

            
            





 
 


Child

of the

Mist



Child


of the


Mist




KATHLEEN MORGAN

These Highland Hills
Book 1

[image: 9781441201515_0003_001]


© 2005 by Kathleen Morgan 

Published by Fleming H. Revell
a division of Baker Publishing Group
P.O. Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287 

Printed in the United States of America 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—for example, electronic, photocopy, recording—without prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Morgan, Kathleen, 1950–

Child of the mist / Kathleen Morgan.

p.    cm. —(These highland hills ; bk. 1)

 ISBN 0-8007-5963-X (pbk.)

1. Scotland—History—16th century—Fiction. 2. Highlands (Scotland)—Fiction.

I. Title. II. Series.

PS3563.O8647C484 2004

813p.54—dc22                                                                                           2004020704






To my sister Susan.

A beautiful, loving, and very special person.

I’m honored—and humbled—to be your big sister.
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Prologue

March, 1563 

Kilchurn Castle, Argyllshire, Scotland 

“N-Niall!”

The weak but insistent cry rose above the muffled sobbings, carrying across the large, stone-walled bedchamber to the fireplace.

A man, tall and powerful, jerked upright. With a resolute straightening of his shoulders, he released his white-knuckled grasp on the mantel and was at the bed in a few quick strides. Waving aside the midwife and maidservants, he lowered himself onto the soft down comforter. Gently, he grasped his wife’s hand.

“Aye, lassie?” Try as he might, Niall couldn’t hide the catch in the dark register of his voice.

Her slender fingers squeezed his. “Och, my braw, sweet Campbell.” She smiled wearily up at him. “I’m so verra sad, I am . . . to leave ye. I’d never willingly cause ye such pain . . .”

He gathered her to him. “Wheesht, lassie. Save yer strength for what matters. Ye . . . yer healing.”

“N-nay,” she said, her voice quavering. “It isn’t time . . . for false hopes. I pray only that our babe lives—” A sharp hiss of pain escaped as yet another contraction shuddered through her.

Niall swallowed hard against his angry, helpless anguish. Dear  God, why must she suffer so? Give me the pain. Let me bear it.

His grasp on her tightened, and he willed all the strength of his heart, his body, into hers. God forgive him, but he’d sacrifice the babe if only he could keep his bonny wife. How would he go on without her? She must live. She must . . .

“Ye m-must go on. Take another wife.” Her eyes, bright with understanding, stared up at him from a waxen yet still hauntingly lovely countenance. “A wife . . . who’ll give ye . . . a son. A wife . . . to love . . . as ye’ve loved me.”

“Love again?” Niall’s bitter laugh pierced the air. “And how can that be, when ye’re the only one for me? Nay.” Vehemently, he shook his head. “There’ll be no other—now or ever!”

“P-promise me! Promise—”

Her words were lost in a strangled scream. Her eyes widened in sudden comprehension. “The babe. Och, sweet husband. At last . . . our babe comes!”

For one final, exquisitely tender instant they clung to each other. Love, deep and bittersweet in this moment of truth, arced between them. Then there were hands, pushing them apart, drawing Niall away.

“Yer pardon, m’lord,” came an anxious voice. “It’s time. It’s women’s work now. Step aside.”

The tortured sounds followed Niall as he stumbled back to the hearth. Muted cries, choking sobs, mingled with the snapping, crackling clamor of the hungry fire. Time passed with lumbering slowness as Niall stared into the agitated flames, hearing it all from some place far away, even as the night’s horror charred its memory into his soul. Never had he hurt so, not from any wound in battle, not from . . .

He paused. The sounds had ceased. His ears strained for some word, a babe’s first cry—anything. There was nothing.

Niall turned. His anguished gaze sought the form in the bed. She was still now, her beloved features relaxed, peaceful. A tight, smothering sensation constricted his chest. He wrenched his to the women surrounding her.

All but one averted their eyes. Niall’s glance riveted on her.

Old Agnes, his wife’s loyal maidservant, returned his gaze, the answer to his question flickering despondently in her eyes. A shudder wracked Niall’s big, hard-muscled frame. He shook his head, his black mane of hair grazing his shoulders in a movement of tortured disbelief.

A cry rose in his throat, tearing past the strict control, the years of well-schooled discipline. His glance moved back to the frail, lifeless form in the bed, oblivious to the small bundle of white lying in her arms.

“Nay!”

The shout echoed across the room, reverberating off the walls to carry far beyond the chamber’s thick wooden door. With staggering, stumbling strides, Niall returned to the bed, throwing himself down to gather his wife into his arms. Soundless spasms shook his body as he rocked the limp form to and fro, murmuring her name.
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Quietly, the servants drew back to afford the grieving husband a semblance of privacy. They stood there, huddled in the shadows, uncertain what to do. All, that is, but one.

An ebony-haired maid slipped from the room. As she closed the chamber door, her glance swept the dim, torch-lit corridor. A beckoning movement from a dark corner caught her eye. With a knowing smile, she scurried over.

“She’s dead then?” a deep voice demanded.

The girl nodded.

“And the bairn?”

“Stillborn, m’lord.”

A mirthless sound rose from the shadows. “Good. Then there’s still time for the misfortunes of my family to be righted. Still time for the clan chieftainship to pass from Niall Campbell to me.” He chuckled, an icy rim of triumph sharpening his voice. “Aye. Time enough indeed . . .”



1 

April, 1564

Castle Gregor, Western Perthshire, Scotland

Anne MacGregor paused on the castle parapet walk, gathering her long, woman’s plaid about her. Swirling vapors blanketed the winter-browned land, filling the low hollows and rills, curling restlessly about the trees to spread ever onward in an eerie sea of fog. She smiled and turned to the man beside her.

“Fortunately, the mists are heavy this day. It’ll cover our going and, hopefully, my return as well.” Anne motioned toward the stout rope dangling over the side. “Come, Donald. Lead on.”

Wordlessly, the young, shabbily clad Scotsman scrambled over and down the wall, then held the rope taut as Anne nimbly followed. They hurried into the enshrouding whiteness. Until they were well out of earshot of the clansmen walking guard on the fortress battlements, their journey was swift and silent.

Grasping his long, gnarled walking stick, Donald plowed through the dense mists as if he saw through them, his steps sure and bold from years of traversing the beloved terrain. Anne, not quite so certain, kept close company, her large leather bag of herb powders, potions, and salves clutched tightly at her side. Clan MacGregor might be nicknamed the “Children of the Mist,” but one false step in the frequently impenetrable whiteness could still be dangerous, if not actually fatal.

Her thoughts raced ahead, planning the childbirth preparations. It was Fiona’s first, and Donald’s young wife was frightened half to death. Only the promise Anne would attend her had calmed the girl’s fears.

Though barely eighteen, Anne MacGregor was already renowned for her skills in the healing arts. Both noble and poor alike called for her in their hour of need and, unstintingly, she gave to one and all. Aye, one and all, Anne mused with a fleeting twinge of pain, and still the cruel tales about me persist.

“I’m grateful, ma’am.” Donald slowed his steps to hers. “I know yer father forbade ye to leave the castle. If it wasn’t my Fiona’s time, I’d have never asked . . .”

A pang of guilt shot through Anne. Alastair MacGregor, clan chief and doting sire, had always given her free rein. Still, though she well understood his motives for now forbidding her to leave the castle, it couldn’t be helped. At least not this time.

She had made a vow to Fiona long before the cattle raids had started up again, and was honor bound to keep it. The word of a MacGregor was sacred. Marauding Campbell reivers or no, she’d see it through. Her father would understand, if there were ever need to tell him.

Anne smiled up at her companion. “Dinna fash yerself, my friend. It isn’t yer fault the savage Campbells roam our lands. Life must go on in spite of them, though I fear they’ll never let up until they’ve stolen every bit of MacGregor holdings—the thieving, heartless knaves!”

“Knaves?” Donald’s lips twitched. “Och, that’s too kind a word for the likes of them. And most especially for that young Campbell heir.” He shot her a worried glance. “I only wish ye’d worn yer short sword. A bodice knife is nigh useless against an armed warrior. And they don’t call him the Wolf of Cruachan without reason. Why, he’s the most bloodthirsty, murderous—”

“Don’t speak of him!” A sudden chill coursed through Anne. Instinctively, she touched the small, sheathed dagger nestled between her breasts. It was enough to be out, virtually defenseless in such dangerous times, without having Donald dwell on the most feared Campbell of all.

Her pace quickened. “Time’s short and Fiona needs us. We’ve more important things to concern us than some churlish Campbells. Besides, they haven’t raided MacGregor lands in over a fortnight. Surely we’ve naught to fear on such an early morn.”

“Aye, ma’am.” Her sturdy companion glanced uneasily about him. “As ye say. There’s naught to fear.”
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“That’s it. That’s my girl,” Anne said, gripping Fiona’s hand in hers. “Ye’re a braw, braw lassie and will soon have yer sweet babe. Are the pains still strong? Then take a breath and push again.”

Fiona glanced up, a weak, trusting smile lighting her face. “Aye. A sweet babe,” she whispered. Then, tensing, she bore down with all her might. The contractions soon passed and she fell back, exhausted.

Anne lifted a cup to the girl’s lips. “Drink a bit more, lassie. The raspberry leaf tea will hasten yer birthing.”

The brew was obediently sipped before Fiona fell into a deep slumber. It wouldn’t be long before the next pains came, Anne knew, but until then rest was the best thing for a laboring mother.

She looked about her. It was long past darkness, the day having come and gone. She hunched her shoulders in an effort to ease the ache of hours spent crouched beside Fiona, then tucked an errant strand of russet-colored hair behind her ear. Glancing down at the young peasant woman, she sighed. Dear, frightened, trusting Fiona.

Wearily, she scanned the shabby little croft house. Despite Fiona’s untiring efforts, the thatch-and-clay dwelling was little more than a hovel. What a life to bring a wee babe into. The only bed a mound  of peat covered with a coarse blanket, the air so smoke-laden one can  hardly draw a breath without choking.

If only there were more we could do for our people. The thought stirred anew the old, angry frustration. Her father tried, but the years of endless feuding had worn him down. The MacGregors were no match for the cursed Campbells—never had been—and still their enemies persisted.

Her hands balled into tight little fists. Would they never cease until they had stolen all her clan possessed? If there were but a way to stop them . . .

Fiona stirred, a sleepy grimace twisting her face. The pains, Anne thought. They come again.

A damp blast of air swirled through the tiny cottage. She glanced up. Donald walked in, his arms laden with squares of dried peat to stoke the small hearth fire. At that instant Fiona moaned, her eyes snapping open in sudden anguish.

“Blessed Saints! I . . . I . . . The babe!”

Anne scooted down to check her, then looked up at Donald. “It’s time. Come. Help me.”

She motioned toward Fiona’s head. “Hold her, talk to her while I—”

A scream of terror, followed immediately by others, pierced the night air. Rough, angry voices mingled with frantic cries. The staccato rhythm of hoofbeats pounded through the village. A hoarse shout of “Cruachan!” rose from the tumult of noise, slicing through the thin walls to the three people within.

At the dreaded war cry, Anne and Donald’s gazes met. The Campbells were back and raiding the village.

Donald rose. “I must help defend our people.”

“And what good would it do?” Anne bluntly demanded. “If they mean to murder us, we’ve no chance. Mayhap they’ll be satisfied with the animals. Stay, Donald. No matter what happens, ye’re more use here than outside.”

Indecision flickered in the young peasant’s eyes, then he sighed his acquiescence. “Ye’re right. If I’m to die, I first want to see my wee one.”

The minutes passed as they worked, Donald encouraging his wife while Anne struggled with the slowly emerging infant. Her heart leaped to her throat when the head appeared, the cord tight about the neck. It was vital the babe be free of the choking noose as quickly as possible, but nothing Anne did hastened the emergence of the shoulders, which suddenly seemed too large for easy passage.

Sweat beaded her brow as she struggled with the difficult birth, praying to God to help her as she encouraged the straining mother. At last the shoulders slipped free. The babe was born.

The tiny girl child lay there, unmoving, her body blue and lifeless. Frantically, Anne worked to tie and cut the cord, then gently rubbed the infant dry. The babe remained silent.

Anne’s gaze lifted to the two anxious parents. “I . . . I can’t . . .” She stopped, mesmerized by their pleading expressions. She was all they had.

In an instant slowed in time Anne harked back to the day Fiona had first revealed her pregnancy, of the look of joy and anticipation on the young woman’s face, of her eager plans. They had so little, Fiona and Donald, but they were rich in generosity and love. Of that, they had an abundance, for each other and for their babe.

She had to do something.

Anne turned back to the limp little form. Her gaze scanned the tiny, perfectly shaped girl. Dear Lord Jesus, she silently implored. Help me. I beg Ye. Show me what to do.

Anne leaned closer, her own breath wafting over the babe. A sudden impulse filled her. Dared she share the life-sustaining air from her own body? Dare she even try? Yet, dare she not?

She lifted the little girl and, as if compelled by some force beyond her, settled her mouth over that of the baby. Tentatively at first, then more confidently when she saw the tiny chest rise with each breath, she blew small puffs into the infant. At first nothing happened, the only sound her own panting breaths mingling with the ragged rasps of the two parents. Then, after what seemed an eternity, the babe gasped, then choked, uttering a strangled cry.

The sound, weak at first, grew in strength until it filled the small croft house. And with each shuddering, indignant little breath, the joy, the immense satisfaction, grew within Anne. She lifted her gaze to Fiona and Donald, eager to share their happiness. But their glances, bright with terror, were no longer directed at her.

Anne whirled, steeling herself for the sight she knew must lie behind her. She could never have prepared herself, however, for the look of unmitigated revulsion on the face of the tartan-clad man standing in the doorway. Gleaming with a half-mad light, he riveted the full force of his stare upon her.
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“Witch! Vile, devil-worshiping witch!”

The man with the crazed eyes shoved Anne forward, sending her sprawling in the dirt outside the croft house. She tried climbing to her feet but, with her hands now bound behind her and the hindrance of her long skirt, she slipped and fell again. Her thick hair tumbled loose, falling about her face and into her eyes.

Anne fought to catch her breath. The nightmare dogging all her waking moments had finally come to pass. The vicious rumors, the unkind tales about her healing skills, had found her at last.

She was to die—condemned as a witch.

Flinging back her hair, she stared up into a dozen hostile, torchlit faces. Campbell men. Anne’s breath caught in her throat. In their eyes gleamed superstitious fear—and an absolute certainty of death.

The injustice of it all welled up within her, mingling with her fierce MacGregor pride. From somewhere, from some place buried deep within, a blazing anger burst forth.

Anne glared at them, and for an instant she thought she saw the raiders quail. Good. If they feared her for the powers they imagined she possessed, so be it. She had naught to lose.

“Be gone, ye cowardly, thieving knaves!”

She climbed to her feet, noting, from the corner of her eye, a large form—another Campbell?—edge into her line of vision. It was of little concern, one man more or less. She turned the full force of her gaze on the clansmen already facing her.

Anne threw back her shoulders and stood there, defiantly proud. “Ye trespass at yer risk, for this village is mine. Do ye imagine binding my hands will save ye? Think again, Campbells, fools and cowards that ye be!”

A low, angry growl rumbled through the men. Anne knew she had stung their fierce Highland pride by questioning their courage. She also knew she was playing a dangerous game threatening them with powers she didn’t possess. Their affronted dignity might yet override their fear of witches, inciting them to attack her in a mindless rage. Yet if the man with the crazed eyes was their leader, she was already as good as dead.

“Come forward, any who dare face me,” she cried. “I grow impatient with yer girlish fears.” Slowly, she surveyed each man. “Och now, my wee laddies, won’t even one of ye step forward?”

The Campbell with the strange look in his eyes made a hesitant movement in her direction. He withdrew his sword from its scabbard. All gazes, Anne’s included, turned to him.

“Aye?” Her hands clenched until her nails scored her palms, but she managed to maintain her air of feigned indifference. “And what does this wee bairn think he can do against me?” She laughed. “Is he the best of ye then?”

The man leaped forward, his eyes blazing with an insane rage. Before Anne could dodge him, he was upon her, roughly grabbing her by the hair to force her to her knees, his sword hand arcing high above his head.

Och, sweet Jesus, I’m going to die! Anguish squeezed her heart. Nevermore to see the beloved heath bloom on the hills. Nevermore to gaze upon the snow-capped peaks of MacGregor land. Nevermore to feel the warmth of her father’s arms . . .

“Enough, Hugh!” a deep-timbred voice cut through the air.

The man hesitated, his hand twisting painfully in Anne’s hair. For an instant, she thought he’d strike her anyway. Then slowly, blessedly, his grip loosened. With one last, vicious kick that sent her sprawling into the dirt, he stepped away. She heard the rasp of metal as he resheathed his sword, then the tread of another’s footsteps moving toward her.

Anne struggled to rise, but the sharp pain in her side kept her gasping on her knees. Tossing the hair from her eyes, she satisfied herself with gazing up at the two men now standing before her.

His hand still gripping his sword hilt, Hugh glared at another tall Campbell, also wrapped in a belted plaid. The bulk of the fabric, forming both kilt and mantle, only added to the other man’s imposing size and aura of power. As Anne’s glance scathingly raked him, a realization flashed through her. He was the raiding party’s leader. 

He looked to be in his early thirties, with thick, gleaming black hair that just grazed his shoulders. His nose was straight, his jaw square and stubborn, and his full, firm lips had a cynical twist as he quietly listened to his compatriot’s rantings. His eyes, when his glance briefly followed Hugh’s gesture in her direction, flashed tawny-brown, intense, and coldly assessing.

Once more, anger filled her. The villain, the rogue! How dare he look at her as if she were some piece of vermin, because he was Campbell and she MacGregor! She opened her mouth to berate him, then thought better of it.

“My orders haven’t changed,” he was calmly saying. “No MacGregor will suffer unless they raise a hand against us. We came for their livestock and naught more.”

“And ye’re a fool if ye let this witch live,” Hugh spat, drawing near so none but the three of them could hear. “Ye know the law demands her death. Will ye go against it?”

“Hold yer tongue, man!” His leader’s voice slashed through the air. “Ye cut close in calling me a fool. Cousin or no, if ye utter one word more—”

At the ominous tone, the color drained from Hugh’s face. “I-I meant no offense.” He began to back away. “Do what ye want with the witch. It’s on yer soul, not mine.”

The dark-haired leader watched him go, then turned to where Anne was still kneeling on the ground. He pulled her to her feet.

For a long moment they faced each other. His cool gaze seemed not to miss anything, from her tousled hair and defiant stare, to the torn and dirty dress. A strange, indefinable light flickered momentarily in the brown depths, then died.

His hand moved to her breasts. For the space of a sharply inhaled breath, Anne thought he meant to ravish her right there before his men. Then he withdrew her bodice knife.

“Turn. Give me yer hands.”

The order was brusque, emotionless. Anne obeyed. It wasn’t the time to argue or curse him for being a Campbell. She had barely escaped death, and the tone of his voice warned that his patience had worn thin. Cold metal touched her as he cut through her bonds. Then she was free.

Anne glanced down to rub her hands. “I’ll not be thanking the likes of ye, for it’ll never make up for what ye’ve done here.” She looked up at him. “Nonetheless, I owe ye a debt.”

His mouth quirked. “A debt? Between Campbell and MacGregor? I think not, lassie. There can never be aught between us but the deepest enmity.”

He flipped the knife in his hand and offered it back to her, handle first. Wordlessly, she accepted it, then watched him turn and walk away. His long, muscular legs, bare beneath his kilt, swiftly carried him to the black stallion waiting nearby. In one agile leap he mounted, then reined his horse about to look at her.

“Though I admire yer spirit, ye’re an impertinent, foolish wench to taunt my men. Mark me well. I didn’t spare ye because I feared ye, for I don’t believe in witches. But if our paths ever cross again, think twice before opening yer mouth. We Campbells don’t take kindly to disrespect—especially from MacGregors.”

With a wave of his hand, he signaled his men forward. Out of the village they rode, driving the stolen MacGregor stock before them.

Her knife still clasped in her hand, Anne watched them go, filled with such a powerful yet helpless rage that she momentarily forgot everything she had ever learned at her mother’s knees of Christian love and forgiveness. Curse ye foul Campbells! Curse yer thieving,  heartless ways! she silently screamed at their retreating backs. And,  most of all, curse the dark, arrogant man who leads ye!

[image: 9781441201515_0020_002]

Alastair MacGregor reread the missive one last time, then crushed it in his fist and threw it onto the fire. Recalling the scribbled words, a fierce emotion flared in his breast. Was it possible? Dare he hope for a way to end the feud before MacGregor pride was irretrievably broken, ground into dust beneath Campbell heels?

Yet as dearly as he yearned for peace, dared he believe, dared he trust, the man whom he awaited even now—a hated Campbell, assured, just this once, safe passage through Castle Gregor? How could anyone trust a clan that so blithely instigated a vicious feud during the happy occasion of a marriage feast, refusing to see any side but their own?

He shook his head despairingly. Nay, it wasn’t likely any good would come of this night’s meeting, yet what else—

A fist rapped at the door. MacGregor wheeled about, paused to stare at the portal, then, squaring his shoulders, strode resolutely toward it. A man, shrouded in a rain-soaked MacGregor tartan, was shown in.

Alastair shut the door and bolted it behind him. He walked to a small table that held a whiskey decanter and several cups, then glanced over his shoulder. “Do ye fancy a dram of the potents to chase the chill from yer bones?”

“Aye, that I do.”

He poured a liberal dose into two cups, then as an afterthought sweetened his with a splash more. Tonight of all nights, he’d need every bit of courage he could muster.

The two men sipped their drinks silently, allowing Alastair a moment more to assess his visitor. The MacGregor tartan had been his idea. He wanted no one to suspect what was afoot. His guest’s face, however, was difficult to make out. Despite the fire’s warmth, the man seemed reluctant to remove the plaid from his head and shoulders.

He doesn’t wish his identity known.

The realization sent an inexplicable chill down Alastair’s spine. He was a cool one, and no mistake. Whatever he was up to, the man didn’t care to be implicated.

Suddenly, MacGregor wanted this night’s meeting done with as quickly as possible. He cleared his throat. “Yer letter spoke of an offer. A plan to end the feuding between Clan Campbell and the Children of the Mist. What exactly might that be?”

“The Campbell’s ailing and won’t last the summer. With a new chief comes new policies—and an end to the feud.”

“And do I look that big a fool? Niall Campbell will never end a feud his father began. If ye’ve come to offer me hope the Wolf will go against his sire, ye can leave the way ye came and be making it quick!”

“And who was saying Niall Campbell will be the next chief?”

Alastair tilted his head to study the man before him. “He’s tanist and the chosen successor. Short of an untimely death . . .”

Teeth gleamed in the mantle’s shadow. “Aye, an untimely death. Niall leads many raids on yer lands. If ye were to know in advance when and where he’d strike, ye could set yer own men there. Niall’s band is always small. Outnumber them and ye could kill them all—Niall included. Then the Campbell would be forced to choose a new tanist.”

“And who might that be?”

“Someone sure to see my way of things.”

There was a finality in the man’s voice that brooked no further discussion. Alastair decided not to pursue it. It didn’t matter anyway. Any choice but the Wolf of Cruachan was bound to be an improvement. But what if the offer led MacGregors into a trap?

“Why should I trust ye?” He strode back to the whiskey table and poured them both another dram. “What assurance do I have ye’ll not betray me and mine?” He returned and handed the visitor his cup.

The man shrugged. “My word. The word of a Campbell, to be sure, but then, what’s there to lose? If I fail ye, are ye any worse than ye were before? Take it or leave it.”

MacGregor emptied his cup. The fiery liquid seared a hot trail down his throat, spreading rippling fingers of warmth throughout his chest. It calmed him a bit, allowing him the opportunity to sort through his jumbled thoughts.

Take it or leave it. Had it come to this then, when a MacGregor was forced to accept whatever leavings a Campbell threw his way? Ah, what a bitter draught to swallow! Yet swallow it he must if his clan were to survive. One thing is for certain, Alastair vowed with a fierce determination. Before I’m done with him, Niall Campbell  will rue his birthing day.

He sighed. “Tell me when the Wolf plans his next raid. As ye said, any chief would be better than he. Help me capture him, and yer troubles will be over.”

“I want him dead, MacGregor.”

Alastair’s bitter laugh cut through the air. “Och, he’ll die, and no mistake. Just how and when I leave to my own pleasure.”



2 

Through a red haze of pain, Niall Campbell gazed out upon the castle’s outer bailey. The early morning sun stained the sky with lavender. Save for the MacGregor sentries guarding the parapets, no one was about. He clenched and unclenched his fingers to ease the numbness in his hands, which was the only movement allowed by the tight ropes binding his limbs in a spread-eagle position to the wooden cross posts.

Had it been but two days since his capture? It seemed an eternity. He licked his dry, cracked lips, thirst raging through him like wildfire. His battle wounds ached fiercely, yet none were severe enough to kill him before lack of water did. But then, wasn’t that the MacGregor’s plan—a slow, agonizing death?

With a weary sigh, Niall leaned his head against the stone wall supporting the cross posts. If only he had fallen with his men, brave lads one and all. That fate, however, had never been meant for him.

It had been a trap from the start; that was more than evident. He and his small band had no sooner ridden into the narrow draw leading to one of the MacGregor villages than the attack had begun. Once the Campbells were surrounded on all sides, MacGregor crossbows quickly thinned their ranks. Then the hand-to-hand combat began.

Though they had fought with all the courage and ferocity of Highlanders, one by one his men fell. Eventually, the MacGregors managed to separate him from his remaining warriors, and a heavy net dropped on him from the cliff above. Pinned to the ground, his sword useless in the stout rope snare, he had turned to his dirk with desperate effect.

At the memory, a grim smile touched Niall’s lips. Before they had finally beaten him senseless, he had hamstrung more than a few MacGregors.

In the end, though, it had all been for naught. To a man, his lads were dead, and he was now a MacGregor prisoner. Not for long, though. Niall didn’t delude himself as to his eventual fate. After all these years, the animosity between the clans ran deep and bitter. And he of all Campbells, clan tanist and leader of the debilitating raids in recent months, was hated most of all.

Nay, his death was a foregone conclusion. Niall could accept that with a certain equanimity. What he couldn’t accept was the galling realization he had been betrayed—and by one of his own.

A foul, blackhearted traitor in their midst! But who and why? The question had tormented him all the long hours of his capture, nibbling away at his strength as inexorably as had the lack of sleep and water. A traitor, and naught he could do, neither discover who he was nor warn his clan. Naught left to do but die with the terrible knowledge unspoken, unshared.

Once again a frustrated rage grew within him. Curse the man, whoever he was! Niall twisted futilely in his bonds, accomplishing little more than abrading the bloody sores of his wrists and ankles further. The pain only fueled his anger, and he fought all the harder. Finally, his rapidly draining strength exhausted, Niall fell back, his wounds and tormenting thirst beckoning him toward a blessed oblivion.
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Anne hurried across the outer bailey. The thought of her own bed, covered with its plump down comforter, had never seemed so attractive. But then, never had she felt so exhausted.

It was early morn and she had been up all night nursing a feverish servant, not to mention all the clansmen who still needed tending after the skirmish with the Campbells two days past. Though the victory had ultimately been MacGregors’, the outnumbered raiders had sold their lives dearly.

Aye, the victory had been dearly won, but perhaps it would finally bring an end to the raids. After all, didn’t they now hold prisoner the Wolf of Cruachan himself? His death, her father had assured her, would make the Campbells think twice about venturing onto MacGregor lands.

Though the man in the castle’s outer courtyard had never shown MacGregors any mercy, dooming him to a slow, thirst-maddened death didn’t sit well with Anne. Enemy though he was, even the thought of watching him succumb, inch by agonizing inch, made her stomach churn. It was brutally cruel and un-Christian. It was also, despite her attempts to convince her father otherwise, out of her hands.

Her steps quickened. Perhaps all the years of trying to save life made it so hard now to look at him, but in the two days since he had been tied in the bailey, she hadn’t once glanced in the prisoner’s direction, nor ventured past him unless absolutely necessary. In some way, not seeing him spared her the harsh reminder of his presence—and ultimate fate.

A low groan floated across the bailey. Reluctantly, Anne’s gaze lifted toward the prisoner. His head was down, his full weight hanging from his hands. Perhaps the sound had been her imagination, but then as she turned away, he moved. Anne halted, then took a hesitant step toward him. There was something familiar about him . . .

He stirred again, attempting to lift his head, but couldn’t seem to muster the strength. The slight movement, however, sent a premonitory shiver through her. She had seen him before, but where?

She inched her way over. As she studied the bent head, dread insinuated its oppressive tendrils about her heart. His form was powerful, awesome in size and inherent strength, even half-dead and trussed, awaiting execution like the criminal he was. The mane of unruly black hair hid his features, and the Campbell plaid and torn, bloodied shirt gave no hint as to why she should recognize him. Yet, for some inexplicable reason, she felt compelled to know more.

Laying aside her leather herb bag, Anne raised trembling hands to cup his face. It would take but an instant, she assured herself, and he’d never know. Slowly, ever so carefully, she lifted his head and brushed aside the dark hair.

At the sight of the finely hewn features, Anne gasped. Her fingers tightened into his flesh. His eyes flickered open, tawny-brown and pain-glazed, then slid shut.

Bruised and bloodied though his face was, his cheeks darkly shaded by a heavy growth of beard, Anne could no longer deny recognition. It was the Campbell leader who had rescued her from his crazed cousin. The Campbell leader, Niall Campbell . . . the Wolf of Cruachan!

With a shudder, Anne released his head and stumbled backward. Gathering up her bag, she hurried away. Holy saints in heaven! Not him, anyone but him!

Anne scrambled up the steps of the keep and into its dark stone coolness. She climbed the winding staircase, never pausing until she was safely in her own little room, the door bolted behind her. Then, flinging herself onto the bed, Anne buried her face in her hands. 

Long minutes passed as she struggled to still her pounding heart. It was he, the greatly feared and despised Wolf of Cruachan—the MacGregors’ fiercest enemy—and the man who had saved her life. Never had she dreamed the day would arrive when he’d be in need, and it would be in her power to save him. Yet, in but a few weeks’ time, that day had indeed come.

Now, the debt was hers to repay. But at what cost? To spare his life now, to set him free, would most certainly lead to dire retribution. 

Still, Anne reluctantly admitted, she owed him a debt, a life for a life. To turn from him now would be a dishonorable act. Yet, if she didn’t, she might well jeopardize her people’s welfare.

Och, dear Lord, what to do, what to do? she inwardly cried. Still, as the hours passed in agonizing indecision and unanswered prayers, the answer was always the same. At long last, when day had faded to early eve, Anne rose from her bed and went to seek her father.
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“Ye did what? Ye owe him what?”

Anne cringed at the explosive force of her father’s anger. Never, in all her years, had he so much as raised his voice to her. Now to see his pain and rage and know she was the cause . . . She stifled an uncharacteristic urge to flee and faced the man standing across the room.

“As I said.” She swallowed hard, then continued. “The Wolf spared my life, and now I owe him a debt of honor. Ye can’t kill him, Father.”

“Can’t? Can’t kill him, ye say?” Alastair MacGregor covered the distance between him and his eldest daughter in a few quick strides. Grasping her by the arms, he jerked her to him. “Do ye know what ye’re saying, lass? If I let the Wolf go, do ye think he’ll not try to avenge his men? Until now his raids have lost us our cattle, a few horses from time to time, but no lives. But now—now Campbell blood’s been shed. Do ye think he’ll stop until MacGregor blood flows as freely? Most likely even more freely,” he muttered, “knowing that blackhearted fiend!”

Anne hung her head. “I-I’m sorry, Father. I didn’t want to go against yer orders, but I’d promised—”

“Promised? Promised?” The MacGregor’s face turned a mottled red. “I ordered ye to stay within the castle for yer own safety, and still ye wouldn’t listen! And now ye’ve done it, for well ye know yer honor’s MacGregor honor. To deny a debt such as this shames not only ye, but the entire clan. Och, lass, lass. Ye’ve gone and muddled things now!”

He began to drag her toward the door. Anne dug in her heels. “Where are ye taking me?”

“To the Wolf,” her father growled. “I’ll hear the truth from his own lips.”

Through the keep he led her, and Anne’s embarrassment grew with each pair of questioning eyes and raised brows encountered along the way. Out into the early evening sunshine they went, toward the lone, shadowed form tied in the outer bailey.

The Wolf must have heard them, for he lifted his head at their approach. “Time for another . . . gloating visit, is it?” the prisoner croaked, his voice raw and rasping. “Sorry to disappoint ye . . . MacGregor. I’m still . . . verra much alive.”

Alastair shoved Anne in front of him, pushing her almost into the prisoner’s face. “Do ye know her, Campbell? Tell me true!”

Reddened eyes, one purpled and nearly swollen shut, quietly studied her. Anne saw the recognition flare then purposely flicker out. For an instant, she thought he might deny he knew her. But why? Did he think her in danger if he spoke true? Did he hope to protect her by lying? Fleetingly, she almost wished he’d mistake the situation, even if it meant his death. It would solve everything.

“The truth,” she forced herself to whisper. “Yer life hangs in the balance. Tell him the truth. No harm’ll come to me.”

His suffering eyes knifed into hers, probing deeply until Anne felt an unwilling compassion flow through her. Then his dense black lashes lowered. He sighed, the sound one of utter weariness.

“Aye, I know the lass. What’s it to ye, MacGregor?”

“What’s it to me?” Alastair nearly choked in frustrated rage. “Rather, ask what’s it to ye? She’s my daughter, man! Ye saved her life. Her debt’s my debt. As much as I yearn for it, I cannot kill ye now. MacGregors have little else left, thanks to ye and yers, but we still have our honor. That’ll never die, until ye wipe the last of us from the Highlands.”

“Then . . . ye’ll let me go?”

The MacGregor shook his head. “I haven’t decided. Content yerself with the fact ye’ll live. Debt or not, ye’re no guest here. Ye’re merely trading the cross posts for the dungeon.” He turned to Anne. “And ye, lass. I haven’t decided what to do with ye yet, either. In the meantime, I task ye with tending our prisoner. Yer need to nurse every beggar who crosses yer path led to this. See how ye enjoy nursing him!”

Her father shot the man one final, contemptuous look, then stalked off, shouting orders at two guards to take the Campbell prisoner to the dungeon and clasp him in chains. As Anne watched him stomp away, tears stung her eyes. She had heard the pain, the deep concern in his voice beneath his anger, as he had spoken to Niall Campbell. She had backed him into a corner. And, indeed, what choices were left? He seemed doomed if he freed the Wolf, and just as doomed if he didn’t.

“I wouldn’t cause ye trouble, lass.”

At the sound of the deep voice, Anne turned to him. “And why should one MacGregor more or less matter to the likes of ye? Don’t waste yer pity on me. My debt’s paid. It’s my only comfort, and little will it be, in the coming days of caring for ye!”

Anne strode away. Soon Niall Campbell would take his rest in the damp, fetid depths of MacGregor dungeons. He’d need food, water, and his wounds tended, and he was now her responsibility.

Even the thought of touching him sickened her, vile, vicious beast that he was. But touch him she would, nurse him in the best way she knew how. Until her father decided the proper course of action, Niall Campbell’s welfare was now of utmost concern. For her people’s sake, if need be, Anne would care for the devil himself.
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“More,” Niall gasped, thinking he’d never get enough to slake his thirst. “Give me more!”

Before he could reach them with his chained hands, Anne pulled back with the cup and water pitcher. “Nay, that’s enough for now. Ye’ll only make yerself sick if ye drink too much too soon. Give yer belly time.”

Niall wiped his mouth with the back of a grimy hand. “Och, and aren’t ye the heartless wench? Is this but another MacGregor torture? Tormenting me with a sip or two, not enough to slake my thirst but only to tease it?”

“Call it what ye will.” Anne set the pitcher and cup aside. She took up her herb bag and a box filled with bandages and bowls. “One way or another, ye’ll get no more to drink until I deem fit.” 

She paused to eye him closely, her glance moving down his body with a coolly detached air. “Yer leg looks the worst. I’ll tend it first. Raise yer kilt.”

Dark brows arched in weary amusement. “Are ye certain ye want me revealing that much of myself? Ye’re a maid, aren’t ye?”

She expelled an exasperated breath. “And sure, don’t ye suppose I’ve seen a man’s body or two in my years of healing? Besides, it’s only yer leg I’m wanting to tend. Do ye wish yer wounds seen to or not?”

Niall shrugged, then lifted his kilt and tucked it high to present nearly the full length of his leg. “I only thought to spare yer sensibilities.” He gestured toward the jagged cut. “Have at it, lass.”

As Anne worked in the flickering torchlight, silence hung heavily over the dank chamber. She could feel his eyes upon her, sense them slide over her as she carefully labored on his leg. It angered her, though she knew it for the normal masculine act it was.

Gritting her teeth, she forced her attention back to the task at hand. The wound was long but shallow. Apart from some redness at the edges, it appeared it would heal well enough.

Her gaze moved outward from the cut, noting his powerful thigh. He was in superb physical condition, the muscles and sinews bulging under tautly stretched, hair-roughened skin. A terrible, lethal enemy  in battle, Anne mused, and the murderer of many a fine MacGregor  lad. The thought once more stirred her anger. Her touch, as she applied her herbal healing salve, was brisk.

“Why are ye so furious with me, lass?”

The unexpected query startled Anne. Her head jerked up. Her gaze careened into his. Calm brown eyes, flecked with gold, stared back at her. For a moment, no words would come.

Was he daft? What did he expect, Campbell that he was? Anne shook her head, perversely refusing to give him the satisfaction of admitting he was right.

The faintest glimmer of a smile touched his lips. “Ye nearly bit off my head earlier, when I told ye I was sorry to cause trouble between ye and yer father. And now ye’re tending me with less than a gentle hand. I haven’t said a word since ye began, so how have I suddenly angered ye?”

Anne opened her mouth then clamped it shut. She didn’t owe him an explanation. Inhaling a calming breath, she turned back to the bandaging of his leg. “I’m not here to be yer companion, only to see to yer wounds and nourishment. Ye needn’t make nice talk with me.”

“Mayhap not, but I’d like to nonetheless.” The chains binding him to the wall clanked as his hand moved to raise her chin gently. Silver eyes flashed at him, but Niall persisted. “It isn’t yer fault, lass, no matter what yer father’s told ye. My death would’ve set far worse on MacGregors than my living ever will. Yer father’ll see that, once his anger cools.”

“Will he now?” She wrenched her chin from his grasp. “And will yer living end the feuding? Tell me that, Niall Campbell!”

Aye, he thought, it might well if I can discover who the traitor is,  if yer father willingly reveals his name.

A sudden, horrible thought assailed him. The traitor. How long had he been behind this? Since the very start of the feud? It was too terrible even to think such a thing, for the feud between Campbell and MacGregor had burned hot and bloody for more than eight years.

Niall shrugged. “It’s possible, lass. It depends on yer father.”

“Ha! Lay it all on my father’s back, will ye? That’s so like a Campbell to stoke the pot, then claim he was nowhere about when it boils over!” Anne stepped back, her hands settling on her hips. “And why should ye even want the feuding to end? The sanctity of a wedding wasn’t enough to keep ye from starting it. And it’s well known how ye like the raiding, the bloodshed. Ye’re slowly wearing us down with yer greater numbers. Why should ye want to stop until ye’ve stolen all we possess—including the land itself?”

His mouth tightened. It wasn’t her fault she had been led astray as to the true cause of the feud. “We don’t want yer land, lass.” He sighed wearily. “It’s but a matter of clan honor. If the MacGregors would stop, then so would we. And I think ye’ve been misled as to who actually caused the feud.”

Anne arched a brow. “Indeed? And how would ye know?”

“I was there. It was my wedding day. While all were feasting after the ceremony—MacGregor as well as several other neighboring clans—one of our villages was raided, the people murdered to a man, woman, and child, and the livestock taken.”

“Aye, I know the tale.” Anne gave an impatient wave of her hand. “And the only clue to the raiders’ identities was a scrap of MacGregor plaid. More than sufficient evidence that we’d been the reivers, despite my father’s protests to the contrary. Thank the holy saints my people were safely back on MacGregor lands before ye discovered the village. No doubt ye’d have murdered us all, right there at yer wedding feast.”

“What would ye have done, if the crime had been against yer clan?” Niall asked softly. “Wagged yer finger and asked them not to do it again?”

“I’d have waited a bit, investigated more thoroughly, before beginning a blood feud. A scrap of plaid’s hardly a fair piece of evidence.”

“And how thoroughly did the MacGregors investigate their own?” Niall countered. “Have ye no renegades who might’ve done such a thing? But, nay, we never heard of any MacGregors brought to trial, or ever received one word of apology.”

“Apology for what? For a crime we didn’t commit? Highland honor would never permit such a thing!”

Niall shrugged. “Aye, that’s true enough. But, one way or another, the feud is set and there seems little either of us can do about it. For my part, I had yet to be named clan tanist and wasn’t privy to the rest of the evidence, nor was I part of the final decision. I accepted the council’s decision, though, as any good Highlander would.

“As far as yer other accusation that I like raiding and the shedding of blood, well, I do admit to enjoying the thrill of occasionally lifting a few cattle—what Highlander doesn’t?—but I don’t like bloodshed. Feud or no, neither I nor my men have ever killed any of yers save in retribution for the death of one of ours, or in self-defense.”

“And I say ye lie!” The words slipped out before Anne could stop them.

Niall struggled to his feet, then sank back to the stone bench, his face pale with the sudden exertion. “Don’t ever, ever call me a liar!” he growled, his sweat-damp features taut with anger. “I’ve never lied and I’ll certainly not begin now just to please ye. Think of me what ye will, but don’t justify yer clan’s shortcomings with false accusations!”

Eyes wide, she stared down at the man before her. She had been a fool to taunt him. Grudgingly, Anne had to admit Niall Campbell seemed to place great store on his word. His reaction had been too immediate, too violent, not to have sprung from the heart. And if he hadn’t been privy to the decisions surrounding the beginning of the feud, he might truly feel justified in accepting the Campbell view of things. Yet how could she believe him? To do so could perhaps place blame, at least some of it, on her own people.

Confused emotions whirled in her head. Sweet Jesus, what was she about, that a hated enemy could stand here and make her doubt her own kind? He was clever, that was all.

Tread lightly with him, Annie, she warned herself. It isn’t important  what he says. Humor him and then be gone.

“I-I beg pardon,” she forced herself to say. “My tongue’s too sharp at times and forges ahead of my good sense. My purpose here isn’t to upset ye or relive the feud but to see to yer needs.” She motioned toward his battered face. “Allow me to finish tending yer wounds. Ye must be sore weary. I’ll bring ye some food before ye take yer rest.”

The anger left Niall with a rush. In its place flowed heavy exhaustion. With a sigh, he leaned back against the stone wall. “Aye, that I am, lass.” He grinned up at her. “Mayhap it’s also why my anger boils so near the surface.”

Anne picked up a clean cloth and wet it in a bowl of water. She studied him for a moment then began to wash the gash over his left brow. “This cut’s deep and won’t cease its oozing. I’ll apply witch hazel to stop the bleeding, then some of my marigold ointment. It’s excellent in mending wounds.”

Niall grunted his assent, well aware she didn’t wish to discuss the subject of their families further. Instead, he occupied himself watching her. For the first time, he took his leisure in closely studying the woman before him.

Her hair, now pulled into a long, thick braid down her back, was a rich, glowing color. Its dark red hue set off the ivory radiance of her flawless skin to perfection. Her nose was straight, short and charming, her lips full and delightfully pink as she bit into them in her intense concentration.

His glance slid from her arresting face, moving down her small, slender body. The plain woolen dress wasn’t meant to entice, but its simplicity flattered her curving figure better than the stiff, exaggerated outlines of courtly gowns ever could.

She was a beautiful woman. When engaged in something she loved, as Niall sensed she loved her healing, she radiated a serenity and strength that made her seem almost ethereal. The lass was different, and no mistake. In his younger days before he had wed, Niall knew he’d have found her attractive. Aye, most attractive, but not now, and perhaps never—

He quickly shook aside that painful memory. There was naught wrong with him. Mayhap all he needed was a lovely witch’s potion. 

She had certainly been bewitching that eve of the raid. Standing there before his men, her hair wild and tousled, defiantly taunting them. Niall couldn’t help but admire her spirit and courage. He had easily guessed her ruse, her intention of using the prevailing witch panic to turn them away and protect the village. And it would’ve worked on a sane man. But Hugh wasn’t quite sane, not all the time. She had nearly lost her life because of it.

“That night we raided the village.” He took her hand to stop her ministrations. “Why did my cousin think ye a witch?”

Surprise flickered in her silver eyes. “He thought I’d used witchcraft to bring a wee babe back to life.”

“And why would he have thought that?”

Anne hesitated. If I tell him, he may think the same of me.

For some inexplicable reason, she didn’t want him to, though she knew his opinion of her shouldn’t matter. In the past she had never let the whisperings or clacking tongues give her pause. Yet, gazing down at him, into the measureless depths of the big Highlander’s rich brown eyes, she felt herself falter.

“A misunderstanding, as are most claims of witchcraft.” Anne gave a small shrug and averted her gaze to dig into her bag.

“Aye.” Niall chuckled. “Misunderstandings . . . rumors . . . I can well understand how they grow until the tales faint resemble the person.” He dragged in a sudden, sharp breath. “I know ye. Ye’re the one they call the Witch of Glenstrae.”

Intent on applying the healing salve to his brow, Anne only nodded. “I’ve been called that. Does it disturb ye?”

“Nay. I told ye before. I don’t believe in witchcraft. Besides, I’ve been called a wolf, yet I feel no more one than I imagine ye feel a witch.”

In spite of herself, a smile sprang to Anne’s lips. She put aside her ointment and looked at him. “Rumors, I fear, move faster and last longer than truth ever can. And with far more damage.”

“Yet ye persist in yer healings, knowing full well the danger of the tales spread about ye.”

“And would ye have me stop my work? Cower in a dark corner because of idle gossip and the mouthings of ignorant minds?” Anne vehemently shook her head. “Nay, I’ve a God-given gift to help others. Just because my talents lie in paths different from most women, I cannot serve the Lord by hanging back in fear.”

Laughter rumbled deep in his chest.

“And pray, what’s so amusing?”

“Och, naught, lass.” Niall grinned. “I was but wondering how yer future husband will look upon all this.”

She tossed her head. “What does it matter? I’ll never wed, for I’ll not be constrained by the rules of some blustering, narrow-minded fool. And besides, I’ve no worry. With my reputation, none will have me. My poor father, though he hated to shame me as his eldest, was finally even forced to marry off my two younger sisters before me.” Anne laughed. “Not that I cared. What was one more broken custom among so many I’d already tossed by the way?”

Admiration mingled with bemusement in Niall’s eyes. “Och, ye’ll run some man a good race before he’s tamed ye, and no mistake. Never fear, though, lassie. There are lads aplenty who’ll not turn from the task. After all, a spirited filly, if gentled well, is of greater value than a plodding nag.”

“So, now I’m compared to a horse! Yer opinion of women is sorry indeed, Niall Campbell.”

He threw back his head and shouted with laughter, then stopped, clutching his side. A grimace of pain twisted his handsome features. “Och, I forgot my bruises. Have a heart, lass, and don’t make me laugh again.” He cocked his head. “Tell me yer name. We’ve never been properly introduced, ye know.”

An unaccustomed warmth surged through Anne, followed quickly by a flash of irritation. She shouldn’t feel so . . . so friendly, so flattered by his interest. No matter how pleasant he could be, he was still her enemy. Her lips tightened, and she forced down her natural affability.

“I can’t fathom the import, ye knowing my name. It changes naught. All that matters is ye’re a Campbell and I, a MacGregor. But since ye asked, I’m called Anne.”

The color drained from Niall’s face. His expression hardened. Anne thought she saw a flash of pain in his eyes, but it passed so swiftly she could’ve been mistaken. There was no mistaking, however, the physical distance he meant to put between them as he leaned away.

“Ye’re right, of course,” he said, his voice deepening to a growl. “I was wrong to ask. It changes naught. Naught at all.”
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Anne hurried up the dungeon steps, thankful her task of caring for Niall Campbell was over. His wounds had been tended, a light meal served, and he was now resting, a thick fur provided him against the room’s chill. Later, after he’d had time to sleep, she’d return with some wash water and a fresh shirt to replace his dirty, tattered one.

But, from the haggard look of exhaustion on his face, later was hours away. For the time being she was free of him, free of the disconcerting emotions he so easily stirred. She meant to spend that free time outside, breathing the fresh Highland air.

The day was nearly spent. Savory smells of roasting meats and yeasty breads filled the air. Anne sighed contentedly. How she loved this time, when the dying sun cast its mellow glow upon the land, when the day’s struggle and strife were over and the only labor left was the satisfying contemplation of one’s accomplishments.

As she strode into the main hall and toward the huge open doorway, a loud commotion reached her. From the outer bailey came the sound of men’s shouts, the clang of weapons, and the stamping and snorting of nervous horses. She stepped into the keep’s inner courtyard. No one was about. Anne’s pace quickened.

She was out the gate and halfway across the outer bailey before a servant scurried by. Anne grabbed her arm. “What’s amiss? Why is everyone rushing about?”

“Rushing about?” the little maidservant panted. “Didn’t ye know, ma’am? It’s the Campbells! They’re at our gates, a whole army of them! Och, it’ll go bad for us now, verra bad!”

Anne turned to the parapets where, even now, MacGregor clansmen were massing, the stiff wind flapping their red tartans about their legs like crimson flames. The stout form of her father paced the walkway. She headed toward him.

He was staring out over the hills, his features grim. Anne followed his glance and gasped. There, in what seemed an endless array of tartan hues, was a vast army. Though Campbells were most prevalent, Anne could also make out the colors of several other clans. Campbell allies, one and all, she thought bitterly, and armed  to the teeth for war.

“Give him to us, MacGregor!”

Three Campbell men rode forward. From her vantage point, Anne recognized one of them as Niall’s mad cousin, Hugh.

“Give us our tanist or ye’ll rue the day ye so foully took him!” the oldest of the trio, a tall, bearded blond man, shouted.

“And who are ye to threaten me?” Alastair MacGregor boomed back at him. “I’ll keep yer man as long as I please, and no amount of threats will make me give him up before I’m ready. Ye’ll not menace me from my own castle!”

“Och, and will we not?” The sandy-haired Campbell gestured about him. “Think long and hard, man. On the morrow, at dawn’s first light, we’ll ask ye again.”

Before her father could reply, the leaders turned their horses and galloped away, their army following swiftly behind. On a distant hillock they halted. As Anne and her father watched, the warriors began to set up camp.

“What will ye do, Father?”

“And what do ye suppose?” he snapped, his eyes burning with a mixture of rage and frustration. “They’ll lay siege if we don’t give him up, and how long could we last?” Alastair gripped the stone wall, his shoulders hunched in despair. “Och, curse the day I ever laid eyes on that man,” he muttered half to himself. “Curse the day I ever entrapped Niall Campbell! I should’ve known a traitor helps neither side.”

“What are ye saying? How did ye entrap Niall Campbell?” Anne’s nails sank deep into the flesh of his arm. “And what do ye mean, ‘a traitor’?”

He shook her hand away. “Leave me be, lass! I’ve got to think! Got to find a way out of this that’ll save both our hides and our honor.” Her father stalked off, his head bent in thought.

Anne turned back to the scene outside the castle walls. Lovingly, her gaze swept the wooded glens, the bracken-strewn hills and meadows, the rocky crags. MacGregor land.

For eight years now they had borne the periodic raids, the dreaded attack of intruders. Today, however, was the culmination of their deepest fears. The nightmare had at last become reality in an army standing ready to destroy them. And there was naught they could do about it.
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“What do ye want of me?”

Niall stood before Alastair MacGregor, groggy from being dragged from a deep slumber, his hands and feet in shackles. His glance strayed to the deep, stone-cut window across the chief’s room. It was pitch black outside. What time was it? Midnight or past?

Alastair watched the guards shut the door behind them before answering. “We’ve a problem.”

Niall’s attention riveted on the older man. “We do? And what might that be?”

MacGregor cursed silently. Even in chains the arrogant young whelp refused to make it easy. Something inside him hardened. Well, he’ll not best me in this. I’ve naught left to lose . . .

“Yer clan camps outside the castle,” Alastair said. “They demand yer return.”

Niall shrugged. “Then it’s simple. Give me to them.”

“Nay, it isn’t simple at all. MacGregor honor couldn’t bear such disgrace.”

Tawny-brown eyes studied him. Alastair saw understanding flare in their depths.

“As ye say,” Niall admitted at last. “Highland honor’s never a simple matter. I ask again. What do ye want of me?”

MacGregor’s hands clenched. His heart quickened in excitement. “An end to the feud.”

“And how do ye propose we do that?”

Alastair shrugged. “How else but in the age-old custom of joining the clans? Ye’ll take my Annie as wife.”

Niall stared at him for a long moment, then shook his head.

“Nay, it cannot be. I’m honored by yer offer, but I cannot wed yer daughter.”

“And why not?” Alastair eyed him calmly. To find offense at the refusal would only weaken his plan. “It’s a marriage made in heaven. My Annie’s a beautiful, kindhearted lass, if a wee bit headstrong. Still, from what I’ve seen of ye, ye’re just the man to tame her. She’s well built, healthy, and will bear ye fine sons. What more can a man ask? It’ll join our two clans and put an end to the feud.”

“Indeed, she seems all ye’ve said and more.” Niall ran a hand through his hair. “The problem lies not with her, but with me. I still mourn my wife.”

Alastair nodded sympathetically. “I can well understand yer hesitation. I, too, lost a beloved wife. But it’s been a year, a fair time for mourning. Ye’re the chief’s son and clan tanist. Ye, of all men, recognize that the people’s welfare comes before yer own desires, however justifiable they may be. None will condemn ye for ending yer mourning, not when it’ll also end the feuding.”

“And I don’t care what anyone thinks!” Niall’s tall frame tensed in anger. “Who’s to say a year’s long enough? I’ll not shame the memory of my wife for anyone! Do ye hear me, MacGregor? Not anyone!”

Alastair’s jaw clenched. This was proving more difficult than he had anticipated. He hadn’t counted on the man’s deep emotions for his wife clouding his judgment. “And I say, think again. Ye’re hardly in a position to refuse. Though ye managed to escape death once, I’ve naught to lose now—and ye’ve everything.”

Niall laughed. “And do ye think I believe ye’d kill me with a Campbell army outside yer gates? Yer castle would be overrun, every man, woman, and child put to the sword. It’s the Highland code.”

“Who said I’d kill ye?” MacGregor shook his head, a grim, deadly smile twisting his mouth. “I’m not fool enough to make a martyr of ye, to return ye clothed in the glory of death. Nay, I thought rather to send ye back a little less a man than when ye came.” One of his bushy gray brows lifted. “Even if the act was the end of me, as long as ye lived, there’d be no further retribution against my people. If ye get my meaning?”

Niall stiffened. The man must be addled even to suggest such a thing! He shuddered at the thought then, regaining his composure, looked deep into the MacGregor’s eyes. His enemy’s gaze was as firm as his own.

He’s backed to the wall. All that’s left is his honor. And that, Niall well knew, was a life-or-death matter.

But where was the honor in shaming his beloved’s memory? Though he was far from wanting another wife, the MacGregor lass was comely, and many marriages had been made for less than romantic reasons. He never hoped to have again what he’d had anyway. Surely that kind of love came only once in a lifetime. But to wed before he had mourned as he saw fit . . .

“If ye did such a thing, what good would I be to yer daughter then, man?” Niall inquired coolly, determined not to give the MacGregor an inch in this battle of wills.

The look of surprise on the man’s face salved some of Niall’s
wounded pride. He made his decision. All issues of love and honor aside, if for no other reason than to discover the traitor, he knew he had to survive.

“Ye’re a hard one, MacGregor.” He sighed. “I’ll give ye what ye want, but ye must meet me halfway. After all, I’ve my pride to consider, too.”

Alastair smiled, sensing the victory within his grasp. He had won. Why not be generous? “Ask, and if it’s within reason, it’s yers.”

“I’ll need another year before my mourning’s done. I’ll handfast with yer daughter for that time, then wed her.”

Handfast, Alastair thought. Annie would balk at that unwed state worse than at marrying a Campbell. To live together as man and wife without a church-sanctioned ceremony might be acceptable to many, a “trial marriage” so to speak where both could go their way if things didn’t work out, but he knew his daughter. For all her flaunting of a woman’s customary strictures, she’d never go against the proper religious morals her mother had instilled in her. Yet, noting the determined set to his prisoner’s jaw, he also knew Niall Campbell wouldn’t budge from his offer. Annie would just have to understand.

A huge grin on his face, Alastair extended his hand. “We’ve a bargain. My Annie’s yers.” As Niall clasped his hand, a sudden thought struck him. “I’d be obliged if ye treated her kindly. It’s not her fault, whatever bitterness ye may feel toward me because of this. Don’t take it out on her.”

“Dinna fash yerself, man. I’ll not harm her.”

Yet, even as he spoke, Niall remembered the Reformed preacher who had just a year ago returned from Edinburgh to take up residence once more on Campbell lands. Malcolm Campbell, one of his father’s sisters’s illegitimate sons, was a narrow-minded witch fanatic who had already managed to stir the clan to the edge of panic. Niall wondered what the man’s reaction would be to Anne.

He turned to Alastair. “It’ll go hard for her, nonetheless. Her witch’s reputation has spread far and wide.”

A wild fear sprung to the MacGregor’s eyes. “Ye’ll protect her, won’t ye? She’s not a witch. It’s just her great healing skills and her strange gray eyes that give some folk pause. But she’s not a witch.”

“I know that, man. I’ll do what I can.” Niall paused. “One thing more. As we’re soon to be family, I can expect yer full measure of loyalty, can’t I?”

The older man’s gaze narrowed. “Ye already know the answer to that. What’s it ye want?”

“My capture. It was too easy, ye knowing when and where we were to attack. Who told ye, MacGregor?”

“I-I don’t know what ye—”

“No games, man! Don’t protect a Campbell from one of his own. Besides, he may have been the one responsible for the feud. Stranger things have happened. Tell me his name. Ye owe loyalty to me now, not him.”

Alastair shook his head. “I can’t tell ye that. I don’t know the man. He came to me alone and kept his face covered. He was a crafty one and full of hatred for ye, but why, I don’t know. He was careful to say little. I fear I can’t help ye.”

Frustration swelled in Niall, nearly choking him. Save for having his suspicions confirmed, he was no closer to discovering the traitor than before. His only advantage lay in the fact the man didn’t yet know that Niall suspected anything amiss. It was small indeed, but it was all he had. But not for long. He’d see to that.

“No one must know, MacGregor. Ye mustn’t reveal the fact ye told me this to anyone. Do ye understand?”

“Aye. Ye’ve my word on it.”

“Good. Now, how soon can the handfasting be done?” Niall skewered Alastair with a sharp glance. “I’ve a need to return home as quickly as possible.”

The MacGregor’s brow knit in thought. “I must tell Annie, give her time to accept it. And her possessions need packing. Do ye desire an elaborate ceremony?”

“Nay. We’ll save that for the wedding.”

“Then why not have it at midday? It’ll give ye time to rest and me time to break it to my daughter.”

“As ye wish, but we must depart immediately thereafter. Also, I’ll need one of my own as witness.”

“Yer clan will return at dawn’s first light. Ye can come with me to the walls and call one inside. But no tricks. I’ll not have ye shame my daughter by telling her I forced her on ye. Yer word on it, Campbell.”

Och, man, Niall thought. Suddenly ye’re caring for yer daughter’s  feelings, after all but trading her off like some prize cow? With only the greatest effort, he controlled the sneer that threatened the corner of his mouth.

“Ye’ve my word on it, not that it’ll matter. Yer daughter’s too clever not to guess the truth.” Niall laughed. “I don’t envy ye the task of convincing her. I may yet get out of this. Then what’ll ye do?”

The MacGregor’s face reddened. “For all her spunk, my Annie’s an obedient lass. She’ll obey her father, and no mistake.”

Niall’s dark brows arched in challenge. “Then call her, man. Now. Let’s get this settled once and for all.”

[image: Il_9781441201515_0045_002]

Anne awoke to her serving maid shaking her. “Ma’am? Please, ma’am, yer father’s calling for ye.”

“What?” Anne sat up, brushed the hair from her eyes. “Father? Did he say what he wanted?”

The little maid shook her head. “Nay. I was only told to dress ye, fix yer hair, and send ye on yer way as quickly as possible.”

“Then let’s get on with it.” Anne sprang from bed. “At this hour, I fear it must be important.”

It had to have something to do with the Campbells, perhaps even Niall Campbell himself, Anne mused ten minutes later as she hurried down the chill stone corridor toward her father’s chambers. But what would her father need her for? How could she be of any help? Well, no matter. She paused to smooth her dress and hastily braided hair before knocking on the door. One way or another, she’d discover the answer soon enough.

“Come in, lass,” her father’s voice beckoned at her first knock. 

Hesitantly, Anne pushed open the door. Her father and Niall Campbell stood together, warming themselves at the hearth. She walked in.

“Close the door and come here, lass.”

Anne quickly did as she was told. “Aye, Father?” She searched his face in concern. “Ye called me. What troubles ye?”

Alastair gestured toward Niall. “We’ve come to an agreement that’ll end the feuding.”

Her gaze swung to meet Niall Campbell’s. “Is it true? Ye’ve agreed to end the feud?”

He nodded.

“But how? What common ground could ye two possibly find? What honorable recourse to ease the wounded pride of both sides?”

A strange light flared in Niall’s eyes. “I’ve no talent for smooth words, and I won’t lie. Ask yer father. It’ll come better from him.” He looked at Alastair. “I’ll wait at the window, give ye a moment of privacy together.”

Alastair nodded. Both he and Anne watched as Niall took a seat across the room. Then Anne turned to her father.

“What did he mean? Why should an end to the feud cause me pain?”

“Och, lass.” He sighed. “Hear me out before ye fly into a rage. It was, after all, the best, the only thing, I could do.” He took her by the arms. “I’ve given ye to him.”

Shock warred with anger until Anne could barely speak a coherent word. “What? Y-ye did what?”

“Ye heard me, lass. I gave ye to Niall Campbell.”

“Ye gave me to . . . to him?” Anne’s voice rose on a thread of hysteria. “But why? He doesn’t want me!”

Niall winced at the naked anguish in her words, knowing full well their truth. Pity slashed through him. Though it was evident she was just as adamantly against their union as he, Anne would suffer far greater consequences. She’d be the one to leave her home and adjust her life to his. She’d be the one to lose the freedom she so dearly cherished, not to mention the opportunity to heal, for it would be far too dangerous for her to roam about ministering to his more superstitious clan.

Perhaps she didn’t realize that yet. Niall prayed so, for the knowledge might be more than she could bear. Better to break it to her later, after she’d had time . . .

“Nay!”

The cry wrenched free of the muted speech coming from across the room. Niall jerked around. At that moment Anne turned to him. Their gazes met, his eyes locking with tear-bright silver.

“Nay,” she whispered, the entreaty so direct and personal it sliced right to his heart.

He quashed the unexpected impulse to go to her, gather her into his arms and comfort her. Instead, he forced his glance back out the window. It’d do no good, Niall told himself.

What could he promise her anyway? He didn’t know if his people would ever accept her or if she’d find happiness at Kilchurn. And he had no hope of love to offer. Better she seek what comfort she could from her father.

“How can ye do this?” Anne demanded of Alastair, the tears now coursing unchecked down her cheeks. “How can ye give me to a man such as ye know Niall Campbell to be? He’s ruthless, cruel, and will probably ill treat me solely out of hatred for MacGregors.

Ye forced him into this. I know ye did!”

Alastair gently wiped her tears away. “It’s for the good of both our peoples, lass. He saw the wisdom, as ye must. Don’t fear him. He’s an honorable man. I know that now. He’ll not mistreat ye.”

“But I don’t need a husband!” she wailed. “I don’t want to wed!”

“Er, it isn’t exactly a marriage,” her father mumbled, coloring fiercely. “Or, leastwise, not for a time. Ye’re to be handfasted to him for a year and a day, until his mourning for his wife’s over.”

Anne jerked away, her tears staunched in her scorching anger and disbelief. “Handfasted? Ye’re handfasting me? I don’t believe it! Why not just give me to him as his mistress? As far as I’m concerned, it’s one and the same!”

“Now, lass.” Alastair moved toward her, his voice low with warning. “Calm yerself. It isn’t the same at all. Handfasting’s an ancient, honored custom. There’s no shame in it. Besides, he’s agreed to wed ye when the year’s up. Ye can’t blame him for wanting to mourn his wife, can ye?”

“Let him mourn the rest of his life for all I care!” Anne hotly replied. “It doesn’t matter to me! It’s my right as a Scotswoman to refuse this. I will not handfast or anything else with him!”

“And I say ye will!” her father roared, apparently at the end of his patience. “Ye’re still my child, my firstborn and heir. Our clan’s welfare, nay, its verra survival, is now in yer hands. Ye know where yer duty lies.”

He pointed toward the door. “Now go, and not another word from ye. The ceremony will commence at midday. The Wolf wishes to depart immediately thereafter, so see to yer preparations. I don’t wish to discuss this further!”

Anne opened her mouth to protest then, noting the tense, rigid expression on her father’s face, thought better of it. It was no use anyway. Her time was better spent attempting to make Niall Campbell see the sense of things.

She glanced to where the big Highlander stood staring out the window. “I need a few minutes, then, to speak with him,” she said, looking back to her father. “Before I’ll agree to this mockery of a union, we’ve some details to work out.”

Alastair’s gaze narrowed. “What are ye about, lass? If ye think to get him to reconsider . . .”

“And is that possible?” She managed a brittle laugh. “Well, we’ll see, won’t we?”

Muttering the whole way, her father walked to the door and exited. Anne wasted no time joining Niall Campbell. “What did my father promise ye?” she asked.

He half-turned, the vestige of a smile hovering about his full, firm lips. “My life and freedom. Can ye better that offer, lass?”

She couldn’t, and she knew he knew it. “Then yer mind’s made, is it?”

“It’d seem so. And what of yers? Are ye finally willing to yield and do yer father’s bidding?”

Anne sniffed in disdain. “Hardly. To my mind, handfasting’s naught more than an excuse for—”

When she caught herself in mid-sentence, Niall cocked his head. “For what? Fornication?”

Heat flooded her face. “Well, aye.” She forced herself to meet his amused gaze. “And I won’t do that, leastwise, not outside the bonds of holy matrimony. I love my father. I love my clan. But I love the Lord Jesus above even them. I won’t sin.”

“And have I asked ye to, lass?”

His softly couched question gave her pause. “Nay, not in so many words, but everyone who handfasts—”

“I’m not everyone,” Niall said. “I meant what I told yer father earlier. I need more time to mourn my wife. Mourn her in every way. I’ve no taste for fornicating with anyone.”

“Aye, ye say that now. But a year’s a long time. What if, in that time, ye change yer mind?”

“Then that’ll be my dilemma, not yers.”

She didn’t know what she had hoped for, but she wasn’t prepared for such a response. “So, ye’ll give me yer word our handfasting will be a chaste one?”

“Aye. Ye have it.”

“And what if, at the end of the year, I wish to return to my clan? Will ye allow me to sever the vows we’ve made?”

“Aye. I also think it only fair that I’ve the same option.”

Anne laughed then. “Och, that’s fair and more.” She held out her hand. “Then we’re agreed?”

Niall looked down at her outstretched hand and, after a moment’s hesitation, took it in his. “Aye, we’re agreed.”
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The ensuing hours until midday flew by in a flurry of activity. From a place far removed, Anne watched the preparations for her departure. Her gowns were carefully folded, her slippers and small collection of jewelry wrapped in soft cloths, her beloved clarsach safely tucked among them all.

A heavy pain settled around her heart. Despite the pact she and Niall Campbell had made, her situation had barely changed. Would there ever be reason to strum the curved wooden harp in Kilchurn Castle?

Soon, nothing remained save the traveling gown of deep emerald velvet and a heavy woolen cape to ward against the blustering spring winds. Her entire life, Anne mused sadly, had quickly condensed into a few bulky parcels.

One last time, she visited the keep’s private garden. The sturdier plants that had overwintered were beginning to sprout fresh shoots of green. Her beloved herbs. Life-giving, heart-and-body soothing. Would there be a place for them in her new life?

A sob rose in Anne’s throat. In but the span of a few hours, her life had completely changed. She had become a pawn to be manipulated at the whim of others. The freedom and control she had once had were now lovely illusions.

Aye, illusions indeed, Anne thought, for they were never more than  that in anyone’s mind but my own. I’ve never had any power over my  life, save what was permitted me.

She knelt to brush a bit of dirt from a chamomile plant. Soon  their delicate, daisy-like flowers will bloom, and I’ll not be here to see  them.

The realization stirred something, firing her resolve, feeding her wounded spirit. She rose to her feet, her hands clenched at her sides. She’d not let this defeat her! Though her circumstances may have changed, the Lord still called her to this work. The censure of others had never stopped her before. Why should it do so now?

She had risked death for a long while now. Even in Campbell lands, there was nothing more they could threaten her with.

Anne hurried away, soon returning with a trowel and an empty wooden box. A grim smile on her lips, she carefully dug up a sampling of every herb in her garden and placed them in the container. Somehow, she’d find a spot to transplant and grow her precious friends at Kilchurn Castle. She had to. Symbolically, their rebirth would also assure hers.
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An hour later Anne stood alone in her father’s chambers, awaiting his and Niall Campbell’s return from fetching one of his men to witness the ceremony. Dressed in a green gown with fitted bodice and tight sleeves with their trailing edges, her hair gathered in a pearl-studded snood and topped with a small green velvet cap, her only jewelry, in deference to the journey ahead, was a long pearl necklace, knotted just below the high-collared neckline.

She jumped when the heavy tread of footsteps echoed suddenly in the hallway. Before Anne could compose herself, the door swung open. In walked her father, followed closely by Niall Campbell and another man. She swallowed hard and forced her gaze to meet that of the tall, dark-haired warrior who strode over to stand before her.

“Lass,” Niall’s deep voice rumbled, “allow me to introduce another of my cousins, Iain Campbell. Iain, this is Anne MacGregor.”

At mention of her name, the equally tall, dark-blond-haired man jerked his admiring gaze from her to Niall. “Anne?”

“Aye,” he replied tersely. “Pay yer respects.”

Iain, who appeared several years younger than Niall, looked back at Anne. He accepted her proffered hand. A pair of intensely blue eyes studied her for a moment, then his head bowed to kiss her hand.

“It’s my greatest pleasure to make yer acquaintance, ma’am. Truly, ye’re one of the loveliest women I’ve ever laid eyes upon.”

“And ye’re as gallant as any court gentleman to say so,” Anne murmured stiffly. “I hope we can be friends.”

A reckless grin split Iain’s handsome face. “If Niall hadn’t claimed ye first, I’d have liked to be more than friends. Still, fate being what it is, I suppose I’ll be pleased to settle for a friendship.”

At his blunt, forthright manner, Anne couldn’t help but smile. Here was one Campbell, at least, who seemed willing to accept her. Perhaps there was hope.

Niall cleared his throat. “Now that my cousin’s finished charming this gathering, let’s get on with the handfasting. We’ve several hours’ journey ahead, and I wish to be home before dark.”

Iain merely quirked an eyebrow in amusement, but Anne, irritated by Niall’s rudeness, shot him an icy glance. “Aye, by all means. I’ve no wish to deter ye from more important matters.”

He opened his mouth to snap something back at her, then thought better of it. It isn’t her fault, Niall reminded himself for the tenth time. Be gentle. It’s even worse for her.

Instead, he addressed the MacGregor. “The ceremony, if ye please.”

Alastair’s gaze skittered anxiously from his daughter to Niall, then he opened the small book he held. After a prolonged bout of throat clearing, he began to read. “We gather here for the time-honored ritual of handfasting. An ancient custom, it is, meant to prepare a man and woman for the lifelong partnership of marriage, binding them hand in fist for a year and a day. If any children be born of this union, custody and care are the father’s responsibility. If the couple parts at the end of the year, the mither’s reputation will not in the least be held in question.”

He paused to inhale a shaky breath. “Now, let them be brought before us.” He raised his eyes to Anne and Niall. “Take each other’s hand and step forward.”

A large, heavily calloused palm extended toward Anne. After a moment’s hesitation, she placed her trembling hand in Niall’s. There was a momentary squeeze, as if he were trying to reassure her. Then, as one, they moved to stand before the MacGregor. Out of the corner of her eye, Anne saw Iain take his place beside his cousin.

Alastair directed his gaze to Niall. “Repeat after me. I, Niall Campbell, do come here of my own free will, to seek the partnership of Anne MacGregor. I come with all love, honor—”

“I’m not a hypocrite, MacGregor!” Niall cut in harshly. “Leave love out of this or I’ll not make the vows.”

“A-as ye wish,” the older man stammered, apparently unnerved by the vehemence in Niall’s voice. “I meant no offense. It’s but the customary rite.”

“And I care not what the custom is,” Niall hissed through clenched teeth. “Now, get on with it.”

“I come with all . . . honor and sincerity, wishing only to become one with her whom I . . . er . . . I honor.”

He paused as Niall repeated the words. “Always,” Alastair then continued, “will I strive for Anne’s happiness and welfare. Her life will I defend before my own. All this I swear, on my word as a Scotsman and Highlander.”

Niall spoke the words after him. Then Alastair turned to Anne, guiding her in her pledge. Once she had finished, he withdrew two rings from his pocket. Made of plain gold workings, the pair gleamed with the patina of age and loving use.

“These were yer mither’s and mine.” His eyes misted as he smiled down at his daughter. “I know rings aren’t called for with a handfasting, but I’d still be pleased if ye’d wear yer mither’s.”

“Aye, Father.” Tears welled in her eyes. Though he was trying, in his own way, to make something more of this ceremony than it was, she hadn’t the heart to disparage it. “If it’d please ye.”

He handed the ring to Niall. “Place it upon her finger.”

Niall slid the golden circlet onto the third finger of Anne’s left hand. Then his gaze returned to Alastair’s.

“Would ye consider wearing my ring?” the older man asked. “Once before, it was part of a long and happy union. Mayhap it’ll bring the same fortune again.”

Niall gritted his teeth, a muscle twitching furiously in his jaw. It’s a farce, all of this, he inwardly raged, yet the old man persists in  trying to force some romantic symbolism into it. Well, this goes too far!  I won’t compromise my honor.

A gentle squeeze of his hand halted him. Turning, Niall found himself captured by a mesmerizing pair of silver eyes. Warm with silent entreaty, they pulled at him. He knew, for Anne’s sake at least, he couldn’t refuse.

“I-I’d be honored, MacGregor,” Niall mumbled, still ensnared by the strange feelings roiling within. He watched as the man presented his daughter with the ring and she placed it on his finger.

“As the tall grass and mighty trees bow beneath the force of the wind,” Alastair once more intoned, “so too must ye both bend when the storms of life blow strong. But know as swiftly as the storm comes, so equally swiftly may it depart. Stand strong always in each other’s strength. Together ye are one; apart ye are naught.”

He looked up at them. “Be faithful, one to the other. Ever honor each other. Help each other—and know now that ye’re truly one.” A broad smile lit his face. “It’s over, the handfasting ceremony, I mean. Ye may kiss her.”

Kiss her, Niall thought. Ah, well, she’s mine now and if it’ll put an  end to this odious ceremony . . . He pulled her to him, his powerful arms encircling her, and lowered his head.
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