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The seer’s cottage sat at the bottom of the mountain where it met with the loch. From either direction, coming at it from the mountain above or staring at it across the loch from the front, it was the only thing man-made that eyes could fall upon. There was nothing else around. Hugh MacHeth was fairly certain Sidheag, the seer, both planned it and preferred it this way. And as quietly as he or any other might come, the woman was never surprised, only lanced a person with her shrewd black eyes, never failing to give the impression she’d foreseen their coming hours if not days before, mayhap had known of their desire before they had themselves.

Hugh grumbled internally as he descended the slope, coming from the other side of the mountain’s peak, where sat Hewgill House, the stronghold of the MacHeths. Rare was the occasion when he enjoyed visiting the seer. More often than not, he departed when the business was done and with a keen desire to scour himself forcibly to cleanse her presence from his person. Like the creeping fingers of a fog coming over the crest of the beinn, so too Sidheag’s sinister company seemed to claw and saturate a person. He never quite departed her company as whole as when he entered, he was sure. 

Harrumphing, Hugh wondered if she read that in him as well. 

Aye and were it not for the fact that his troublesome sister, Ceri, was missing—for several days now—he’d have had no reason to seek out the old woman. Frankly, he wouldn’t have cared what became of his sister save that he rather needed her since he promised her in marriage to the MacQuillan at the beginning of the year and the time was drawing near. 

Already, that contract was under duress, since Ceri had—between the time he as chief had signed his name to parchment alongside the MacQuillan’s scratch and now—managed to get herself with child. Again. It was early enough yet and the vows were to be made soon enough, though, that he had some hope that they might be able to conceal that very small and damning fact until vows were said, and the marriage was an achievement and not only a hope. 

Once upon a time, the MacHeths would have considered no such pact, would have lorded over the lesser MacQuillans their own might. They’d have carried on as they had, doing as they wished along this vast swath of land in the northwest of Scotland. If they came upon sheep or cattle and wanted them, they’d have taken them. If they wanted women from the MacQuillan village to warm their beds or children of the same to serve the MacHeths, they’d simply have seized them. Och, but those days were gone now, the MacHeths’ influence and power declining, the glory years now centuries old and decades done, while the MacQuillans were only getting stronger. 

Backed into a corner of his—and that of his predecessors’—own making, Hugh had little choice in the matter and had himself approached the matter with Duncan MacQuillan, a wedding pact and peace. The man needed no such contract, might have only run his formidable army roughshod over the MacHeths and taken anything or all that he desired, might have violently subjugated the MacHeths into good behavior. But then never had Hugh met a warring man who didn’t grasp at any peace he could get his hands on. Likely, the MacQuillan had only agreed to the idea to be able to concentrate on what, by all accounts, mattered most to him: Scotland’s freedom. For his part, Hugh’s little choice in the matter meant that he had been coerced—warned—by the mormaer, the MacHeth of Skye, Red Dougal, to make peace with the MacQuillan, who had become a formidable knight of some renown and consequence to Robert Bruce.

Hugh cared about as much for the directive as he did for Duncan MacQuillan’s reasons. Once the contract had been signed and the proposal sent to the bishop for approval, Hugh had recalled his sister from the convent in the borderlands where she’d spent the last seven years of her life at their father’s behest. He’d been as shocked and dismayed as any when she’d come. Gone, the unruly child sent to the nuns so long ago—and no convent bred lass was this who’d returned. Ceri was more wild and now wicked and too beautiful to remain only a pawn of men. He’d sensed it right from the start. She knew it as well. She heeded no one, not him or his brothers; she did as she pleased with some intent—he’d never believe otherwise—to thwart every plan and intention of his, as if she would get back at him alone for their father, now gone, having banished her years ago.

So then he wasn’t entirely shocked when Ceri had announced, with malicious glee he recalled, that she was carrying a child. ’Twas only a ploy, meant to escape her fate, though it had not since she’d miscarried soon after throwing the news in his face. Only a ploy, he knew, since she’d shed no tear over the lost bairn. And here she was, carrying again, so pleased to inform him that she couldn’t name the father but might be able to narrow it down to either five or six possibilities. 

But now...missing. 

Knowing his mood would not improve unless the hag had fair good news to impart, Hugh reached the door to her hut and rapped sharply. A chill ran down his spine when came the immediate answer of, “Come, Hugh the MacHeth.”

He pushed open the sagging door and ducked his head as he stepped inside. As ever, his nostrils were attacked first, the aroma of this overly warm hovel never failing to produce a wrinkling of his nose. God only knew what she boiled in that squat kettle hanging over the fire built on the ground in the middle of the one room cottage. There squatted the hag, crouched compactly near the small fire, her pointy chin sitting on one of her knobby knees. She was as she ever had been, old, timeless, but seeming to have aged little in the last twenty years, gray of face and hair and being no larger than a lass of ten and two by his reckoning. He glanced around, always half expecting that ghouls and goblins lived here as well, somewhere in the shadows, and that he was only ever one wrong word away from being consumed, torn apart, or ravaged—whatever fiends of that ilk did to humans.

Naught but two minutes in the hag’s hut, befuddled as ever by the odd surroundings, Hugh was forced to catch up. He’d been transfixed as always by what dwelled inside the hovel with the witch, including numerous bird claws and beaks dangling from strings in many places around the place; a collection of straw stuffed dolls, no bigger than his hand and outfitted in rags, sat in a floppy basket fairly close to Sidheag; a cage sat in a far corner, a linen shroud covering the top half, a skittering sound heard within; near to his left foot lay the abandoned skin of a snake, brittle and flaked into many pieces.

He stared hard at the old crone, whose eyes were mesmerized as they beheld the boiling liquid in the pot, trying to process what she’d just said, disbelieving her exact words. “And what is it yer meaning?” He asked gruffly, his bushy brows drawn as slanted lines angling down into his eyes.

“Only so many meanings ye can attach to dead,” Sidheag said.

“But she canna be dead and how’s she supposed to wed?”

“She canna wed. I’ve said she’s dead, have I nae?”

“Canna wed,” he repeated slowly, churning on this, his face scrunched with bewilderment while he tried to stave off the panic that clawed to be heard and known. 

Still, the hag did not look directly at him. “Nae, she’s dead.” 

“But I saw Ceri just—”

“Saw her ye did,” she countered, “but nae more ye will. She’s dead.”

Coming out of the stupor provoked by this news, his mien hastened to exasperation. “Aye and will ye cease with it already. How many times will ye say dead?”

“’Nough so ye understand.”

Only belatedly did he wonder, “The child took her then, the devil’s bairn? Birthing come early and done her in?”

The old woman shook her head. “Sure and that’d been kind, eh?” Lazily, she tossed herbs into the fire and not the kettle. The flames hissed and squealed, the orange glowing white briefly. “Tossed from her mare and nae onto the ground but over the cliffs. The sea spit her out this morning.” She worked a crooked finger with some industry against a bit of food stuck between her teeth. “Or mayhap the devil returned and brought her home,” she guessed, inspecting with a frown that which she’d recovered from her teeth. “Soul is gone in any case, and all of us better off for it. But the body will come home to you this day.”

Mystified and more than only a wee alarmed, Hugh turned and stared out through the open door, which provided a rectangular view of those very moors in the distance, beyond the clear blue water of the lochan. “Dead, ye say,” he mused once more. 

“Aye, eternal like.” 

“But I need a bride to give to the McQuillan.”

The woman harrumphed with fine humor. “Aye and ye might have passed off the devil’s bairn as his, but ye’ll nae be fooling that one with a corpse for a bride.”

After a moment, while he remained unmoving, stricken by this news and all the possible ramifications, Sidheag spoke again, her tone more ominous than ever he had heard it. “Dinna fear. Another comes to take her place.”
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Holly Wright clamped her lips and blinked several times to dispel the image of the brutally handsome man from her mind. He had no right to occupy her daytime thoughts, that was just unfair. Already he’d stolen too much of her time and her sleep, coming to her in her dreams. And honestly, if he didn’t stop with his rage, she was going to start taking a sleeping aid to hopefully pass a night uninterrupted by dreams of him. 

He’d been angry again last night and thus deserved not one minute of her waking thoughts or time.

But then, he was always angry—at her or because of her, she could never figure out. 

And while she’d taken to privately calling him the man of her dreams, he most certainly was not that. Well, he was, since he did appear in her dreams, but the ideal behind man of her dreams didn’t fit this guy, and that mostly had to do with that aforementioned anger, which was hard to ignore because it was so glaring, though certainly Holly had tried. 

In the beginning, when she’d dreamed of him for the first time, the anger was easier to overlook, her sleep-shrouded brain quite happily attaching itself to the image of the man—masculine, godlike, breathtaking. On that first occasion she’d literally crossed her fingers inside the dream, hoping this was one of those rare but usually satisfying erotic dreams. The last one of those that she’d had had featured her history teacher from high school—ew, even though he was handsome, kind of, sort of—and while successful as far as erotic dreams went, it had left her craving a bath—or a visit to the principal’s office—the following day. 

It had become clear pretty quickly that her first dream of him was, sadly, not of the erotic variety. Just her luck since she had, at the time and with some flight of fancy thought, Now there’s a temple in which I would happily worship. 

He was dressed plainly, almost strangely, and at first she’d assimilated him with a fantasy series she’d binge-watched just the week before. But those TV characters, despite the show being set in an ancient world, had been dressed with a bent toward futuristic, wearing a lot of tight black clothing, having many pockets and numerous belts that held a variety of other-worldly weapons. This guy in her dreams wore what looked like peasant clothing she might see at one of the many medieval fairs she’d been to over the years, including rough-hewn breeches and a belted linen shirt. 

Also strange, that for as many times as he’d visited her in her dreams, never was the picture of him crystal clear. She knew that he was big and muscular and that his lip was curled often, regularly, but she didn’t know the color of his eyes or if his hands were clean or dirty, or soft or coarsened. She had the impression of dark hair and dark eyes but that was it. She saw his lips move and sometimes he spoke to her—hollered at her, it seemed—but she didn’t know what his voice sounded like. She had a suspicion that the sound she’d attached to his words was invented by her, how she thought he should sound. She’d given him a deep voice, a bit raspy, to mesh nicely with the image of him, rough and ready, impatient and wanting action, looking for a fight, she often thought. 

She’d been dreaming of him for years now. In and of itself, this was strange. Aside from a briefly recurring childhood dream of a witch who lived in the basement of her home, Holly could not recall ever having dreamed of the same person over and over—certainly not to this degree. By now, after almost three years of being visited infrequently but continuously in the night by him, she might guess she’d dreamed him possibly fifty times or more.

At first, she’d loved the dreams, had been so enthralled by the man, his face and figure, and all that was so... dynamic about him. He seemed so real, so potent, so alive. But those initial dreams, which she’d since labeled as their meet-cute—because she was a sucker for a good romance—had turned dark, seemed now more desperate. 

Or rather he seemed more desperate, as if he were trying to tell her something. What had been rather a pleasant nighttime interlude was now cloaked in something sinister, she sensed, and of late the man’s anger was too stark and bothersome. She knew she dreamed, even as she was inside them, but they felt so real, and danger felt so close, so inevitable, that they were no longer enjoyable. 

“I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me,” she’s said to him just last night when he’d yelled at her, his hands fisted in front of him. 

“You’re not listening,” she was pretty sure he’d said then.

She’d been very upset at that point, their communication as futile as ever. “I’m trying. I really am. But geez, stop yelling at me!”

There were rarely any clues around them to explain the why or where of her dreams. Sometimes she thought they were inside a forest, and once she’d clearly known that they’d stood upon a gray and foggy beach but that was all. On more than one occasion, she had the impression that they stood inside an ancient house, surrounded by dark stone and dampness. Last night, there had been only inky blackness surrounding them while a menacing and shifting fog wafted between them.

No longer did sleep tempt her, but fear kept her too long awake each night. 

She’d thought for sure coming to Scotland—traveling, being jet-lagged and travel worn, being in hotels in new beds and fresh surroundings—would have offered her a reprieve from the dreams. In fact, they had only intensified, and Holly was pretty sure she would need to seek professional help once she got back to the States. For now, as exhausted as she was, she would simply have to make the best of it. 

This was her third trip to Scotland in as many years. The first one had been her gift to herself when she’d finished college and had her degree in hand. Last year’s vacation and now this one were simply to appease her great love of Scotland, every blessed inch of it. Thankfully, her job as volunteer coordinator at a historic house near Erie, Pennsylvania, allowed her a fairly flexible schedule, and since she’d worked there for years, having started as a volunteer herself while still in high school, she now had enough vacation time each year to allow for her Scotland tour and the obligatory Christmas trip to Green Valley, Arizona, where her parents had retired. 

Having lived all her life in a small town in northwestern Pennsylvania, she was accustomed to plenty of flat, uninspiring farmland and the oft-abandoned or just plain unsightly eyesores of industrial landscapes, mining, railyard, and steel among them. Before coming to Scotland, she’d never known a land so vast, had never stood upon a mountain and saw nothing but God’s hand all around, in every direction; she’d never traveled for miles and miles upon a one-lane, rutty road encountering more wildlife than people; she’d never felt at the same time so brilliantly isolated upon the gorgeous landscape and at the same time so un-alone. The nerd in her that felt things so deeply attributed this to communing with nature, but Holly had some idea it was more just the wildness of the rugged landscape that called to her, that it was Scotland itself. It wasn’t untamed, wasn’t unsettled, but it sure looked that way. If a person could feel at home in a place that truly wasn’t theirs, where they hadn’t been born or didn’t even know anyone, that’s how she felt almost from the first minute she’d come to Scotland. 

Sadly, the man of her dreams was ruining this trip for her. Even last year’s trip, and the one before that had not been disrupted to this degree by the man or her dreams,

Yesterday, she’d hopped on a tour through Fort William and Inverlochy and couldn’t recall half of what she’d seen for having slept so little. Today she was aboard another tour bus headed out to Skye. They’d taken Highway A87 until they reached the southeast tip of Loch Duich and then turned onto an old military road, as described by their tour guide, a sometimes hard to understand Scotsman curiously named Arnold. Arnold talked constantly, wonderfully, giving so many little tidbits and details of everything they saw. Holly was certain he loved his job, infusing so much excitement into even the most mundane details. She’d have guessed him around seventy years old—he’d said earlier he’d been guiding this tour for more than a quarter century. He stood only as tall as Holly’s five and a half feet, being very thin except for his belly, which seriously looked as if he carried a basketball there under his wrinkled button-down shirt or as if he were about to give birth.

“And there ye have the Five Sisters, folks,” said Arnold when they stopped at a viewpoint along the Ratagan Pass, pointing to the fog-shrouded range of mountains across Loch Duich included in the magnificent vista. “Five peaks—though I see only three are visible now. And that’s the fog for ye, innit? The maidens be shy, no doubt.” Arnold stood at the front of the bus, sharing the lore before the passengers might disembark and take pictures. “Five sisters, you ask? Sure and no legend carries more sorrow than this one. The five sisters were originally seven, ye see, until two brothers sailed into Loch Duich, come from Ireland, seeking bonny wives. They fell in love with the two youngest sisters, the bonniest of them all but the lasses’ father would no’ allow them to wed until their older sisters were first betrothed.” Arnold paused, having presented the conflict, raising his thick white brows into the middle of his forehead. “Och and no problem, mate, says the two Irishmen. We’ve five brothers at home. We’ll send them over straightaway, will we no’? The father says aye and the two brothers sail away with their new brides and ye might guess, they were never to be seen again. The five sisters waited...and waited...and waited—waited and pined so long they turned to stone, their feet in the loch and their heads in the clouds, waiting on husbands who never came.” He chortled heartily, his face turning red. “Sure and that’s a man for ye, innit?” 

Ten minutes later, when the mini-bus was once again filled with all sixteen persons on the tour, Arnold advised next they would stop at the Brochs at Glenelg, iron-age structures that were somewhat, amazingly still intact.

“And that’s what you call a palindrome, innit?” He asked. “Glenelg, same forward and backward.”

The bus meandered up and down hills on the old, one lane road, and around a few hairpin turns for almost ten miles from where they’d paused at the Ratagan Pass. Holly stared out the window, enchanted by the old alpine road, with the occasional stone fence noticed along the side of the road and a spectacular view in almost any direction, hills of green and brown and so many pine trees and daffodils. All this unspoiled beauty just made Scotland seem and feel so blessedly ancient. She didn’t know a place in the States—she hadn’t been out West yet—that felt or looked so timeless.

Soon, the bus stopped again, pulling off the narrow road onto a short, paved shoulder that might have been added to accommodate tourists and tours, to keep vehicles from clogging the road—though this seemed unlikely to Holly, who couldn’t recall passing even one other car all morning. This area of Scotland, Arnold had said, was only “scarcely peopled”.

Once more, Arnold stood at the front of the bus, giving his little spiel before he allowed them off to investigate for themselves. “Now, right here in Glenelg we’ve three brochs, each at least 3,000 years old. No one can quite agree if these would be forts or fortified houses or even symbols of status,” he said. “This close one here is Dun Telve and down there a wee bit is Dun Troddan. Aside from their excellent state of preservation, they are noteworthy for their design—looks like a roundhouse, does it no’?—and their scale, and the quality of the build. All around, you canna miss the fine, fertile land, where surely farmers labored long and hard. Sheep, of course, populate the area, and we must imagine this land right here  might have one time been smothered in the woolly ewes and mates.”

With that, he stepped off the bus, and the tourists followed single file, taking heed of Arnold’s caution as they strode toward the very cool building. “Dinna take the stairs inside, folks. Sound they were at one time, but today we just doon know.”

Holly stepped off the bus and glanced upward with some accusation at the gray sky which now sprayed a fine mist over everything and everyone beneath it. When she’d gotten on the bus more than an hour ago, the sky had been blue. 

That was probably his fault, too. Aside from her enormous fatigue, she would blame the turn of the weather on the man of her dreams as well, merely because it suited her.

“I cannot control the weather,” he said in response.

Actually, he didn’t say it, but because he’d become such a real figure to her, she did occasionally have conversations with him. Of course, she had to invent his responses but that was easy. Holly simply disagreed with or countered her own words, supposing that his habit of constant wrath meant he might do so in reality...if he were, in reality, not only a figment of her imagination. 

“And if you’d leave me alone, just tell me what it is you want and get out of my head,” she grumbled quietly as she went through the small gate that likely had been built more recently, “maybe then I would be able to enjoy my vacation.”

“Pardon me?”

Holly gasped and grimaced, facing the elderly woman who walked beside her around the broch, who held up her travel itinerary sheet over her head to impede the misting rain.

“Sorry,” Holly murmured with an apologetic wince. “Just...um, talking to myself.”

“Jetlag, dear?” The woman guessed with a sympathetic smile.

“Yeah,” Holly readily agreed. “Must be.”

Arnold followed them around the broch. The front side was almost completely intact, standing more than thirty feet tall. The back side was more ruined, and they were able to step inside the round and sunken interior. Arnold stood outside yet and asked them to take note of the double walls, which were exposed because of the ravaged-by-time state.

“You can plainly see how the stones were laid, and that’s flat flagstone they used for the stairway that splits the double walls,” he said. “Reinforced with steel bars, they say,” He said next.

Holly could make out no steel, saw only the stone, thousands of them stacked and stacked into a tower.

She turned back to Arnold and wanted to ask if this open middle would have at one time been several floors and the exterior stairs would have reached each floor. Before she could have, Arnold stared directly at her, looking more serious and grim than he ever had, briefly startling her for the way he stared directly at her.

“And this will be where your story begins, Holly Wright,” he said. 

Stricken by this—she hadn’t been aware he’d known any of their names—her mouth went slack. “My story?” She repeated, just as a chill tingled down her spine. 

Arnold nodded, appearing yet somber and not looking at or speaking to anyone else. “That’s right.”

She gasped outright now, since the tour guide’s voice suddenly was not his own. “W-what?” she croaked, needing him to speak again—in his own voice—so that she knew she wasn’t losing her mind. 

“Your journey starts now, Holly Wright,” he said next.

And she was obviously beyond exhausted, or she was seriously going nuts. Arnold, with his thin and slicked back white hair and his paunch and soft hands was speaking in the same voice Holly had given to the man of her dreams. Puzzled and more than a little alarmed she turned and wondered if anyone else heard this, the change in his voice. They did not. While she was surrounded by fifteen other people in the tour group inside the ruins of this old broch, no one was paying any attention to Arnold. 

“You will stay here when we go,” he said next.

“No,” she said automatically, frowning now. “No. We’re going out to Skye. Why would I—”

“You must,” he said, still using his deep voice, not Arnold’s.

“I don’t understand,” she said and gave a nervous laugh, looking around at her tourmates once more. No one looked confused. “Is this a joke?”

“Sit just here, in the very center of the ruin,” he said, “and wait for them to come for you.”

“Wait? For who?” A frisson of greater alarm hammered in her heart. And it only multiplied tenfold when a couple of newlyweds from the group approached Arnold and asked him something and he answered them—she heard Arnold’s true voice then—but he did this while staring directly at her, holding her freaked-out gaze, his lips unmoving. Her own lip began to tremble. She turned to the young couple. “What did he say to you?” She asked, her tone becoming frantic. “Do you have to stay here, too?”

Though they passed within three feet of Holly, returning to their examination of the ruins, they did not in any way acknowledge that she’d spoken to them. It was as if they could not see or hear her. Holly reached for the young woman’s arm. “Wait!” She cried out when her hand passed through the flesh of the woman, as if one of them were not human. It looked like a bad CGI effect, the way she could see her hand swipe through the woman’s arm without actually touching anything. 

She gasped again and stared at her hand, which looked as it always did, solid and real. She swiveled back to Arnold, her shock flourishing yet more, since there stood the man of her dreams and not Arnold at all. In the flesh, in his peasant clothing, and piercing her with a caustic glare.

He was different from her dreams though, was clear and...and here. This was no dream, she sensed that instinctively and resolutely. He was as distinct and as vibrant to her as any of her tourmates. He was...he was magnificent, with a ruggedly handsome face bronzed by wind and sun and covered in days of stubble and green eyes that were so...real. So vivid and lifelike, his fury more alive than ever. His cheeks were sharply drawn, his chin square and taut. He was huge, at least six-two or six-three, with massive shoulders and bare, well-defined arms. His raw beauty was almost unearthly, almost frightening for its severity.

“Come on then, lass,” he said stiffly, flicking his hand with some impatience at her. “Ye have nae choice.”

“No,” she whimpered, shaking her head. “This is not happening. I...I am just overtired. I need to—”

“I need you, lass,” he growled at her. 

“But you’re...you’re not real,” she argued, the only thing that made sense to her even as it confused her more. “You can’t be.”

“Flesh and blood, lass,” he countered, “same as you.” He beckoned her again with his hand. “Come home with me.”

“Oh, my God,” was breathed as a horrified moan from her. Spinning around, she found that she was alone. No one, not one of the tourists from the group stood within the circle of the broch with her. She ran out of the ruins, away from the specter of her dream man, and ran all the way around the circular broch, finding herself alone. When she had run around the entire exterior, she could no longer find the place where the wall was missing—the ancient, ruined broch was now almost completely intact. She spun again, looking back toward the road. The small bus was gone. The narrow paved road was gone; there was only a trail of rutted earth to say that any road had ever been there. She went in search of the man and now had lost him. Unless he was running ahead of her, always just beyond her view around the broch, or if he were now inside the mostly-intact broch, he was nowhere to be found. 

Shaking with fear and confusion, she stopped moving and closed her eyes. 

I am dreaming. That is all. 

When she opened her eyes, she saw a tiny old woman walking toward her from around the hollow-walled roundhouse. Relief did not come for this, since the woman was dressed as the man had been, in plain clothes from some ancient time. Long, stringy hair of gray floated around her shoulders, and she carried a walking stick, the end of it cradled by her gnarled fingers. 

“What the hell is happening?” Holly cried as the woman smiled at her. 

“It is time to go,” said the strange woman.

“Go? Go where?”

“Beyond your dreams,” came the answer, once more in the green-eyed man’s voice.

Her stomach clenched tight for her fright as she fought valiantly to keep control of...anything. And then an icy fear gripped her heart when a white light flashed before her eyes.

The woman stretched out her hand to Holly. “Come,” she urged. 

A stunning blackness followed that white light. The last thing she would remember was the feeling of frothiness, as if her body had no substance, as she fell to the ground.
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Chapter Two
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“I want you to heed my words carefully, woman,” Duncan MacQuillan ground out to Doirin, the second wife of his father. “’Tis nae for you to question either my plans or my motives.”

Unperturbed by the coldness in both his gaze and his harsh voice, Doirin unclamped her lips and continued to plead with him. “But she’s naught but ten and seven, Duncan. You’ve already sent away Evir and Flora. Will ye nae—”

“I did nae send them away,” he countered curtly. “I arranged marriages for them, saw them wed to men of honor, same as my father would have done had he lived. As it was, and as a boon to you,” he reminded her, “I delayed too long and staggered their weddings so that you were not deprived of all of them at once.” 

Doirin would not give so easily. “But surely, you can see that Moire is...different, that she is not so worldly as were her sisters at this age.”

Duncan rolled his eyes. “Nae any of them is worldly, Doirin,” he charged without remorse, “and dinna deceive yourself in that regard. They are the products of their upbringing.” And a trio of more selfish, useless, and unsophisticated lasses he was certain he’d never known. Ornaments, they’d been raised as, not unlike their mother, who had served as no more than that to his father. 

There was no denying that Doirin was beautiful, or had been in her youth, when his father had taken up with her, elevating her from dairy maid to mistress of the MacQuillan stronghold, Thallane—that relationship beginning well before Duncan’s mother had been laid into the ground. But she was little more than that, was often lazy, had no interest in the actual running of the household, had more care for her wardrobe and what booty she’d amassed over the years. Booty, Duncan had always thought of it, jewels and silks and costly furnishings—the spoils of war, his own father had termed it, the old laird having very quickly regretted marrying the wench two decades ago and not simply keeping her as his mistress. 

Not unlike his father, Duncan had about as much use for Doirin and her three daughters—his half-sisters, he was regularly forced to recall—as he had for any three-legged steed.

He thought to remind Doirin of his other proposal to her, and because she’d appeared starkly horrified by the idea when first he’d broached the subject, he phrased it as a statement now and not only a suggestion worth her consideration and ultimately her consent. “Recall, also, that either Evir’s husband or Moire’s intended has offered you solace in their home so that you have at least the company of one of your daughters. You need to decide where you will go.”

“You...you would send me away? Strike me clear of the only home I have ever known? Where all my memories are so fondly attached to every stone of this house, to your father?”

Over the years, Doirin had perfected the quivering lip act that had worked wonders on his father for a while. Duncan was pleased to always have been immune to such blatant manipulation. 

“The only home you’ve ever kent?” He repeated dryly. “You dinna recall the hovel in which you were born and lived for eight and ten years before becoming father’s mistress?”

“His wife I am,” she snarled at him, the show of woebegone innocence forgotten.

“Were,” Duncan reminded her and then returned to business, wanting the matter settled and removed from his plate of duties. “Ronan of Haddo will arrive with his retinue at the end of the month. Arrange for their visit and stay and for the nuptials to be exchanged here. And then,” he said, more pointedly, meeting her stricken blue-eyed gaze, “arrange for their departure and your own travel. Ronan will likely have a vehicle in which his bride will travel. You may make use of the MacQuillan carriage if you decide to relocate away from Moire.”

Demonstrating a wee bit of that ill-tempered woman who made regular appearances when she didn’t get her way, Doirin asserted, “How self-serving of you. You are so quick to rid yourself of your sweet sisters, bartering them away for benefits to you and Thallane but not to them. And somehow you—old enough that you should have daughters nearly Moire’s age—manage to escape the bonds of matrimony yourself. How is that, Duncan? Will nae one have the laird of Thallane? Do you ken yourself above everyone else that no maid would—”

Duncan stood at the high table in the hall, where he conducted much of the day’s business. He hadn’t jumped to his feet, hadn’t upended the chair in his haste, and didn’t pound his fist on the wooden board to shut her up. But she quieted all the same and he was just enough of a miserable gobshite that he rather enjoyed seeing the blood drain from her porcelain cheeks for the menace of his pose.

“We all have responsibilities, Doirin, and I am nae excluded from duty,” he said, slowly and dangerously. “As it is, before Moire weds, it seems I shall—because it is my duty to do so,” he enunciated through gritted teeth. 

“Ye are to wed?” Doirin asked, brows raised high into her forehead. “From under what rock did ye scrape your bride?”

Ah, he so loved when she feigned at nothing, but allowed her true self to be seen and heard. It allowed Duncan to do the same. “Nae so far from where my father found you,” he shot back without remorse. 

Doirin pursed her lips with an antagonist’s appreciative regard for the counterattack, looking less attractive the meaner she became.

“I might bring you with me, you and Moire,” he said, “if the timing agrees. Mayhap you can find among the MacHeths your next husband.”

“Ye align yourself with the MacHeths?” Her shock was real.

“I seek peace with my neighbors by way of the union,” he clarified. “And be grateful, Doirin, that I took on this disagreeable necessity myself and did not sacrifice either you or one of your precious daughters to the MacHeth brothers and sons to see the peace negotiated.” 

He expected that he’d wind up with a wife similar to his father’s, since Ceri MacHeth was, by all recent accounts, celebrated for her beauty. As with any bonny woman he’d ever known, an exquisite face was usually attached to a dark and mean heart. But he would not live as his father had, cowed and craven, at the mercy of his wife who would withhold from him the very thing that had predicated the marriage, time in her bed. God damn him to hell if ever there came a day when he allowed himself to be led by his cock as his father had so effortlessly been for a while. Nae, he would begin as he meant to proceed, he as laird and master, unaccountable and unanswerable to his bride. His bride would manage his house as Doirin had never properly done and she would bear him sons, another failing of his father’s second wife. Outside of the bedchamber, he would have little use of a wife, and then much less once his sons were birthed.

And in doing so, taking a MacHeth bride, he would be able to put to rest the long-standing feud with the MacHeths that had, while he’d been gone to war over the winter, escalated once again. With the war ongoing, and other issues that had plagued Thallane in the last year, Duncan hadn’t time for engaging with the enduring squabble whose origins no one alive could name. The MacHeths were not so powerful or well-connected that he feared a larger battle here in the Highlands if nothing were done, but they were annoying and distracting enough that Duncan was pleased to wed—as he should have done by now at any rate—and lay the entire ancient quarrel into its grave. 

“I would nae miss it for the world,” Doirin said, her face alight now with some exceptional hilarity, which she did little to hide. “The mighty Duncan MacQuillan,” she crowed, “held fast by the MacHeth, tethered each by a woman between them. This, I canna wait to see.”

Duncan allowed her to crow her glee, dismissing her with a wave of his hand as he returned to what she’d disturbed moments ago, his perusal of the accounts’ ledger.

He barely registered the figures on the parchment, Doirin having roused his ire. 

The matter was not so readily dismissed as was Doirin. Still, he would include both Doirin and Moire with the party traveling to Hewgill House for his marriage. The MacHeths would welcome them easier with women among them, as Duncan himself would any party coming to Thallane. He had no plans to gainsay the contract and avoid the wedding, had not some scheme to smite the MacHeths in their own house, but riding in only men on horseback might give some the impression that this was indeed his intention. The presence of the carriage with his stepmother and half-sister inside would lend credibility to their true intent, to join the clans by marriage and prevent the acrimony between them from growing. 

Duncan slapped closed the ledger, knowing he would get nowhere with those figures today. Riled to anger, he took a long swallow from the cup of ale in front of him. Aye, he was angry yet. But then he was always angry, and to his mind, with plenty of reason. The last year had been vexing, one bluidy calamity and catastrophe after another. War was bad enough and took so much of his time and resources—seventeen men of the MacQuillan army lost just this year; twice as many last year—but then he’d had to contend with the MacHeth’s thieving of cattle and ewes, and the harsh winter and the wet spring, and now the likelihood of a lean crop year and an inability to feed his people when winter came again. Thus, despite the sorrowful necessity of a bride and that day drawing nearer, he was, all things considered, rather looking forward to the nuptials and removing the MacHeths from that list of things causing him grief.

***
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She wasn’t sure what had woken her but her immediate realization that she did not recognize her surroundings caused her heart to race almost instantly. That fright of not knowing where she was paled swiftly though, surpassed by a new dread as she perused her surroundings. Recalling fairly quickly what last she remembered—all that strange business at the broch she’d been visiting—for a moment Holly had some absurd thought that she was actually inside one of those ancient roundhouses. But no, that couldn’t be. Those structures had been ruins, open to the sky, without a fireplace or any furnishings.

Curling her fingers into something soft at her side, she understood even as this room was barely lit that she was in a bed, covered up to her chest with a wool blanket. On her back with a lumpy pillow beneath her head, Holly was completely motionless except for her eyes, which scanned the room, peering into all the dark corners. This room had a ceiling, vaulted and timber lined, and there was a fireplace at the far side of the room, which had been lit but was only glowing coals now. There was a tall armoire-looking piece of furniture against an outer wall, between two long and narrow windows; a dry sink, complete with basin and ewer sat next to the cupboard, under one of the windows. A small table sat directly beside her and the bed, with a stubby, unlit candle and what looked like a mortar and pestle. Dried crumbs of herbs were scattered around it and a very crude wooden cup sat there as well.

Holly gulped, swallowing the panic that wanted to come. She lifted her hand and scrunched the fabric at her neck, a habit of hers for years now that only heightened her alarm. Her fingers should have encountered either the nylon of the lightweight windbreaker she’d worn or the soft cotton of her thin, boatneck sweater. She glanced down to where her hand held what looked and felt like a linen shirtfront. Horrified, believing someone would have had to undress her, Holly slid her hand downward, under the wool blanket, finding only more of that linen. Even at her waist, where she should have met with the denim of her ankle jeans, there was only more linen. Shakily, she lifted the blanket and peered down at her body, finding that all of her was dressed in that linen, a one-piece, sleeveless nightgown. She squeaked out more horror as she slapped her hand onto her breast, finding no evidence that she still wore her bra. 

What the—

The door, an arched thick wood thing, opened and Holly, too afraid to see what came, automatically snapped her eyes shut. Only belatedly did she think to unclench her fist. A sleeping person would not be so tense. 

At least two people entered the room, she realized by the whispering, which was just quiet enough that she could distinguish female voices but not what they said. She thought they were, or at least one of them was, doing something at the fireplace. A thud was heard, followed by a hiss and crackle of flames. Holly didn’t dare peek, since she couldn’t precisely account for both of them, and feared one might have approached the bed. 

It was possibly the hardest thing she’d ever done, remaining utterly still when she knew for certain that both women—or were there three now?—did indeed stand beside the bed. She focused on not moving her eyes behind her lids, imagining that moving eyelids might be taken as a sure sign that she was not sleeping.

They began speaking again and were close enough that everything they said was clear, but they were definitely not speaking English and Holly had no idea what was being said about her. One of them rearranged the blankets she herself had disturbed. Holly almost gave up her pretense of sleep when her hand was lifted and tucked inside the blankets. Somehow, she managed to let the appendage flop as if she were dead while she fought against swallowing the nervous saliva gathering in her mouth. 

And in the next moment while those women hovered and spoke around her as if she truly were sleeping, the door banged open and Holly could not prevent the jerking of her body so that she was forced to give up the sleeping game, her eyes snapping open at the loud crash of the door, which was followed by a man’s gruff barking.

He, too, spoke something that was not English, marching straight across the room to the bed.

She couldn’t have spoken even if she had known what any of them were saying. She was too busy gawking at the four people standing around the bed. Nervously, she shrank into the thin mattress, pulling the blanket up to her neck. 

All of them were dressed strangely, two women in long dresses of sullen brown, with aprons covering one from the waist down. The younger one, who might have been about thirty, had a long face and wore a weird cap of white with pointed ends. She did not wear an apron, which revealed how shapeless was the gown, and which Holly briefly and quite honestly decided made her look like she had just popped in from some medieval tournament. 

Two men had come, the anxious and first to arrive a thickset man of at least forty years, maybe many more. His hair was gray and brown, and Holly grimaced when she saw that the same could be said about his teeth. He was still talking—to her, she realized with a shrug of her shoulders and an increasing wince. 

“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” she said, her voice quavering a bit, her words causing a huge shock and obvious displeasure to overcome his features. 

He turned and hollered something at the younger man, who might have been his son, since he was possibly half his age, closer to Holly’s and because his hairline was identical to the older man’s, looking like a W high on the front of his head. The old guy flapped his hand toward the door while he barked, and the younger guy nodded tensely before sprinting out of the room.

The capped woman bent at the waist and leaned forward, saying something to Holly.

Feeling incredibly vulnerable in her supine position, Holly struggled to sit up, waving off hands that wanted to help. Recalling that she wore no bra, she clutched the blanket to her chest and addressed the woman speaking to her.

“I’m sorry,” Holly said, and she was. “You can raise your voice and speak really slow like that, but I still don’t know what you’re saying. English?” She asked, though with little hope.

The man now stood at the foot of the bed, his hands on his hips, his fingers rather lost in the folds of his muffin top and his long, belted shirt. Holly schooled her features, trying to hide her confusion and misery from his suddenly probing gaze.

He lifted a hand and lightly smacked it against the older woman’s arm to gain her attention. Sharply, he asked a question of her, his brows shooting up in to his forehead while he waited her answer. He asked the same thing again and Holly began to recognize the sounds of Scots Gaelic, which she’d heard only a little and mostly in the Highlands. She’d not studied it at all, even as she loved Scotland so much, and couldn’t possibly even hope to repeat what he’d just said let alone understand it.

The woman did though, turning now toward Holly and subjecting her to another sharp perusal. She tilted her head and twisted her lips, her gaze roaming over Holly’s surely messy hair and her likely bloodless face.

A shrug was her answer to whatever the man had asked, which displeased him. He barked something else, to which the woman grumbled something in return—Holly clearly heard the word English—before the man shoved her out of the way, taking her spot at the side of the bed now. She couldn’t help it that she shrank back even more, her chest heaving while once again he examined her pretty critically, as if he’d never seen anything like her before. 

“Will someone tell me what is going on?” She asked with some heat, roused by both fear and impatience for these people, acting as if she were only a thing and not a person, confused and terrified. “Where am I and where are my clothes and my purse?”

They didn’t so much as ignore her as they were distracted by the return of the younger man. And while they seemed pleased to see who came with him, Holly didn’t know whether to be relieved
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