too far. She would soon hear a few choice words on that topic, and no mistake.

“Nay, as a matter of fact, Janet hasn’t,” Anne replied calmly. “It was difficult enough for her even to come to me. As for Niall, he isn’t even here. Shortly after ye all left for Dalmally, he was called away to Inveraray for some pressing business. I expect he’ll be gone at least two or three days.”

Inveraray Castle—the seat of the Argyll Campbells. Caitlin could only wonder what plot the wily old earl was concocting this time. Another attempt at a land grab from some smaller, unsuspecting clan, no doubt. But since Niall had so far managed to avoid involving his branch of the clan in such underhanded dealings, Caitlin had to surmise this trip involved some other issue altogether.

“Well, it’s for the best then,” she said as she took up the mortar and pestle and proceeded to grind the dried marigold petals into a fine powder. “The main reason I invited Kenneth and Darach to stay here was so we—and especially Niall—could enjoy some harping and song. But now I’ll have a chance to see to the bard’s foot and get it on its way to healing before Niall’s return.”

“Aye, Niall does like his music. And ever since little Brendan came along”—Anne cast her son a loving glance—“I’ve had little time even to take down my clarsach, much less play it. Not that,” she added with a laugh, “I was ever as proficient as dear  old Arthur. Why, the sounds he could coax from his harp surely gave the angels pause.”

“I suppose we can’t expect such expertise from Kenneth, considering his age and all, but hopefully he can at least earn his keep. Darach claims the bard owns a very finely wrought clarsach. That would lead one to believe the man himself is worthy of it.”

“One would think so.” Anne transferred Brendan up into her arms. “I’d love to see the harp and meet both men, but just now I have a soggy bairn to attend to.”

“Well, depending on the condition of Kenneth’s foot, mayhap they can join us for the supper meal. Two hours’ time should be more than enough to see to his foot. Once I get this ointment cooked over the kitchen fire and cooled, that is.”

“Then I’ll be going and not keep ye from yer task.”

Caitlin sniffed the air delicately and grinned. “Nor will I keep ye from yers, for I’d lay odds that wee Brendan has more than a wet diaper to change.”
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“Luck is with ye,” Caitlin said as she finished wrapping the bandage about Kenneth’s foot and tied it off. “Though there was a wee tip of thorn left in yer sole, which was beginning to inflame, there’s yet no sign of festering. What with removing the thorn, cleansing it well, and the marigold ointment, we may soon have ye on the mend.

“Meanwhile,” she added as she gently laid his injured foot atop two pillows, “I’d like ye to stay off that foot as much as possible. Ye must also elevate it to ease the swelling and improve the flow of blood.”

Kenneth sighed but nodded his acquiescence. “I’m not a man given to inactivity, but I’ll do as ye ask, lass. And at least I can practice my clarsach while abed.” He grinned. “I’ve several new tunes I’m working on, so it’ll be time well spent.”

“Aye, it will. And we’ll expect to enjoy the fruit of those labors in a few days.” Caitlin began replacing her supplies in the large, leather bag she carried for her healing visits. “Which will work out perfectly, as Niall isn’t even in Kilchurn at present and won’t return for the next few days.”

“Niall Campbell? Yer clan chief?” Darach asked abruptly from his bed, where he had been watching Caitlin care for his friend.

She nodded, more than a bit curious over his sudden interest after such a long span of silence. “Aye, one and the same.”

“Och, what a disappointment! I’d hoped for the chance to meet him.” He rose and walked over to stand beside them.

“Well, ye can at least make his wife, Anne’s, acquaintance, if ye wish to sup with us this eve. She expressed a desire to greet the both of ye.” Caitlin glanced back at Kenneth. “Unfortunately for ye, however, the walk would be too much for yer foot. My suggestion is to have someone bring ye a tray of food, and ye remain here for all yer meals. At least for another day or two anyway.”

“As ye wish.” The younger man looked to his friend. “There’s no reason ye need hole up here, though. Go to the supper meal, have a look around, and meet the Lady Anne.”

“Mayhap on the morrow.” Dar smiled down at Kenneth. “But not this eve. I’ll go up with the lass and have her show me about”—he glanced at Caitlin—“if ye think ye can spare me a bit of yer time, and then bring down a tray of food for the both of us.”

“Supper should be served in a half hour or so,” Caitlin replied, not so sure she cared to spend more time than was absolutely necessary in the disturbing Highlander’s presence. “Once I put away my bag, I can only manage a wee tour of Kilchurn before we must gather for the meal.”

“That should suffice for today.” Dar reached for her bag and slung it over his shoulder. “It’ll take me awhile to learn my way  about a castle this large. Just being able to navigate the labyrinth of corridors down here, back up to the first level, and then mayhap my way to the kitchen, will likely be all I can handle on this first try.”

Though Caitlin seriously doubted Darach MacFarlane would have any difficulty learning his way through a maze at first try, she decided it wiser to keep her opinions to herself. Better to play along for the time being. The truth of his abilities would become evident soon enough.

Since Niall wasn’t even in Kilchurn and Anne was preoccupied with their son and the day-to-day running of such a large dwelling, the task of watching these two men must of necessity fall to Caitlin. Or, leastwise, until her suspicions proved correct and the help of others was indicated. After all, the responsibility was first and foremost hers just because she had been the one to invite them into the sanctuary of their home.

Unfortunately, that also required Caitlin to spend far more time than she cared to, keeping close watch over them. Or, to be more precise, over Darach MacFarlane.

“Well, then if that plan suits yer needs,” Caitlin said, climbing to her feet, “let us be off.” She smiled down at Kenneth. “It can get a wee bit chilly down here. Besides yer supper, I’ll see that ye both get some extra blankets.”

“Ye’re kind to think of our comfort,” the bard replied. “I thank ye for that, lass.”

“Aye, that we both do,” Darach added as he walked to the door and opened it. “All that’s ever been said of Campbell hospitality has certainly proven true.”

“It’s no more than what any Highlander would grant to a stranger.” She brushed past him, then waited until he had closed the door. “And no less than what I’d expect of ye and yer clan, if ever I was to pay ye a visit.”

Something flickered in the depths of the man’s silver blue eyes,  then was gone. “Aye, no less,” he muttered. “It’s the Highland way, after all.”

He almost seemed bitter, Caitlin thought as they made their way down the torch-lit corridor. As if he resented having to adhere to the ancient Highland code requiring anyone—even an enemy—who requested the shelter and hospitality of another’s home be granted it with all good grace.

She could only wonder at what circumstances had turned him against the custom. It was as inbred in a Highlander as the love of clan, the stirring of the blood whenever the bagpipes played, or the unfettered joy of traversing the wild, untamed mountains and glens. Somehow, in some way, she sensed he had been deeply hurt, or even betrayed, by the code.

“If ye count the torches,” Caitlin said, deciding to file that little observation in the back of her mind for future reference and move onto the task at hand, “ye’ll discover the easiest way to discern which corridor to turn at to make yer way back upstairs. And, as ye can see”—she indicated each widely spaced, pitifully flickering torch hanging from a rusted iron bracket on the wall—“ye turn at the third torch.”

They halted where the corridor intersected with yet another corridor. A dank, musty scent wafted by on a chill current of air.

“That seems simple enough.” Darach turned to gaze down the hallway that continued along the way they had already come. “And where does the rest of that corridor lead? It seems to go on forever.”

“To more servant’s quarters, additional storerooms for foodstuffs, and, finally, to more steps leading down to the dungeon. None of which ye’ll need to be visiting, I’m certain, in yer short stay here.”

He glanced back at her and smiled. “Nay, I suppose not.” He gestured ahead of them. “Shall we continue on then? I’m eager to see the rest of Kilchurn.”

“Aye.” Caitlin stepped out once more. “Let’s be on our way.”

Wordlessly, she led him down the connecting corridor until they reached the staircase leading to the main floor. After the dimness and stone-muffled silence of the underground level, for a moment Caitlin was overwhelmed with the brightness and hustle bustle. Servants hurried to and fro, some with trays of victuals meant for the Great Hall, where they usually ate the supper meal, and others with armloads of fresh, folded laundry or sheaves of dried rushes to scatter on newly cleaned floors.

Caitlin smiled. Anne had quickly grown into the efficient, meticulous chatelaine that Kilchurn had lacked since the death of Caitlin and Niall’s mother now eight years past. But, even more importantly, Anne had brought such joy not only to Niall but to Kilchurn and its inhabitants as well.

“That most pleasing smile on yer face . . .” Darach chose that moment to interject, dragging Caitlin from her contented thoughts. “Dare I presume my company played a part in yer happiness?”

She shot him a bemused glance as they walked the short distance from the stairs to the healer’s storeroom. “Hardly. My thoughts weren’t even concerned with ye.” Then, realizing how unkind her words may have sounded, she grinned a bit sheepishly. “No offense meant, of course.”

“No offense taken. I suppose I am, after all, hardly the sort to interest a lass like ye.”

At that less than subtle attempt to garner a compliment, Caitlin couldn’t help but laugh. “If ye hope to interest any lass, much less a lass like me, ye really must put some additional effort into yer conversational stratagems. All but asking for flattery is hardly the way to intrigue a woman.”

Darach arched a dark brow. “And do ye truly imagine that was my plan? I’d have taken ye for a far more astute lass than that.”

His question gave her pause. If he hadn’t been seeking a favorable reaction from her, what, indeed, was he about?

“Well, playing games with me also falls far short of the mark.” Caitlin drew up at the storeroom door. “I’ve neither the time nor the patience, so why don’t ye just tell me what yer plan actually was?”

“To make conversation, of course. To get ye to talk with me. How else is a man to learn more about a woman he finds verra attractive on so many levels?”

For once, Caitlin found herself short on words. Well, momentarily, at least.

“Ye’re quite the gallant, aren’t ye?” she finally asked. “And I’ll wager, as well, that ye’re used to having all the lasses swooning at the verra sight of ye.”

He laughed, and the deep, rich sound sent a most involuntary ripple of pleasure through her. “Not all of them, it seems.”

“Losing yer touch then, are ye?”

“Evidently.”

She gave a derisive snort, turned, unlocked the storeroom door, and walked in. That was her first mistake. Darach followed her, closed the door behind him, and slid the interior bolt into place.

Caitlin set her bag on the table and began removing its contents. “And what do ye have in mind, to lock us both in like that?” she asked, masking her rising apprehension with a false calm. “Because I don’t take ye for a fool, and the stone walls aren’t so thick that my cries for help wouldn’t soon bring me aid.”

“Not to mention any unseemly conduct on my part would besmirch the Highland code of hospitality,” he added with a wry twist of his lips.

“Actually, I believe the expectation of hospitality falls primarily on the host, not the guest.”

She began to replace the jar of marigold ointment, roll of extra bandages, a bowl that held a small sponge, and her box of surgical instruments, which—besides the needles and thread  used to suture wounds, a cautery iron, a pair of shears, several sizes of probes used to dig out arrows, pistol balls, and various and sundry other objects that might penetrate the flesh—also held several razor-sharp small knives. That box she put on a lower shelf within easy reach, then turned to face him.

“So, ye feel then, do ye, that the tragedy nearly a year and a half past when the MacNaghtens turned on the MacNabs in their own home didn’t step outside the bounds of hospitality?”

“Hardly. What the MacNaghtens did was reprehensible. Besides all the other despicable things they’d already committed, it well and finally justified their proscription.” Caitlin smirked and shook her head. “So, if ye’re of a mind to choose that incident as validation for whatever dark and dirty acts ye seek to do while at Kilchurn, yer intent is sadly muddled.”

“Ye’d hear no argument on that from me,” he said as he moved toward her, “if my intent truly was dark and dirty. But surely a wee kiss from a bonny lassie wouldn’t be such a dastardly thing.”

Darach drew up before her. Instinctively, Caitlin backed away until she was pressed against the cabinet. She couldn’t help it—no woman could.

From even across the expanse of a room, the big Highlander exuded a powerful, intimidating presence. But up this close … Suffice it to say, the vast disparity in their size and relative strength froze the blood in her veins and choked the breath from her body. Surprisingly, though, at the same time Caitlin felt her heartbeat quicken with anticipation.

The realization angered her. He was the most handsome and exciting man she had ever met, yet he nonetheless presumed far, far too much. In the past, she—not the man—had always determined the pace of a dalliance, if there even was to be one. Indeed, even that disastrous business with David Graham had initially been of her doing.

She slid her hand behind her back and gingerly placed it in the  box of instruments. Immediately, her fingers grazed one of the knives. With the greatest care, she moved her hand down until she felt a smooth metal handle and gripped it.

“Nay, a wee kiss wouldn’t be such a dastardly thing,” she replied, forcing the response past a throat gone tight and dry, “if the lass were of a mind to accept it. But this lass hasn’t the least interest in being kissed, and especially not by the likes of ye.”

The smile on Darach’s fine, firm lips didn’t waver, but a wolfish gleam flared in his eyes. She had tossed down the gauntlet, challenged him. Caitlin belatedly admitted that was her second mistake. The big Highlander was quite obviously a predator— and his favorite prey appeared to be women.

“On the contrary,” he said, his voice dropping to a husky whisper. He leaned close, propping both hands against the wall on either side of the cabinet, enclosing her in the prison of his arms. “I think ye are interested, and especially by the likes of me.”

Darach’s head lowered toward her. No amount of reasoning or protest would stop him now, Caitlin realized. Nothing, save one thing. She pulled her hand free from behind her and pressed the knife to the side of his throat.

“Think again, ye arrogant knave,” she growled. “Think again, or suffer the consequences.”

He paused a hairsbreadth from her lips. “And would ye truly slit my throat over a wee kiss?” He smiled. “I think not.”

With that, Darach MacFarlane took her mouth, covering it in a gentle, achingly tender, and most practiced way. It was as if a bolt of lightning shot through Caitlin, from her lips to the tips of her toes. She went rigid, couldn’t breathe. Yet, at the same time, she wanted nothing more than to arch up to meet him, to deepen the kiss, to press into the length of him and never let go.

She whimpered, and the blade lowered to her side, then fell to the floor. First one arm, then the other, snaked about Darach’s  neck. She couldn’t help it. And it was, after all, but one wee kiss.

His mouth opened hungrily over hers, his lips slanting in ardent, demanding possession, his arms moving to encircle her and pull her yet closer. Caitlin met his onslaught with a fiery one of her own. It was foolish, mad even, but for a glorious instant more she couldn’t help herself. Then reason, traitorous and most unwelcome, crept back in.

He was no better, indeed, likely worse, than David had been. David, leastwise, had treated her with a circumspect restraint for months, courting her with the most gentlemanly overtures. He, at least, had paid her respect, even if it, in the end, had been mainly due to her Campbell name. But this man—this Darach MacFarlane—barely knew her.

There was nothing he wanted but a brief, sordid tryst behind a locked door. A wee kiss indeed! He wanted that and so very much more.

With an angry, frustrated sound, Caitlin wrenched first her mouth and then her body free of his possessive, controlling clasp. She brought her hands up, placed them on the hard-muscled expanse of his chest, and pushed.

It was like trying to move some huge boulder. Darach released her but didn’t budge.

“Had enough for now, have ye?” he asked, his voice rough and raw.

“Enough for a lifetime, were we to live a hundred years and more!” Caitlin glared up at him. “Ye got yer wee kiss. Now go before I change my mind and use my knife on ye anyway.”

Darach laughed but began backing away. “Dinna fash yerself, lass. I’m a patient man and verra satisfied for the present. There’ll be other times, and no need to make idle threats with that wee knife of yers.”

“Wee knife? Other times?”

This man was insufferable! Caitlin stooped, picked up the knife, then straightened and advanced on him.

“Are ye daft? Make no mistake. There’ll be no other times. Not now and not ever!”

“Have it yer way then,” he said as he reached the door, slid back the bolt, and swung the portal wide. “But we all know how oft a lass is wont to change her mind, don’t we? And especially one who kisses a man like ye just did me.”

With an outraged cry and knife held high, Caitlin flung herself across the room. Darach was far too swift for her, though.

By the time she reached the door and hurried into the corridor, the fluttering edge of his kilt disappearing around a corner was all that remained of the dark Highlander. To her chagrin, however, their exchange apparently hadn’t been totally private. Anne and her cousin Janet stood transfixed just outside the kitchen door, their eyes wide and mouths agape.
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“I take it that was one of our guests?” Anne inquired once she had sent Janet on her way, escorted Caitlin back into the storeroom, and closed the door. “Considering his quite admirable agility and speed, I can only also assume he was Darach MacFarlane and not the bard.”

If she had walked into the Great Hall dressed only in her nightrail, Caitlin couldn’t have been more humiliated. Curse that vile, contemptible, loathsome man! At every turn, he managed to shame her in some manner or another. Shame and trick her, if the truth were told.

But nothing was served making excuses to Anne. Her sister-in-law was too quick of mind for such futile ploys.

“Aye, that was him,” she muttered, not quite able to meet the other woman’s gaze. “Would ye like for me to go after him and fetch him back so ye can finally make his acquaintance? Then ye could take over his friend’s care, and I could be well and finally rid of him.”

“From what I overheard—thanks to yer wide open door—it didn’t seem to me that ye or he were all that disposed never to see each other again. Leastwise, not for long.”

Hot blood flooded Caitlin’s cheeks yet again. “It was but a wee misunderstanding, and naught to trouble yerself about.”

An auburn brow arched, and Anne eyed the knife still clenched in Caitlin’s fist. “And which misunderstanding might that be? The threat to his life and limb or the kiss? And do one or both necessitate a talk with yer brother upon his return?”

“Neither, Anne. Neither, I beg ye!”

Caitlin laid the knife on the table and rushed back over to her sister-in-law. She grasped both her hands.

“Please, Anne. Don’t tell Niall. Och, don’t tell him!”

“He’s not some ogre, lass.” Anne’s silver eyes warmed with concern. “He just cares for ye and doesn’t wish to see ye hurt again.”

Caitlin gave an unsteady laugh, released the other woman’s hands, and took a step back. “Then more’s the reason not to unduly upset him. Darach MacFarlane means naught to me. I despise the man. Indeed, I rue my shortsighted folly even in inviting him to Kilchurn.”

Anne graced her with a disbelieving look. “I think, instead, the folly began but a short time ago, when ye invited a stranger into this room and closed the door behind ye.” She sighed and shook her head. “Truly, Caitlin, it’s past time ye learned to be more cautious with men.”

Listening to Anne’s well meant and quite accurate words, Caitlin could feel her eyes begin to burn and knew the tears would soon follow. She was so frustrated, so ashamed, she could hardly think straight.

Darach MacFarlane had instigated this whole sorry mess. He, not she, had closed and locked the door, then demanded a kiss. Yet it was her motives that would be suspect, her honor that would suffer because of it.

Why, oh why, did the man always seem to increase his stature in the aftermath of such incidents, while the woman always paid the price? It wasn’t fair, and she was mightily sick of it!

“It was only a one-time kiss, Anne,” she finally replied, knowing full well she was as culpable as Darach in that kiss. It wasn’t,  after all, as if he’d had to force her to do anything. “And it’s not as if I’m betrothed, much less wed, to anyone.”

“Aye, well I know that. I just worry about ye, Caitlin. Ye seem so at a loss, so restless and searching, especially since Lord Graham withdrew his offer of marriage . . .”

“And pleased I am that he did,” Caitlin cried even as tears stung her eyes. “David was never worthy of me!”

“He indeed was never worthy of ye. And neither was young Rory nor some of the others who came after him, even before ye met David Graham.” A faraway look clouded Anne’s eyes, and she smiled. “I’ll never forget the look on yer face when Niall caught ye kissing Rory that day in the rose bower. I’m still not certain which emotion was stronger in ye—the shock or the high indignation at being caught.”

“Though I hadn’t the wisdom to see it then, Rory was never the man for me either.”

“Aye, wisdom.” Anne took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Please accept this in the spirit it’s intended, for I love ye dearly, lass. But that’s exactly what concerns me. Yer continued lack of wisdom when it comes to men and to other things entirely.”

Caitlin dragged in a deep, steadying breath. She knew she was proud and impatient and prone to think more of herself than of others. She also possessed a restless spirit. A part of her was always searching for something better, something more exciting and fulfilling—whatever that something might be.

She knew those were her deepest flaws. She didn’t need Anne, her brother, or even the local preacher repeatedly reminding her of them. Besides, recognition of a flaw didn’t seem to make it any easier to eradicate. Nor did it make it any easier to accept as a failing requiring one humbly to beg forgiveness.

“I need a good, strong man to rein me in,” she said, wiping away the tears. “I’ve known it for a while now, but good, strong men seem in short supply of late.”

“A good, strong man is a blessing indeed,” the auburn-haired woman replied. “But the motivation to change—and the change— must ultimately come from within ourselves. Ye must be yer own woman, Caitlin, and do the changing because ye feel the need, not because another wishes ye to do so. Ye must die to yerself because the Lord asks it of ye, because it’s the right thing to do. No matter how hard the task seems—and och, at times it’s hard, painfully hard, indeed—ye must always strive for what’s right and good.”

“There’s no sin in a simple kiss.”

“Nay, there isn’t. But we must guard our emotions and our fleshly desires, lest they lead us into an occasion of sin.” Anne cocked her head. “From the looks of that braw young MacFarlane and the alacrity with which ye apparently responded to him, I think it wise to step back. Step back and reconsider where this might be headed.”

“That’s not as easy as it may seem.”

As much as she hated to admit it, Caitlin couldn’t help but speak what she knew in her heart to be true. Even now, as furious as she was with him, try as hard as she could, she couldn’t quell the thrill of anticipation she felt at the consideration of next seeing Darach.

“I, of all people, know it’s not easy. If only ye knew all the times before we wed that I was sorely tempted just being in Niall’s presence.” Anne sighed. “I burned for him, Caitlin. Och, how I burned.”

“Leastwise Niall was an honorable man. But Darach . . .” She threw up her hands. “Och, why am I even bothering with this? He’s leaving soon, likely never to return and even less likely ever to want to. I mean naught to him but some passing dalliance.”

“More the reason to guard yer heart, lass. In truth, ye know naught about him. And, if I recall correctly, ye earlier made mention that ye weren’t even sure of his real reasons for being here.”

Caitlin frowned. “Aye. True enough. I am being played for the fool, aren’t I?”

Anne smiled. “I hope he isn’t quite that coldhearted and conniving. But mayhap it’s wise to take a bit more care.”

“Best I not associate with him again, leastwise not by myself, until he departs Kilchurn.” She nodded with resolve. “Aye, it’s for the best not knowingly to place oneself in temptation’s path. Will ye see to Kenneth’s foot from here on until it’s healed? Then they can both be on their way.”

“Gladly. When will it next need care?”

“On the morrow. If all goes well, it should heal quickly.” Caitlin paused as a thought struck her. “They’ll still need their supper taken down to them this eve. I was in the process of giving that man a tour of Kilchurn before sending him to the kitchen to fetch their supper, when we got waylaid in here. In fact, I don’t know where Darach has even gone to.”

“Dinna fash yerself. I’ll send someone down with their meal. If he hasn’t returned to their chamber by then, Jamie can find him, wherever he has gone to.”

A heavy weight seemed suddenly to have lifted from Caitlin’s shoulders. Aye, she thought, it was best simply to avoid any further interaction with Darach MacFarlane until he finally walked out of her life forever. For reasons she couldn’t quite comprehend, he attracted her like no man ever had. Not even David had disturbed or drawn her like he did.

That wasn’t, however, she realized with a tiny shiver, necessarily a good thing. Not a good thing at all.
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The further Dar got from the outraged little spitfire, the more his pleasure at besting her dissipated. But not, he was swift to assure himself, because he had been at all affected by their brief  if surprisingly passionate kiss. Or, leastwise, no more so than he had ever been by any other bonny lass he had kissed.

It was only his self-disgust at playing such a cad that rankled him. He wasn’t above taking what was freely offered; yet, despite Caitlin’s barely disguised attraction to him, he had pushed harder than he was wont. Though he had little enough honor left him these days, he did prefer to imagine himself more honorable with the lasses than he had been with that black-haired beauty.

He could blame her, he supposed. The looks she sent him … those brilliant, flashing eyes . . . and her lips!

By mountain and sea, but she had the most red, ripe, and succulent of lips! It would take a saint to deny those lips, especially when they were lifted so willingly to a man.

The lass stirred his blood, and no mistake. But it wasn’t just her slender, womanly form or eager response. Beneath her carefully guarded demeanor there lay sharp intelligence, a clever wit, and a good and caring heart. There was also, Dar added with an amused quirk of his mouth, a headstrong willfulness and deepseated pride. All things considered, she was the most exceptional and exciting woman he had ever met.

The realization was of meager comfort as he made his way back down the stairs leading to their underground quarters. The likelihood was very strong now that they would have no supper, and it wasn’t as if Dar could explain that his impulsive assault on Caitlin in the storeroom was the reason. Kenneth had already warned him to have a care with the lass. To now explain what he had done would hardly go over well with his friend.

In retrospect, it went over no better with him. He had been a dunderheaded fool. If he didn’t have a care, he might even jeopardize the success of their plan to free Athe. And all because of a spur-of-the-moment impulse to kiss that fiery-tempered little wench!

Well, Kenneth didn’t need to know any of this, Dar decided  as he reached the bottom of the stairs and took a seat on the lowest step. He would simply wait here a bit until supper was served in the Great Hall. Then he would pay a visit to the kitchen and put together a meal of sorts from the leavings. His friend would be none the wiser when he walked in with a tray full of food.

A chill breeze wafted up from the corridor intersecting the one he now sat in. Caitlin had mentioned providing them with extra blankets this eve. After what he had done, Dar had an inkling she would as soon let them freeze to death down here as starve. It might be a more difficult undertaking, though, to filch blankets than it would be food.

Not that it mattered much to Dar. He had endured far more frigid temperatures with only the protection of his plaid. But Kenneth, being a bard, wasn’t quite the outdoorsman that he was.

In the bargain, there was his foot to consider. It was vital Kenneth recuperate posthaste. For that to happen, though, Dar had to ensure everything necessary was provided.

With a sigh of resignation, he stood, turned, and headed back up the stairs. There was nothing to be done for it but find Caitlin and beg her pardon. But not because he truly regretted kissing her. In his heart of hearts, Dar would never regret that.

Sometimes, however, one must humble oneself for the sake of others. And it was, after all, only fair recompense for being such a dunderheaded fool.
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“Might I help ye find what ye’re seeking?”

Dar jerked to a halt. He had just exited the kitchen and was about to enter the Great Hall when a woman’s voice behind him caught him up short. He turned.

A pretty, russet-haired woman with silver eyes who looked but a few years older than Caitlin stood there. In her arms was a  chubby little boy. From her bearing and simple but elegant green dress, Dar knew this must be Anne Campbell.

He managed an awkward half bow, acutely aware of how long it had been since he had been party to such courtly manners. “Aye, lady,” he said as he straightened, feeling like some bumbling oaf who had wandered where he wasn’t welcome. “I’m looking for the healer, Caitlin. Would ye know where I might find her?”

“She has gone to prepare herself for supper. Might I be of some assistance in the meantime?”

Dar shook his head. “Nay, I’m afraid not. For one, I owe her an apology and, for another, I need to procure something to eat for my friend and myself. Also, at least a blanket or two extra for him for the night.”

She smiled, and he was struck with the compassionate understanding that flared in her eyes. There were at least a few Campbells in Kilchurn, it seemed, who were kind, decent folk.

“Well, I can’t say as how I can help ye with yer apology,” Anne said wryly, “but I certainly can see to some victuals and blankets for ye and yer friend. Come”—she indicated he should follow her back to the kitchen—“first we’ll address the matter of yer meal.”

Even if Dar had wished otherwise, there wasn’t anything he could do but accompany her. She was, after all, Kilchurn’s lady. He didn’t dare risk, leastwise not yet, crossing Niall Campbell.

“We’ve yet to be introduced, Lady,” he said as they headed back into the kitchen. “My name is Darach—”

“I know who ye are,” Anne Campbell gently interrupted him. “The news of ye and yer friend’s arrival is all over Kilchurn. And I suppose ye know by now who I am, as well, don’t ye?”

He grinned. “It wasn’t hard to surmise, Lady.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It was most certainly meant as such.”

The kitchen was empty, save for a serving girl hurriedly dishing up what looked to be a mess of boiled potatoes into a large pottery bowl. When she saw Anne, she curtsied, then returned to her task.

“I’ll have these out to table in but another few minutes, m’lady,” the girl said. “Cook had us bring out so many bowls tonight, I confess I couldn’t keep up.”

“Dinna fash yerself, Sally.” Anne gave a dismissing wave of her hand. “No one has yet to starve at Kilchurn because a bowl of potatoes was last to be served.” She turned to Dar. “Now, let’s see to yer meal, shall we?”

“Tell me what I can do to help, Lady.”

He glanced around the enormous kitchen. At one end stood a large stone hearth that took up most of that wall. Two swees, or right-angled iron bars attached to an upright bar set in the base of the hearth, stood swung out with empty iron pots hanging from them. At the other end of the room, another hearth bore the remains of a pig that had roasted on a spit.

Numerous shelves covered whatever free wall space there was in the room. They were filled with pewter plates, mugs, bowls, pots, a wide assortment of cooking utensils, as well as pottery jars of all sizes. Several staved barrels were tucked beneath the large work table. Dar guessed them to be filled with salt, flour, and other essential and frequently used staples.

It was the kitchen of a prosperous castle, overflowing with abundance of every kind. Harking back to Dundarave’s pitiful kitchen when last he saw it, Dar couldn’t help a small stab of bitterness. Thanks to Scotland’s regent, James Stewart, the First Earl of Moray, and several of the more influential Highland clans—the Campbells being prime among them—MacNaghtens were on the brink of starvation, if the active efforts to hunt them down and slaughter them like animals didn’t extirpate them first.

But now wasn’t the time to remember such things, he reminded himself fiercely. Now was the time to win his way into the confidence of Niall Campbell and Kilchurn’s folk. Now was the time to rescue his brother. But later … later there would be retribution, and it would be as swift and brutal as what had been meted out to his clan.

“Why don’t ye take some of those potatoes before Sally delivers them to the others?” Anne suggested as she took a large wooden tray off the bottom of one shelf, placed it on the table, then added two pewter plates. “In the meanwhile, I’ll carve ye and Kenneth a portion of the remaining pork on the spit. And there’s some greens and carrots over there in that bowl”—she gestured with the knife she had picked up—“that ye can also dish onto yer plates.”

In the next ten minutes, Anne had put together an enormous spread of food, including bread, two foaming mugs of ale, and thick slices of custard tart. Finally, she handed him the now overloaded tray.

“Why don’t ye take this down to yer friend? I’ll join ye shortly, just as soon as I fetch some extra blankets from upstairs. I’d like to officially welcome Kenneth to Kilchurn as well.”

Dar accepted the tray and nodded. “As ye wish, Lady. I’m certain he’ll appreciate the visit, as well as everything else ye and Caitlin have already done in taking us in.”

“It’s the verra least we could do for any stranger asking our hospitality.”

As he turned to go, Dar couldn’t help but wonder if there hadn’t been an underlying emphasis in the woman’s voice on the issue of hospitality. Perhaps it was but his oft-ignored sense of guilt—whenever he was forced to use or deceive—giving him a passing twinge of conscience.

Unfortunately, guilt and a conscience were treacherous burdens these days, a luxury for those who falsely imagined themselves aggrieved as they continued to live in safe, warm, well-appointed castles surrounded by powerful friends, and not, instead, constantly in fear for their lives. For those who didn’t continually wonder if the next man they met might discover their shameful secret, their open warrant of instant death anytime, anywhere, and all within the legal bounds of the law.

But such thoughts were pointless and only clouded the mind to the task at hand, Dar reminded himself as he headed down the corridor leading to the stairs. He must remain clear-headed and single-minded. Athe depended on him, and Clan MacNaghten depended on Athe to lead them. It didn’t matter what Dar’s feelings were about the disgraceful events that had led to his clan’s proscription. It didn’t matter that the truly guilty were either already dead or imprisoned.

All that mattered was that he do everything in his power to see the innocent survive. And, for any hope of that happening, Clan MacNaghten needed their chief. A chief who was totally unworthy of them and their trust, but a chief who they had nonetheless confirmed upon the death of their old one. Athe, whether Dar thought it wise or not, was now the rightful heir and chief of Clan MacNaghten.

[image: logo]
Dar didn’t realize how ravenous he was until he finished serving Kenneth and finally sat down and began his own meal. Indeed, both men had all but finished their supper by the time Anne Campbell appeared with an armful of blankets. Immediately, Dar laid aside his plate and mug and hurried over to her.

“Thank ye for these,” he said as he reached for the blankets.

“Between our overfull bellies and these warm coverings, we’ll sleep like the dead this night.”

“It’s the verra least we can do for ye.” Anne smiled, her gaze moving to where Kenneth lay. “This must be yer friend then.”

“Och, aye.” Dar laughed. “Pray, forgive my poor manners.” He turned to glance at his friend. “Lady, this is Kenneth  Buchanan, my friend and a verra accomplished bard and harper. Kenneth, this is the Lady Anne Campbell, wife of the Campbell clan chief.”

The younger man set his tray of food on the hard-packed dirt floor and made a move to swing his propped-up foot off the pillows. With an upraised hand, Anne halted him and hurried to his side.

“Nay, don’t trouble yerself over me,” she said as she bent and offered him her hand. “I see Caitlin has wisely instructed ye to keep yer foot elevated, and that’s indeed for the best.”

Kenneth grinned. “That she has, Lady, and did a most excellent job treating my foot as well. Thanks to her, I’m certain I’m on the mend.”

“Then I hope ye won’t be too disappointed to be seeing me from now on for the care of yer foot?”

Dar laid the blankets on his bed, then moved to stand beside her. “It’s an honor, and no mistake, to have the lady of the castle waiting on us. Isn’t it, Kenneth?”

A puzzled expression on his face, the bard slowly nodded as his glance moved first to Dar and then back to Anne. “Aye, it is indeed. Not that I wouldn’t gladly accept Caitlin’s aid if ye’re ever too busy to assist me.”

“I’m never too busy to assist a guest.” She looked to Dar. “If there’s naught else ye’ll be needing, it’s time I join the others for supper.”

Preoccupied with his troubled thoughts, Dar didn’t immediately realize she was talking to him. “Ah . . . nay, there’s naught we’re now lacking, Lady,” he finally said, before striding to the door and opening it for her. “Pray, allow me to escort ye back.”

“It isn’t necessary. I well know my way about Kilchurn.”

“Then, if ye will, permit me to walk with ye a bit. I’ve something I’d like to discuss with ye.”

She shrugged. “As ye wish.”

They set out and, almost as soon as they were beyond earshot of Kenneth, Dar halted. “Is it my fault that Caitlin can’t return to care for Kenneth’s foot?”

“Aye, to some extent.” Kilchurn’s lady steadily met his gaze. “Caitlin’s young and not always the best judge of men. And Campbell hospitality only extends so far, especially when it concerns the welfare of my sister-in-law.”

Momentarily, Dar was struck speechless. “Y-yer sister-in-law?” he managed at last to stammer out. “But that would make Caitlin—”

“Niall’s sister, of course.” She quirked an auburn brow. “Didn’t ye know who she was?”

“Nay.” Dread rose like some turbid mist to curl around his heart. “She introduced herself as Caitlin Campbell, of course, but Janet and that lad Jamie were also Campbells. I thought they were all members of yer clan, but likely servants. And then when she said she was a healer . . . well, that all but confirmed she was a common lass of some sort.”

“I’m a healer as well, and have been long before I ever met Niall Campbell or came to Kilchurn.” She smiled. “Caitlin’s my apprentice.”

Dar felt his face go red with shame. “Truly, Lady, I didn’t know. It was foolish of me to presume aught, but I did. I beg pardon—for my stupidity and for my audacity in kissing the Campbell’s sister.”

“No harm was done, I suppose. Still, I hope ye can understand now why I feel it prudent that Caitlin and ye not be left alone anymore.” Anne paused to wet her lips. “I care for my sister-in-law deeply. Even more importantly, her brother is verra protective of her. Indeed, fiercely protective, to say the least.”





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781441200846_0319_002.jpg
Meet the
BRIDES OF CULDEE CREEK

>

“A spectacular serics.” Library Journal
“Kathleen Morgan writes with deep emotion and fecling " Reader to Reader

i s S





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
- KATHLEENITIORGAN

KA AR B o A % o

At eivt These Highland Hills &4 4 faddd bt






OEBPS/images/9781441200846_0317_001.jpg
Drscover more love and betrayal

IN THE SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS
from KATHLEEN MORGAN

KATHLEEN ITIORGA?

KATHLEEN Moraan

“Morgans skilled pen transports readers to another time and place.”
—Library Journal

R Revell
R A v smer Backs B aad






OEBPS/images/9781441200846_0319_001.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781441200846_0317_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/1.jpg
L
Revell

i B B





