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  Chapter one
Bargaining Chip


MacKinnear Island, Scotland 1401 (or a variation thereof) 
As Yvaine stepped out of MacLeòir Castle and into the courtyard, the morning sky was painted in brilliant saffron and pink hues, reaching out to the world in a glorious sunrise. Yvaine’s heart, though, felt heavy as her gaze flew over the carriage prepared for them. Warriors, their escort to Castle Morganach, were mounted atop their horses surrounding the carriage.
Her brothers Logan and Rory, too, were seated on their mounts, both their faces grim. Not even young Rory with his easy laugh managed a smile, and yet Yvaine could not shake the feeling that there was something on his mind. His green eyes met hers, and the expression there was almost imploring.
A few paces ahead of her, Yvaine saw her mother walk upon her father’s arm as he escorted her to the waiting carriage. Only there was nothing gallant in the gesture. Indeed, her father’s gaze was hard, and as they reached the carriage, his hand clamped down upon her mother’s, causing a gasp to fly from her lips. “Not a word,” he hissed, leaning in close, his eyes commanding.
Swallowing hard, Yvaine’s mother nodded, her own eyes downcast in obedience and fear, and Yvaine’s heart twisted in outrage. If only she could... say something, put her father in his place, demand he treat them with respect.
All of them.
Including her.
Yet it was not to be. Yvaine knew so, and yet her mind constantly ran away toward this hopeful place that reminded her of the life she had had before.
Before she had stumbled into the past.
Still, in a strange way this was her home. After all, she had been born in this time, to this family. She had been only three years of age when circumstances had guided her to a secret island just off the coast. Yvaine could not remember those days. She could not remember how she had found her way there; yet she had to have. Somehow, she had to have found her way to the island, found the cavern there and stumbled into the glistening pool of water in its midst.
Somehow, she had traveled to the future and found her family, her true family. People who had loved her all her life. People who respected her and encouraged her. People who had never stood in her way, only ever concerned with her well-being, her happiness. Aye, it had been a wonderful life, and only now that Yvaine had been jerked back into her old life—so markedly different from the way she had grown up—did she realize how fortunate she had been.
Aiden MacKinnear, the man who had become her father, would never have dared decide her future for her. He would never have contemplated the thought of arranging a union, much less one against her wishes. Heather MacKinnear, the woman who had been mother to Yvaine for as long as she could remember, had always been a proud and strong woman, her eyes only ever downcast in moments of deep sadness… or moments of mischief. There had been such joy and merriment in Yvaine’s family that its absence now weighed heavily upon her heart. Every once in a while, she shared a smile or a laugh with Rory, yet beyond that, there was no happiness here.
As Yvaine watched her birth mother seat herself in the carriage, her gaze collided with her father’s. He watched her carefully, as his gaze slightly narrowed. “Mind yer manners,” he warned in a chilling voice, his hand now clasped hard around her upper arm, holding her in place. “Ye will do as is expected of ye.” His brows rose meaningfully as his eyes drilled into hers. “That is if ye still want the MacCarmaig lad to see the next sunrise.” A dark chuckle rumbled in his throat, and Yvaine stared into her father’s face, aghast at the lack of emotion she saw there. Did he truly not care? Could he end another’s life just like that without a moment of hesitation? Without even a touch of regret?
Finally seated in the carriage across from her mother, Yvaine watched from the window as they pulled out of the courtyard, leaving MacLeòir Castle behind. Slowly, their small family party surrounded by an imposing group of warriors made their way along a path winding northward toward Castle Morganach.
Yvaine’s mother sat with her hands folded stoically in her lap, her face set in an expression of calm reserve. Not a word left her lips, and Yvaine could not shake the feeling that her mother did not dare meet her eyes.
“What does Father not wish for me to ken?” Yvaine asked in a quiet voice, not wanting to be overheard by the riders flanking the carriage.
As if slapped, her mother’s head snapped up, her eyes wide as she stared at her daughter.
Yvaine heaved a deep sigh. “Tell me.”
Swallowing hard, her mother shook her head, a forced smile curling the corners of her lips. “There is nothing, Child. Where would ye get such an idea?” Again, her mother’s gaze returned to her folded hands, now clenched in her lap.
“Mother, ye’re an awful liar,” Yvaine exclaimed with an exasperated sigh. “Tell me. Please.” She leaned forward, bracing her elbows upon her legs. “Does it have anything to do with Caelen? Is he all right? Did Father—?” Yvaine swallowed hard, unable to finish the question, unable to even contemplate that her father might have already broken his word... and done something irreversible to Caelen.
Her mother remained silent for a few moments, yet there was guilt etched into her eyes. 
Seeing it, Yvaine’s heart sank, suddenly weighted down by pain and sorrow. “Please, Mother,” she begged as tears shot to her eyes. “Tell me what Father has done.”
Finally lifting her head, her mother reached out her hands and grasped Yvaine’s, regret in her eyes and a soothing smile upon her lips. “He hasna done anything. I assure ye, Child, nothing has happened to the lad. He is well... as far as I ken,” she added like an afterthought, and her gaze instantly fell from Yvaine’s.
Desperate hope surged through Yvaine, and she clasped her mother’s hands more tightly. “Yet there is something ye’re not telling me. ’Tis written all over yer face. Tell me true.”
Her mother shook her head. “Ye’re right,” she finally admitted, chancing a glance up at Yvaine. “But I assure ye, ’tis not what ye think. Yer father hasna broken the word he has given ye.”
Yvaine gathered strength from the way her mother’s eyes looked into hers, for once not wavering but steady. She exhaled a deep breath then leaned back in the upholstered seat and closed her eyes for a precious moment.
All night, she had lain awake, thinking of Caelen, wishing she could sneak down to the dungeons and, at least, speak to him. He had come to help her flee her father’s grasp, promised to take her back across the sea to the island and the cavern with that shimmering pool of water that she hoped possessed the power to send her back to the place she called home. And now? Now, Caelen was locked away in the dungeons, a threat hanging over his head, a threat that would see his life ended if Yvaine were to go back on the deal she had made with her father: to see Caelen’s life saved and him set free, she would enter into the union her father had planned for her and marry Malcolm Morganach, leader of Clan Morganach.
The thought alone made her feel sick, and yet what was she to do? Even if Caelen were a stranger, she could not sentence him to death. She could not bear the burden of knowing that she could have saved him and had done nothing to do so. Only Caelen was not a stranger, was he? Nay, despite being the son of the MacLeòirs’ greatest enemy, despite the fact that they had only met a few months ago, despite having spoken no more than a few words with one another, he had somehow, inexplicably won Yvaine’s heart.
It was a simple truth, and a devastating one all the same. More than anything, Yvaine wished to return home. Day and night, her heart ached for the family she had lost, for her parents and her three older brothers Duncan, Keir, and Magnus. Aye, they could all be exasperating at times, Duncan with his condescending streak, Keir with his teasing humor, and Magnus with his adorable thoughtlessness. Aye, she loved them all and she longed to see them again.
Now, though, there was this part deep inside her that conjured an image of Caelen whenever Yvaine thought of returning home, as though to hold it against her, to throw the image in the balance and make her doubt. And she did doubt, did she not? All of a sudden, what Yvaine wanted no longer led her in a straight line. Nay, the road ahead now forked into two directions, and she no longer knew which one to take, wanting both and neither at the same time.
“If what ye say is true,” Yvaine remarked, her gaze once more fixed upon her mother’s face, “then why the secrecy? I heard what Father said to ye. I saw the expression in his eyes, and I ken that he urged ye to keep something from me. If ’tis not about Caelen, then what is it?”
Again, her mother shook her head, and Yvaine understood in that moment that there was nothing in the world that could persuade her to speak out against her husband. Nay, fear held her in a tight grip, ensuring compliance.
Anger surged through Yvaine’s veins, and she felt her hands clench and ball into fists, the urge to drive them into something hard and painful almost overwhelming. Feeling powerless was such a crippling feeling that Yvaine barely knew how to handle it. She knew she needed to remain in control, and yet with each day that passed it became increasingly difficult. Never before had she needed to rein in her emotions like that. Always had she worn her tongue on her sleeve, speaking her mind with no fear of repercussions. Now, every word could spell doom, and Yvaine felt exhausted by the need to think everything through before voicing a thought.
“If I marry the Morganach leader,” Yvaine asked tentatively, a shiver of fear crawling over her skin, “will Father keep his word? Will he release Caelen?” Deep down, Yvaine could not shake the feeling that as soon as she was married, as soon as there was no going back for her, her father would no longer feel bound to the deal they had made. Instead he would execute Caelen in order to get back at his greatest enemy and finally see the blood feud between the two clans settled once and for all. After all, with Caelen dead, the future of Clan MacCarmaig would be in great peril.
Sadness rested in her mother’s eyes. “Ye’d be wise to guard yer heart, Child,” she murmured softly, her voice barely audible. “Those who care are easily broken in this world. Harden yer heart, and perhaps...” She closed her eyes, and a silent tear ran down her cheek.
Staring at her mother, Yvaine wondered about the life she had lived. In truth, she knew very little about the woman who had birthed her. The conversations they had had over the past few months had rarely gone deeper than fancy gowns and appropriate etiquette, clan loyalty and familial obligations.
“Why did ye marry Father?” Yvaine asked abruptly. “Did ye care for him at some point? Or was it nothing more than an arranged union?”
Her mother’s eyes remained closed, and yet her head turned away from Yvaine and toward the landscape flying by outside the window. Not a word fell from her tongue, her lips pressed into a tight line as though to suppress emotions that burdened her despite the advice she had only just given to her own daughter.
Harden yer heart, and perhaps...
Aye, perhaps hardening one’s heart was not as simple as that. Perhaps her mother had tried and failed as well, knowing from her own experience how devastating this life could be.
Now am I to follow in her footsteps? Yvaine thought desperately, outrage simmering in her veins, making her hands once more curl into fists, testing her self-control yet again. Am I to be trapped in a union to a man who expects my complete obedience?
Yvaine clenched her teeth against the roar of fury that threatened to tear from her throat. Nay, I will do what I must but no more. I willna bow my head or cower in fear. I willna. This willna be my life.
As they continued on their journey, the rolling hills turned to mountains and the sky overhead darkened as the sun set. They traveled in near silence, and Yvaine found herself lost in her thoughts as the miles passed by. She thought of Malcolm Morganach, the man she would be forced to marry, and a chill ran down her spine.
Only a few days ago, Yvaine had first laid eyes on the man. He stood tall, his hair as dark as Caelen’s, yet there had been no kindness, no laughter in his eyes when he had looked upon her. Half his face bore the marks of fire, which had touched him at some point in his past, giving him an almost monstrous expression. Yet it had been the hard and commanding tone in his voice that had sent outrage through Yvaine’s blood. He had spoken to her the same way her father spoke to her mother, without respect, expecting to be obeyed.
Perhaps this simply was the way of the world. Even in her own time, Yvaine knew that many unions were not based upon love, were not entered into willingly. Yet on MacKinnear Island, the place Yvaine called home, life had always been different; and somehow, Yvaine had always expected the rest of the world to be the same. Perhaps her mind had known better, her heart, though, had found itself shocked beyond all measure at the discovery that it was not.
[image: ]
The night grew colder as the family party continued onward. Finally, when the sky was black and stars were blazing above, Logan called to make camp until morning, and soon everyone was busy setting up tents and gathering wood for a fire.
While the others worked, Yvaine found herself drawn to the edge of the camp. She had been so wrapped up in her own thoughts that she had not even noticed how far away they had traveled from home, away from the coast and the island Yvaine longed to return to. Before, her mind had been so occupied with only one thought: to get away, to return home. Over the last few days, though, it had not even entered her mind once. Not in the way it had before. Nay, all she had been able to think about had been saving Caelen’s life as her future loomed threateningly in front of her.
And now, all of a sudden, here she was, out in the wilderness, far from the walls that had kept her locked in. She stood looking out into the darkness beyond their campfires, unable to shake the feeling that something out there was calling to her. 
More than anything, Yvaine simply wanted to melt into the darkness and slip away, find her way to the coast, and reach the island without delay. She wanted to go home.
Home.
The word made Yvaine sigh with longing, and she wrapped her arms tightly around herself, fighting to hold back the impulse to simply run out into the night. “Think of Caelen,” she murmured to herself. “Ye canna leave him to his fate.”
As though out of nowhere, Rory appeared at her side, his eyes searching hers with an intensity that made Yvaine’s heart flutter with both fear and anticipation. “Yvaine, there’s something I needa tell ye,” he murmured, casting a furtive glance over her shoulder, his voice no more than a whisper.
Yvaine’s heart almost paused in her chest, the feeling painful and frightening as though she stood upon the edge of a cliff. “What is it?” she gasped, turning to him, and grasping his little hands. “Do ye ken what Father’s trying to keep from me?”
Rory nodded, the expression in his eyes almost desperate; however, before he could say a word, their father’s voice echoed across the small clearing. “Rory, come and help yer brother with the horses!”
Brother and sister both spun around, eyes wide as they stared at their father. He stood illuminated by the campfires, dark shadows dancing across his features and twisting his expression into a ferocious snarl. He glared at them, his approach slow and yet determined, as though he feared what Rory might say in the few seconds that remained.
“Tell me,” Yvaine hissed urgently.
“Rory, now!” Their father thundered, his booming voice disturbing the quiet peacefulness of the night. Two more steps and he stood beside them, his right hand settling firmly upon Rory’s slender shoulder. “Go.”
With an apologetic gaze in his eyes, Rory bowed his head and turned away, slow footsteps, made heavy by disappointment and failure, guiding him across the clearing, past the watching warriors and toward his elder brother. 
“Dunna test me,” Yvaine’s father snarled as he glared down at her. “Ye will do as I say, is that understood?”
Yvaine frowned, regarding her father’s face most carefully. Indeed, there was a hint of concern there, and she wished she knew why. Clearly, Rory did. As did her mother. Yet both were forbidden from saying anything. “I simply wish to speak to my brother,” Yvaine replied, struggling to keep the taunting tone out of her voice. “Why would ye object to that? What do ye fear he might tell me?” Her brows rose in challenge even though she knew it to be unwise.
Yet her father said not a word, his gaze stern as he looked at her before stepping away, leaving her alone on the far side of the camp.
Yvaine sighed in frustration as she gazed after him, for she could not shake the feeling that what she did not know was of the utmost importance.






  
  Chapter two
A Foolish Errand


Without horses, Caelen and Fergus had made it nowhere near halfway to the MacCarmaigs’ keep when the sun began to set that day. Caelen’s heart pounded heavily in his chest, partly from exhaustion and partly from a deep sense of betrayal. Although he knew there was no other way, Caelen could not shake the feeling that he was acting dishonorably by leaving Yvaine behind. She had given her freedom to save his life, and now he was slinking away without lifting a finger to help her after Rory had set them free. 
“I can see what ye’re thinking,” Fergus remarked, his breath coming in fast pants, fatigue overshadowing his face. “We are not turning around.”
Caelen shook his head, pulling to a halt and bracing his hands upon his knees. “I wasna going to suggest that,” he gasped, closing his eyes to draw deep breaths into his body. “Like this, we are no help to anyone.” Aye, his mind knew this to be true, and yet his heart argued otherwise.
“We need horses,” Fergus remarked when his knees gave out and he sank down onto the forest floor, leaning his back against the thick trunk of a tree. “It feels as though my blisters have blisters.” A tired smile teased his lips, and yet his eyes remained closed.
Caelen slumped down beside his friend, his mind once again drifting to Yvaine, wondering where she was and what was happening at MacLeòir Castle. Had they already left? No doubt the marriage ceremony would take place at the Morganach keep. It was a thought that turned Caelen’s stomach for more reasons than one. Yet one in particular stood out. One he had not seen coming. One that had all but surprised him earlier that night.
“I’m in love with her,” he murmured into the quiet night, still feeling a sense of surprise at that realization.
Beside him, Fergus chuckled. “Is that truly news to ye?” He clasped a weak hand upon Caelen’s shoulder. “I never thought ye a fool. Perhaps I was wrong.”
The sun’s last rays glinted off the trees of the forest, and its orange hue bathed everything in a warm glow. Still, Caelen’s heart felt cold. “What if Rory canna get word to her?” Caelen murmured. “What if...?”
Indeed, time stood against him. It would take too long for them to reach MacCarmaig land, speak to Caelen’s father and convince him to act. Despite their disagreements, despite Caelen and Fergus having fled the keep only days earlier, Caelen was certain that his father would try his utmost to prevent Yvaine from marrying the leader of Clan Morganach. After all, gaining Morganach as an ally had been the sole interest of both clans these past few years.
“I dunna ken,” Fergus murmured, no humor in his voice now. “Though ye ken better than anyone that the lass is resourceful. If anyone can find a way to stop this wedding from happening, I believe it to be her.”
Caelen nodded, wanting to believe his friend’s words. “Aye, ye’re right. Yet I canna think of something she could do. Her father is clearly determined to see her wed, and there is no reason why Malcolm Morganach should refuse her.” He swallowed hard, remembering the stoic clan leader with his scarred face and hard eyes, certain that even a man like him could be moved by the sight of Yvaine.
Aye, no one could deny that she possessed an unparalleled beauty, her fiery-red tresses and emerald-green eyes captivating, bewitching even, and there was a fire within her unmatched by anything Caelen had ever known. Her spirit was untamed, unbroken, speaking of a strength not even she herself knew. Yet at the same time, her heart was not cold; instead, there was deep kindness and compassion etched into it. She was fiercely loyal, and Caelen knew from experience that she would not hesitate to give her life, her happiness, for someone she sought to protect.
As they pressed on, the deepening darkness cast a chill on their journey and neither one of them possessed the strength to travel swiftly. Their limbs felt heavy, as though weighted down by lead, and their bellies rumbled with the need for sustenance. Caelen knew they needed rest, more even than a good night’s sleep, and yet he stumbled onward, unable to stop, his eyes drifting upward to the sliver of moon in the night sky.
It was then that Caelen heard a sound that made his blood run cold—hoof beats thundering closer. He looked to Fergus, his eyes wide with apprehension, and his friend nodded, indicating he, too, had noticed the sound. Without a word, they both began to run, their feet pounding against the hard ground. “We have to hide,” Caelen called out, gesturing toward a shadowed thicket nearby.
Yet in the next instance, he heard the distinct sound of hooves coming from behind them. He whipped around and spotted a group of warriors, seven in total, galloping down the path behind them. Although deep down Caelen had known who it would be, his heart sank when he recognized the leader of the group—his cousin, Lachlan MacCarmaig, sent out by his father to kill Yvaine before her father could see her wed to the Morganach chief. 
Lachlan pulled his horse up sharply and the others followed suit, coming to a halt in front of Caelen and Fergus. Lachlan smiled, a smug look on his face. “Well, well, what do we have here? My traitorous cousin and his equally traitorous friend sneaking away from MacLeòir Castle in the dead of night,” Lachlan said, his voice full of mockery, yet there was a touch of confusion in his eyes as he glared at them. “Tell me, Caelen, what are ye two doing out here? Last I heard, yer own father had ye taken to the dungeon for betraying yer clan.” His frown deepened, and Caelen could tell that Lachlan disliked not being kept informed. “How then do ye come to be here? Did ye flee to betray yer clan yet again?”
As Lachlan’s mount pranced in front of him, agitatedly tossing its head, Caelen felt a surge of anger course through him, and he had to clench his fists to stop himself from lashing out at his cousin. Instead, he squared his shoulders and met Lachlan’s gaze as calmly as he could. “I am on my way to my father’s keep to deliver an important message,” he said, ignoring the doubtful expression in his cousin’s eyes as he glanced at his warriors. “I would ask ye to let us pass.” 
Lachlan laughed. “Why should I let ye pass? Ye are a traitor, Caelen, and I have no reason to believe what ye say. As far as I ken, ye’re to be in the dungeon, awaiting yer father’s decision. He didna set ye free, did he?” His gaze narrowed. “Nay, ye escaped... only to return home now?” He shook his head. “What are ye up to, Cousin? For I’ll never believe that ye’re here with yer father’s permission.” 
Caelen gritted his teeth. “Nay, I’m not here with his permission. Ye’re right. We escaped from the dungeon. Yet what I have to say, he needa hear. If ye’re, indeed, loyal to my father and our clan, ye will assist us in returning to the keep.” He lifted his chin and held his cousin’s gaze.
For a long moment, silence fell over the forest before Lachlan dismounted and then stepped toward Caelen, his gaze narrowed in thought. “What message do ye speak of? Where have ye been? We saw the MacLeòir warriors search the surrounding of the keep,” he remarked then, his brows lifted in question. “We overheard them speaking of prisoners escaping. Tell me, dear cousin, how many dungeons have ye escaped lately?”
Caelen exhaled a deep breath through his nose, fighting to remain in control. He needed his cousin’s help because there was no time to lose. Yet Lachlan would know right away if Caelen were to lie. “I always spoke truthfully,” he told his cousin, holding his gaze without flinching. “I never concealed that I wished to see Yvaine returned to her home in order to prevent her from marrying the Morganach chief as well as saving her life. That is the reason we came here, to spirit her away and see this feud settled without bloodshed. Had we succeeded, Yvaine would’ve been safe and the Morganach chief could have married... my sister.”
Behind him, Caelen could sense Fergus’s agitation. Always had there been a strong bond between his childhood friend and his sister; yet only recently, had it blossomed into more. Gwyneth had aided them in fleeing the dungeons at his father’s keep, and before they had parted ways, Caelen had witnessed Fergus pulling his sister into a kiss that had been more than a simple farewell.
“Only ye didna succeed, did ye?” Lachlan mocked, his gaze sweeping over Caelen’s and Fergus’s disheveled appearance.
Caelen sighed with regret. “Nay, we didna. Before we could make our escape, Yvaine’s father discovered us. He threatened to execute me, and in order to save my life, she agreed to his demand.”
Suspicion now blazed in Lachlan’s gaze. “His demand?”
“To marry the Morganach chief.”
A curse flew from Lachlan’s lips, and disgruntled murmurs passed the lips of his warriors. “Ye fool!” he spat. “Look what yer interference did. Ye doomed us all.”
Fergus laughed as he pushed forward to stand beside Caelen. “If ye truly believe so, then ye are the fool. With or without our interference, Yvaine’s father would have found some way to force her hand. He was set on seeing this union happen, and he is a man who gets his way. Ye ken that.”
Despite his obvious fury, Lachlan remained quiet, and Caelen could see his cousin’s mind racing, considering what to do. “What is this message ye speak of? Why are ye returning home, knowing yer father will surely lock ye up again?”
Caelen stepped forward and held his cousin’s gaze. “Ye ken we both want the same thing, to prevent this marriage.” He waited for Lachlan to nod in acknowledgment. “As far as I ken, Yvaine is to be taken to Morganach’s keep in a matter of days where the ceremony is to take place.” Merely speaking the words turned his stomach. “If we can reach them in time before they make it to the keep, perhaps we can spirit her away, see her safely home and ensure that this marriage never happens.” He exhaled a deep breath. “If I could do it alone, I wouldna be here. So, I am returning home to ask for my father’s help. Yet if ye are willing to grant me yers, then we can save ourselves this journey. We are pressed for time as it is.”
As much as Caelen hated the thought of Lachlan anywhere near Yvaine, he knew he did not have a choice. If they were to return to MacCarmaig land first, there would be little chance they could reach them in time. Yvaine would be safely tucked away behind Morganach walls before they got anywhere near her.
Lachlan’s face grew dark as he stared at Caelen, indecision in his gaze. “Do ye speak true, Cousin? Weigh yer words carefully, for if ye lie, I shall cut out yer tongue.”
For a wistful moment, Caelen wondered what had happened to the two of them. Years ago, they had been almost as close as brothers, and now? Was it truly only ambition that fueled Lachlan? Was it regret that he was not heir to the chieftainship? Or was it something that Caelen knew nothing about?
“I have never lied to ye,” Caelen stated calmly, his shoulders squared, and his chin raised. “Can ye say the same?”
Lachlan’s gaze hardened, and for a moment, Caelen wondered what it was that his cousin was keeping from him. “What do ye suggest?” Lachlan finally asked, his jaw clenched, a clear sign of how much he loathed the thought of them working hand in hand.
“When ye left the vicinity of the MacLeòir keep,” Caelen inquired, “had they already left?” Every muscle in his body was tense to the point of breaking as he waited for his cousin’s reply.
Eventually, Lachlan shook his head. “Nay, they hadna. We only saw warriors patrolling, searching for escaped prisoners.” His right eyebrow arched upward. “We wondered who it could be, and so we decided to look around ourselves.” He shook his head. “I never thought it could be ye, yet perhaps I should have.”
Caelen sighed heavily, wishing he could trust his cousin, wishing he could be certain that by bringing Lachlan near Yvaine he was not endangering her life. Yet what choice did he have? Once again, time was of the essence.






  
  Chapter three
Castle Morganach


On the third day of their journey, Castle Morganach finally rose before them, its walls looming tall into the sky. Yvaine’s heart filled with dread as she squinted up at the imposing structure. Was this to be her prison? Another stone box! Rain lashed down from above and made the stones shine silver in the pale light. Thunder rolled overhead like a giant drum, and lightning flashed along the eastern wall. Tall trees stood watch over the castle walls like sentinels, ensuring those that were within would remain. 
[image: ]
Yvaine knew the castle was the beginning of her future, and she feared what it would bring.
Glancing out the carriage window, she swept her gaze over the brightly lit keep, wondering if she had come here under different circumstances, would she have been struck by its beauty?, Now, though, all she saw were stonewalls and heavy locks, guards posted everywhere and the threat of another gilded cage.
By the time the carriage pulled to a halt in front of the main doors, the riders flanking them were soaked from the downpour. Rory’s red curls lay plastered upon his head, and he wiped an arm over his face, trying to clear his eyes. Logan, though, appeared unaffected, his gaze as stoic as Yvaine had often seen it in moments of public appearance. Every fiber of him displayed the strong determined leader, who knew not the meaning of doubt and uncertainty. He stood at their father’s side, nodding his head to hold back and wait for her and her mother to disembark from the carriage.
Yvaine’s heart pounded in her chest as she stepped out of the carriage and felt the rain upon her skin, icy and sharp like needles. Her steps quickened instinctively, and she shot up the few steps to the front door, seeking the warm interior. 
Moments later, her parents followed, her mother’s hand resting demurely upon her father’s arm, with Rory and Logan stepping into the entrance hall behind them. Yvaine’s father cast her a chiding look, reminding her to show her best manners and not to rush the entrance. 
Yvaine glared at him in response and allowed Logan to offer her his arm, falling into step behind her parents.
For days, they had been traveling to reach this place, and now that they had arrived, Yvaine could feel her apprehension growing. Her future loomed monstrously in front of her, and yet what frightened her more than the prospect of marrying a man she had only met once before was the thought that her father might not keep his word. What if she did this and he still executed Caelen? Was there any course of action she could take to prevent it? If she refused to marry the Morganach chief, she would gain nothing. Instead, she would seal Caelen’s fate. Yet once married, she lost all leverage.
The doors opened with a creak as they entered, revealing a grand room with high ceilings and bright tapestries along the walls, depicting battles fought long ago as well as portraits of past esteemed members of Clan Morganach. The furniture within was intricately carved from dark wood and upholstered in velvet fabrics that had been faded by time but still held their elegance and beauty.
A dancing fire burned in the enormous hearth on the western wall, and its warmth enveloped Yvaine like a blanket despite the chill that lingered in the air. 
In the center of the room stood the man Yvaine was to marry: Malcolm Morganach. 
Flanked by several guards as well as an older man with a certain family resemblance, Chief Morganach was an imposing figure, tall with squared shoulders and a broad chest, his hands linked behind his back and his chin lifted like a king gazing down upon his subjects. His dark brown gaze was as piercing as blades, and the contrast of his jet-black hair against his pale complexion intensified the frightening marks of scars that decorated the right side of his face from a past fire. Aye, Yvaine could see why he was such a feared man, for he radiated ruthlessness and dominance. He was a man who had gone through hell and come out the victor, with no more than a few scars as a reminder of the battle he had fought.
A cold shiver crawled down Yvaine’s back the moment the chieftain’s gaze fell upon her. She could feel it like a touch upon her skin, and although she knew she ought not, her chin rose instinctively, her gaze hardening to meet this challenge. It was simply who she was, something she could no more change than the color of her eyes.
A hissed warning from her father reminded Yvaine of the purpose of this journey, once more bringing back into sharp contrast what hinged upon the development of the next few days. Exhaling a deep sigh of resignation, Yvaine lowered her gaze, breaking eye contact with the man who was to be her husband.
Chief Morganach then moved forward, his steps measured and purposeful until he stood before Yvaine’s father. He gave the slightest of bows in greeting before straightening again to meet the older man’s gaze. “Welcome to Castle Morganach,” he said in a low, hard voice that betrayed no emotion. “I trust yer journey was pleasant.”
Yvaine’s father nodded. “’Twas indeed, thank ye,” he replied, his expression almost sickeningly eager. “We are most pleased to see this bond between our two clans sealed.” He glanced at Yvaine, once again, a look of warning in his eyes. “I can assure ye my daughter is most eager for the wedding. She is merely,” he chuckled, “afflicted by fluttering nerves.”
Yvaine bit her lip, wanting desperately to lash out at both her father and Chief Morganach for forcing her hand in this matter, but she knew she could not do so without consequence. Thus, she remained silent, struggling to contain her emotions as she watched the exchange between them with wary eyes.
“Rooms have been prepared for yer stay,” the elderly man stated as he moved to stand beside Chief Morganach and gestured to one of the guards. Both men shared a certain resemblance, their hair as dark as night, while the older man’s showed a touch of grey upon his temples. As far as Yvaine knew, Chief Morganach’s father was dead. Perhaps this man was an uncle. “If ye would follow him, he will show ye to yer quarters.”
Yvaine’s father nodded. “Thank ye,” he said to Chief Morganach before turning to look at Yvaine and her mother. “Go ahead and rest. ’Tis been a most arduous journey, and I’m certain ye are fatigued.” The feigned concern which rested upon his features made Yvaine want to scream. “I have a lot to discuss with Chief Morganach.” 
Anger surged through Yvaine’s veins, and she opened her mouth to protest, only for her mother to place a hand on her arm, silencing her. Yvaine exhaled slowly then closed her mouth again, fuming inwardly. With one last glare toward Chief Morganach and her father, she fell into step with her mother, following the guard who would show them to their chambers. 
Yvaine felt her throat tighten at the thought of her fate being decided without her input. She wanted to rebel against this gesture, to shout her indignation, to demand answers, but she knew that any outburst on her part might endanger Caelen’s life. And so, she swallowed hard and then followed her mother out the door and toward the chambers that had been prepared for them.
“Who is that other man?” Yvaine inquired to keep herself from saying something unwise as anger sizzled through her veins. “The one who resembles Chief Morganach.”
“His uncle,” her mother confirmed Yvaine’s earlier thoughts. “Kenneth Morganach.”
The guard led them through the winding corridors of the castle, his steps sure and certain as he navigated around the various twists and turns. The walls were made of a deep gray stone that seemed to glimmer with secrets while the floors were tiled in a warm brown hue that contrasted nicely with the coolness of the gray stone. Tapestries hung from every wall, and everywhere Yvaine looked, she could see the Morganach clan—men and women of varying ages, some of whom stopped to stare at her, clearly aware that she was to be their mistress. Aye, it was a thought that twisted Yvaine’s stomach, and she kept her head bowed until they eventually reached her chamber. 
With a touch of relief, Yvaine stepped into the room, needing a moment to herself after days on the road with people constantly crowding around her. And so, when the door finally fell shut behind her, she fell back against it, her eyes closing for several heartbeats. Yet the distant sounds of voices still drifted to Yvaine’s ears, and as much as she tried, she could not escape the reality around her.
With another deep breath, her eyes blinked open once more, and she swept them around the generous chamber. A large bed draped in thick blankets and hung with velvet curtains stood to her right while a writing desk and chair had been set up against the opposite wall near the fireplace in which a warm fire crackled invitingly. 
Feeling restless, Yvaine walked to the window and gazed at the rolling hills and the distant mountains that stretched to the horizon. Her thoughts settled and cleared now that she was alone, and she wondered what options she had. Although Yvaine knew she was in no position to fight it, she also knew that she could not not fight. She had never been one to meekly accept her fate, and she would not start now.
Yet what could she do? Throughout their journey here, Yvaine has thought long and hard about her options, about what she ought to do, about her best chances for success. Yet she had not come to a clear answer. Of course, her father had made it clear  he would not release Caelen before she had married Chief Morganach. At the same time, as soon as she was wed, there was nothing that would keep her father from breaking his word. She had no allies, no one to stand with her and put pressure on her father to act honorably. Not even her elder brother, Logan, was willing to do anything that might endanger the union their father sought.
Frustrated, Yvaine began to pace, her mind conjuring images of their arrival, of Chief Morganach. Indeed, the man sent shivers down her back, and yet there was something about him that did not make sense to her. One moment, his gaze seemed to drill into her, as though he sought to know her, to challenge her even. And then in the next, he disregarded her completely, paying her no attention, barely aware of her presence.
Again, Yvaine wondered what sort of man he was. She remembered how her father had urged her to appear willing upon meeting Chief Morganach for the first time because apparently the stoic clan leader sought a willing bride. Her father had been concerned that if Chief Morganach became aware of Yvaine’s resistance, he would refuse her.
Yvaine paused. If she were to speak to Chief Morganach now, if she could make him see that she was only here because of her father’s threats to Caelen’s life, would he still marry her? Yet even if he did not, if their marriage were not to take place, that would still leave Yvaine with the problem of how to save Caelen’s life. Was there no way she could save herself and him as well?
Yvaine stayed at the window for a long while, watching as the rain slowly faded and the sky grew lighter. Yet answers still eluded her. What was she to do?






  
  Chapter four
A Tale of Truth


The wind whipped around them as Caelen and Fergus joined Lachlan’s men on their way back to MacLeòir land. Before, when they had still sought to return to his father’s keep, the two friends had grown accustomed to the hard ground under their feet and the constant exertion of walking. Now, though, they found themselves atop two fine horses, purchased in the next village with Lachlan’s coin, as they thundered along the dirt road amidst Lachlan’s warriors. Caelen glanced at Fergus then back at his cousin who had taken the lead. He could feel the tension between them, though Lachlan’s expression was unchanged. 
For a long time, they rode in silence and Caelen watched as the landscape flew past. He was relieved to no longer have to trudge through the dust and the heat of the day, but he could not help feeling uneasy. Would they reach the MacLeòir keep in time? Or would Yvaine already be gone? On her way to her wedding? The thought tormented him, and try as he might, Caelen could not banish it. He barely took note of the change of scenery around him, of the way the moon passed overhead and eventually disappeared. They rode hard through the night and set up camp in the morning, allowing themselves and their horses a moment of respite and a quick bite to eat before returning to the road.
All the while, Lachlan regarded the two friends with a hard gaze, his forehead furrowed in thought, and Caelen wondered what went through his cousin’s mind. Did Lachlan truly doubt them? Or was he merely considering which course of action would serve his ambition best? Caelen hated that he did not know what to make of him. He still remembered the cheerful boy Lachlan had once been, recalling many wonderful summers spent fishing and swimming together, countless winters huddled around a roaring fire, listening to stories of their clan. Aye, once, they had been close, and for the life of him, Caelen could not recall at what point that had changed. To his shame, he did not remember.
Finally, Lachlan spoke. “So, tell me how ye thought to spirit Yvaine away.” He guided his horse closer to Caelen’s, his eyes questioning. “Ye said her father caught ye.” The furrows upon his forehead deepened. “Did ye make it inside the keep?”
Caelen heard Fergus mutter a curse under his breath, yet he kept his gaze fixed on his cousin. “She went for a walk, and we met her near the woods,” he replied, loathing the need to lie, even to his cousin, even if it was to protect Yvaine and her clan. Indeed, it did feel like a betrayal. As a loyal MacCarmaig, Caelen knew he ought to share this news, the discovery of the secret tunnel into the MacLeòir’s keep with his family, with his clan. It was a vital piece of information that would surely aid them in coming out the victor in this feud that had already lasted far too long. Yet Caelen could not. Did that make him a traitor?
Suspicion blazed in Lachlan’s gaze, and Caelen knew that his cousin did not believe him even before he spoke. “Ye lie,” he snarled, reaching to grasp the reins of Caelen’s horse and pulling them both to a halt. “How did ye get into the keep?” Ambition lit up his eyes, free of any thoughts of restraint or compassion.
Caelen swallowed hard, desperately trying to find an answer that would appease his cousin without the need to betray Yvaine and her people. Yet what could he possibly say? “Why would ye think that? Why would ye doubt my words?” he questioned, needing time to think.
Lacklan’s lips curled into a snarl. “Because I ken ye, Cousin,” he growled, kicking his horse’s flanks to urge it closer as he stared at Caelen. “I can see that ye’re lying, that ye’re hiding something, something ye’re afraid I’ll find out.” He spoke slowly, his gaze searching Caelen’s face as he did so. “Why will ye not admit that ye made it into the keep if ye’re not a traitor as ye insist?”
Caelen exhaled a deep breath, hanging his head in resignation. Aye, now that his cousin had become suspicious, there was no way to deter him. Caelen was certain of it; that much, at least, had not changed. Lachlan had always been like a dog with a bone. Once he had picked up a scent, he would not release it.
I needa give him something, Caelen thought frantically. He needs to ken that he drew information from me I didna wish to share. Yet what can I say?
“Speak!” Lachlan thundered. “Tell me now or I will take ye back to yer father and see ye locked up.”
Running a hand through his hair, Caelen allowed his inner battle to show upon his face, knowing that if he gave in too quickly, it would only arouse Lachlan’s suspicions further. Nay, it had to be a struggle for him. “I assure ye ’tis of no importance. Ye ken everything that matters.”
Lachlan laughed darkly. “I’ll be the judge of that,” he growled. “How did ye manage to get inside the keep?” His voice was hard, and he emphasized each word slowly as he spoke, the suspicion in his eyes growing with each growl to leave his lips. “I want the truth, and I want it now.”
Caelen hesitated, silent for a long moment as his gaze sought his cousin’s. Then it briefly darted to Fergus as though seeking advice. “I gave my word,” he murmured, his eyes pleading as he looked at his cousin.
Lachlan, though, remained hard and unyielding. “Ye will tell me how ye got into the keep or I will make ye regret it,” he said, his voice free of even the tiniest sliver of compassion. “Did I make myself clear?”
Caelen’s heart pounded in his chest, for he knew that if Lachlan discovered the secret tunnel, he would use it to destroy Yvaine’s family and her whole clan. Nay, he could not allow that to happen. He had to protect the secret. Yet in order to go after Yvaine, he needed to appease his cousin and regain, at least, a smidgen of his trust. “The MacLeòir chief held a feast at the keep in honor of his daughter’s return,” he began with a heavy sigh, making a show of struggling with breaking his word. “We dressed as merchants,” he glanced at Fergus, who took this cue to sigh in resignation, “and sneaked in among the crowd of villagers that came to the keep for the occasion.” He shrugged. “I was surprised at how easy ’twas to pass through the gate as the guards stood watching, not questioning our presence.”
Lachlan chuckled and struck his leg with delight. “What fools!” he snickered, and glanced at his men, who joined in on the laughter. He then turned his attention back to Caelen. “So, ye made it through the gate, and then?”
Caelen sighed. “We went into the great hall with the crowd of villagers and listened to the clan chief’s speech about how the Fey favored them because they had returned his daughter.” Anger flared in Lachlan’s gaze as Caelen continued his narration of that night. He
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